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1.  Archaeology of Northeastern Arizona to A.D. 1300 

By Kellam Throgmorton 

This section describes the settlement patterns and sociocultural dynamics of the Western Kayenta region. 
The Western Kayenta region is defined as encompassing the area from Navajo Mountain south to the 
Little Colorado River near Leupp, and from the confluence of the Colorado and Little Colorado Rivers 
eastward to the Hopi Mesas. The FBFA project area comprises the westernmost portion of the analysis 
area. An understanding of cultural changes within the FBFA requires establishing its context within the 
broader Western Kayenta region, and in some instances, beyond. 

The earliest history of the area is known from very few archaeological sites, whereas the later history is 
known from many. The later cultural periods can be easily parsed into centuries and decades, while the 
older periods often have the resolution of a millennium. Similarly, our grasp of cultural similarity and 
difference is much better in the later periods of pre-contact history, leading to much more fine-grained 
analysis of cultural transformations and social organization. Consequently, the first sections of this culture 
history begin broadly, considering archaeological information from all of northeastern Arizona and 
adjacent portions of Utah. By the Anasazi periods, investigation is limited to the Western Kayenta region 
and areas immediately adjacent, including the Middle Little Colorado River, Hopi Buttes, the Hopi Mesas 
(southern Black Mesa), northern Black Mesa, the Shonto and Rainbow Plateaus, and the Klethla Valley. 

Each section describes the general cultural patterns that characterize each period, briefly relates some of 
the critical paleoenvironmental data that influenced human action and attempts to summarize some of the 
key sociocultural patterns evident from current and past research. Much of this culture history relies on 
regional summaries of primary sources, rather than on the primary sources themselves. Because the 
Paleoindian and Archaic environments were quite different than today, more attention is given to 
paleoenvironmental issues for those periods. 

1.1  Paleoindian Period (ca. 11,000-8000 B.C.) 

The Paleoindian period spans the end of the Pleistocene epoch and is the first period with widespread 
evidence of human inhabitation across much of North America. There are several earlier sites that appear 
to predate the Clovis Paleoindian complex (i.e., pre-11,000 B.C.). However, none of the sites with 
substantial and generally accepted evidence of older, pre-Clovis occupation are found in northeastern 
Arizona. Thus, the earliest human inhabitation of the region coincides with the appearance of a distinctive 
lithic tool kit, best represented by the presence of fluted, bifacially-manufactured spear points (Clovis 
points) and blade core technology. 

The Paleoindian and Early Archaic periods span the Pleistocene-Holocene boundary, as a glacial climate 
slowly gave way to the warmer climate of today. The Late Pleistocene climate was different from that of 
the present. Temperatures were colder but varied more widely between summer and winter (Cole 
1982:1144). Winter precipitation was much greater and the monsoonal pattern evident today did not exist 
or was much reduced (Anderson et al. 2000:50; Weng and Jackson 1999:198). Vegetation was 
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correspondingly different and was distributed downward in elevation and southward in latitude (Cole 
1982:1144). Across northern Arizona, timberline was probably 800 m (2,625 feet) lower than it is 
currently (Betancourt and Davis 1984) and the San Francisco Peaks, La Sal Mountains, White Mountains, 
and plateaus at elevations above 11,000 feet elevation were ice covered and glaciated. Below the alpine 
zone, spruce dominated above 2200 m (7,000 feet), with limber pine, blue spruce, and Douglas fir 
between 1500-2200 m (4,500-7,000 feet), and juniper at elevations below 1500 m (4500 feet). Forest 
cover may have resembled parkland in many places, with abundant, open areas of sagebrush and 
grassland. Pinyon pine was either not present in the area (Cole 1982:1144) or occurred in limited 
locations along the Little Colorado River (Anderson et al. 2000:45). 

Temperatures rose throughout the late Pleistocene, and as the ice-sheets to the north melted, the jet 
streams moved northward, summer precipitation increased, and winter precipitation decreased (Weng and 
Jackson 1999:198; Anderson et al. 2000:53). Warmer temperatures and the gradual strengthening of the 
Southwestern monsoon pattern between 9,000 and 7,000 B.C. helped shift the range of ponderosa pine 
(Weng and Jackson 1999:196) and pinyon pine (Cole 1982:1144) northward and upward. Although 
woodland and forest communities were moving towards their current ranges, they were still well below 
their modern limits until about 6,500 B.C. (Cole 1982:1143). 

Smiley (2002:25) argues that many of the higher elevation areas (above 6,500 feet or so) would not have 
been prime territory for large megafauna such as bison and mammoth, and therefore would not 
necessarily have been heavily used by Paleoindian big game hunters. This does not, however, preclude 
the idea that higher elevations would have hosted other faunal and floral resources useful to hunting and 
gathering groups. 

Much of the area around and between the Little Colorado River, the Colorado River, and the greater 
Black Mesa landform falls between 4,000-6,000 feet in elevation, or below the Pleistocene subalpine 
zone. These locales, many of which appear rather barren and uninviting today, may have been more 
attractive to Late Pleistocene/Early Holocene hunter-gatherer groups prior to about 6,500 B.C. 

1.1.1  Settlement Patterns and Subsistence 

Only a handful of stratified Paleoindian sites have been excavated in Arizona and none of these are in the 
northeastern portion of the state. Evidence for Paleoindian occupation of the region is found as surface 
scatters of lithic debris (alongside diagnostic tools and projectile points) and isolated finds of diagnostic 
projectile points (some of these may have been collected and transported by later inhabitants). Haynes 
(2011) provides a list of early Paleoindian fluted point finds within the state of Arizona and observes that 
outside of excavated contexts, Clovis isolated finds are as common in northeastern Arizona as they are in 
southeastern Arizona (2011:352). In the far northeastern part of the state (between the Puerco River, the 
Little Colorado and Colorado Rivers, and the state line), Clovis or Folsom points have been found in the 
following locations: near Sanders (Danson 1961) and Houck (Olson 1964), on the Puerco River; 4.7 miles 
east of Kayenta (Ayers 1966); at Mishongovi village (Gumerman 1966); and at three locations within the 
project area. A Clovis point was found by Harold Colton at Bitter Spring, 32 kilometers south of Page 
(Huckell 1982: Haynes 2011: Table 1). A fluted point fragment, probably Folsom, was found overlooking 
lower Glen Canyon adjacent to Highway 89, south of Page, Arizona (Geib 1995; Haynes 2011:Table 1). 
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And a Clovis point was found on an exposed Pleistocene surface adjacent to a remnant cienega near 
Crevis Well, north of Tuba City (Geib 1995; Haynes 2011: Table 1). Smiley (2002:23) suggests a second 
Clovis point, not reported in Ayers (1966), was found near Kayenta. In all these cases, early Paleoindian 
fluted points are thought to have been isolated finds, possibly lost during hunting excursions. The nearest 
lithic scatter with evidence of a wider range of tool production and economic activities is the Lime Ridge 
Clovis site, located on an exposed ridge north of the San Juan River in southeastern Utah (Davis and Till 
2014). Haynes (2011) suggests a fanciful, though not entirely implausible, scenario in which the majority 
of the Clovis-era projectile points located within eastern Arizona were the result of a single band of 
Paleoindian foragers traveling south from the northern Colorado Plateau over the course of several years, 
with the Lime Ridge camp serving as their point of departure into unknown territory south of the San 
Juan River. 

The late Paleoindian period provides evidence of a wider range of activity in northeastern Arizona. 
Smiley (2002:23) reports that a Plainview-type point base was recovered at the Starling Site, a lithic 
quarry in the vicinity of Kayenta, and that a Midland- or Plainview-like basal fragment was found at a 
lithic scatter near Laguna Creek, east of Kayenta. One of the most completely studied Paleoindian sites is 
at Badger Creek, near Inscription House. This site is a Late Paleoindian camp site with evidence for a 
cremation burial associated with projectile point fragments representing a minimum of 20 Angostura 
points (Miller et al. 2016). Because of the presence of many ground stone implements at the Badger 
Springs site, Miller et al. (2016) suggest that the Angostura complex represents an adaptive strategy 
focused on a collector strategy (i.e., semi-permanent base camps and short-term foraging-related camps), 
rather than a purely foraging adaption. 

In summary, the early Paleoindian period appears to be characterized by bands of foragers that utilized 
lower elevations areas within northeastern Arizona (e.g., the Little Colorado River Valley, the edges of 
the Kaibito Plateau, the Klethla Valley, and areas between Kayenta and the San Juan River), which would 
likely have been a combination of montane forest and grassland. Cultural remains are typically isolated 
projectile points near former dunes and marshes or cienegas, probably representing projectiles lost during 
hunting. The late Paleoindian period is characterized by a broader array of site types, including short-term 
camps, tool manufacturing locales near lithic sources, and possibly cremation burials. The shift in 
elevation may partially be a result of the greater emphasis on a collector strategy, with base camps 
established midway between low and high elevation areas, but it also probably reflects the establishment 
of the early Holocene climatic regime and vegetation communities. 

1.2  Archaic Period (ca. 8000-500 B.C.) 

The Archaic period covers the longest span of time in Southwestern history, yet only in the last three 
decades or so have archaeologists begun to gain an understanding of the period based on more evidence 
than projectile point typologies. Part of the issue is preservation. In the dune-covered environment of the 
southern Colorado Plateau, surfaces are in a constant state of flux. As a consequence, many Archaic sites 
are deflated surface scatters that comingle remains from several hundreds of thousands of years and 
destroy organic materials that might assist in chronological assignments. Others are deeply buried, often a 
meter or more below later sites, and are only revealed during testing prior to construction projects (e.g., 
Geib 2011:142).  
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Schroedl’s (1976) cultural sequence for the Archaic period on the Colorado Plateau identified four 
phases: Black Knoll (6300-4200 B.C.), Castle Valley (4200-2500 B.C.), Green River (2500-1300 B.C.), 
and Dirty Devil (1300 B.C. to A.D. 500). These phases are divided on the basis of diagnostic lithic tools, 
mainly projectile points. The Black Knoll phase had Pinto and Northern side-notched points and 
manifested population increase toward the end (ca. 5000-4200 B.C.). The subsequent Castle Valley phase 
was characterized by Rocker, Sudden, and Hawken side-notched projectile points early but later in the 
phase, other point types such as Humboldt and McKean were more common. From 2500-1300 B.C., 
Schroedl identified the Green River phase, with first San Rafael side-notched and, later, Gypsum style 
projectile points. Lastly, the Dirty Devil phase saw continuation with Green River point types but lower 
population in Schroedl’s view. Schroedl’s sequence was built on data predominantly derived from caves 
sites in southern Utah and northeast Arizona, including Danger Cave (Jennings 1957), Hogup Cave 
(Aikens 1970), Sudden Shelter (Jennings et al. 1980), and Cowboy Cave (Jennings 1980). As such, the 
sequence may not be applicable to open sites.  

The most comprehensive work on the Archaic in northeastern Arizona occurred during the construction of 
the Navajo Mountain Road. Phil Geib (2011) synthesized these results and the following section relies 
extensively on his interpretation of the Archaic archaeology of the Rainbow and northern Shonto Plateau. 
Archaic sites were also encountered during the Black Mesa Project and synthesized by Smiley (2002). 
Although some archaeologists have described phases and complexes for the Archaic, most currently 
prefer to use the designations Early, Middle, and Late Archaic to highlight differences in settlement 
patterns, material culture, and adaptive strategy throughout the Archaic period. Finally, description of 
perishable material culture and paleodiet are based on remains from dry caves and shelters, which are 
principally found near the Utah-Arizona border and further north—it is not clear whether these 
descriptions are also applicable in more open topographic settings of the FBFA. 

Climate and Vegetation 

As mentioned above, the Pleistocene-Holocene environmental transition extended into the Archaic 
period. Forest and woodland plant communities (and the fauna they supported) moved northward and 
upward in elevation between 9,000-7,000 B.C. The most striking environmental aspect of the Archaic was 
a warmer and possibly more arid period between about 6000-3000 B.C. (Geib 2011:200; Huckell 
1996:317; Smiley 2002: Figure 2.1). Sediment cores from the Kaibab Plateau suggest the mid Holocene 
was the warmest and driest of the entire sequence, with substantially decreased effective moisture across 
northern Arizona (Weng and Jackson 1999:198), while packrat middens indicate an upward displacement 
of pinyon-juniper woodland in the eastern Grand Canyon between 6500-4800 B.C. (Cole 1982:1143). 
Summer monsoons may have failed altogether during this period, which Geib (2011:200-1) suggests 
would have drastically reduced the herbaceous ground cover of the region, leading to an overall reduction 
in both animal and human populations. This prolonged and hot dry period in the Western Kayenta region, 
from roughly ca. 6000 to 3000 B.C., is part of a much larger climatic event known as the Altithermal 
period, which greatly affected sub-continent human settlement throughout the Interior West and Great 
Plains regions (Antevs 1948, 1953, 1955). By 2000 B.C., environmental conditions were essentially 
similar to what they are today (Huckell 1996:318). 
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Subsistence, Settlement Patterns and Mobility 

Archaeologists characterize the peoples of the southern Colorado Plateau as broad-spectrum foragers 
throughout the Archaic sequence (Huckell 1996:355; Geib 2011:165). Small bands moved camp locations 
every few weeks as they sought unexhausted patches of seasonally available wild plants (Smiley 
2002:32). Paleofeces from several cave sites in southern Utah and northern Arizona indicate that 
dropseed, goosefoot, prickly pear pads, sunflower, wild onion, portulaca, small rodents and reptiles, 
cottontail, jackrabbit, and larger game were all consumed (Van Ness and Hansen 1996). Van Ness and 
Hansen (1996:124) note that many of these species thrive in disturbed settings, raising the possibility that 
Archaic foragers actively manipulated some aspects of their surrounding environment. 

Theoretical models (e.g., Binford 1980) suggest that foragers should create largely undifferentiated camp 
sites since they repeatedly practice a common set of subsistence and domestic activities in new locations. 
While the diet of Archaic peoples was broad-spectrum, their settlement system resulted in the creation of 
a variety of different kinds of archaeological sites, reflecting diverse sets of spatially restricted activities. 
The most substantial are residential sites, which include groundstone, hearths, roasting features, and 
higher densities of faunal bone and macrobotanical remains, if preservation permits. Commonly found are 
hunting camps, which include extensive debitage and discarded projectile points. Additional temporary 
camps, processing sites (perhaps focused on particular food resources), and lithic quarry sites are likely 
too, though they often contain such a limited quantity of artifacts, and often lacking diagnostic projectile 
points, it is hard to infer what activities took place at these sites. 

Huckell (1996:352) suggests that foragers in the northern Southwest may have had ranges of up to 200-
300 km. Geib (2011:188-192) agrees that ranges were large, though he differentiates between a “logistical 
territory” 100 km in diameter for most activities, and a much more expansive hunting range of 200+ km. 
These hunting ranges are based on the occurrence of lithic materials at hunting camps and residential 
sites. Based on the common presence of Government Mountain obsidian at several hunting camps on the 
southern edge of the Rainbow Plateau, but its relative absence at residential sites further north toward 
Navajo Mountain, Geib (2011:192) suggests that there were two Archaic populations in the region—a 
Navajo Mountain band centered on the Glen Canyon lowlands, and a Little Colorado band that had a 
hunting range extending from the San Francisco Peaks to the northern Shonto Plateau. Government 
Mountain obsidian was present at Early Archaic sites on Black Mesa (Smiley 2002:31), which suggests 
this area was included within the hunting territory of the Little Colorado band range. 

The Early Archaic (8,000–5,000 B.C.) 

Geib (1996:28) argues against continuity between the Paleoindian and Archaic periods on the Southern 
Colorado Plateau, as do Berry and Berry (1986). Irwin-Williams (1973), based on data from the Arroyo 
Cuervo region of northwest New Mexico, suggested there was continuity with Late Paleoindian groups, 
and proposed a lingering large-game adaptation in that region, which Geib (1996:28) finds reasonable and 
Berry and Berry (1986:315) do not. Ecological differences between the canyon country of northern 
Arizona and southern Utah, and the open grasslands of the southeastern San Juan Basin and the Basin and 
Range of the Puerco River could easily account for differences in early Archaic adaptive strategies in the 
two regions. The prevalence of large stemmed points along the middle and lower Little Colorado River 
(Geib 2011: Figure 2.4) argues for some large-game hunting in the region. 



Prepared for the Former Bennet Freeze Area Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan  
Environmental Assessment 

Final Archaeological and Ethnographic Literature Review for the Former Bennett Freeze Area 
July 2020 

-6- 

Early Archaic residential camps appear to have been located at relatively low elevation cave sites and, not 
surprisingly, near water sources. Some of these residential sites, like those described by Geib (2011) near 
Navajo Mountain, appear to be situated at ecotones with steep elevation changes, allowing access to a 
wide range of plant and animal species within a small area. It is not clear if this pattern continues further 
to the south, particularly along the middle and lower Little Colorado where elevation changes are less 
abrupt. Early dates have been obtained from Dust Devil Cave (8094 - 5438 cal B.C. [Ambler 1996: Table 
7]), Polly’s Place (8280+/-160 rcybp [Geib 1996a: Table 5]) Sand Dune Cave (7740+/-120 rcybp [Geib 
1996a: Table 5]), and from the Hostqin site near Ganado (8260+/-100 rcybp [Berry 1987: Huckell 1977]). 
Geib (2011:198) suggests these Early Archaic bands were focused on grassland ecosystems. Although 
Geib argues against continuity with prior Paleoindian populations, it is worth pointing out that the 
elevational range exploited by Early Archaic groups was similar to that of Late Paleoindian populations—
what had changed was the subsistence strategy that supported them. In addition, during the Early Archaic, 
ecological communities were still somewhat lower in elevation than they are today. 

As early as 8000 B.C., there are distinct contrasts between the northern and southern portions of the 
Colorado Plateau (Berry and Berry 1986:474). Geib (2011:29) suggests that a line could be drawn 
separating Canyonlands, the Grand Canyon, Utah’s high plateaus, and the Uinta region from the Navajo 
country and Mogollon-Reserve area to the south. North of this line notched projectile points predominate 
(e.g., Elko series, Sudden Side Notched, San Rafael Side Notched), while to the south, the stemmed 
Oshara sequence outlined by Irwin-Williams (1973) predominates (e.g., Bajada, San Jose, Armijo). 
Nonetheless, Geib is quick to point out that differences in point technology do not completely correlate 
with other aspects of material culture—for example, plain weave sandal technology apparently diffused 
northward from the southern edge of the Colorado Plateau at the end of the Early Archaic (Geib 2000), 
without any complimentary diffusion of projectile point technology. 

Middle Archaic (5000–3000 B.C.) 

The onset of warmer and drier environmental conditions during the mid-Holocene coincides with a 
dramatic change in settlement patterns and demography. Pinyon-Juniper woodland moved upward in 
elevation (Cole 1982:1143), and perhaps northward, while elsewhere water sources shrank in size or dried 
up (Weng and Jackson 1999:198). Working with radiocarbon dates available in the early 1980s, Berry 
and Berry (1986: Figure 14; see also Berry 1987) proposed a wholesale abandonment of the southern 
Colorado Plateau between 4000-3000 B.C. due to a complete lack of dated samples from that era, and 
despite a relatively robust radiocarbon record in the Early and Late Archaic periods. Since then, Geib 
(1996a, 2000; 2011:198) has identified a few dates that fall within the Middle Archaic on the southern 
Colorado Plateau. Nonetheless, cave sites that were frequently used as residential bases during the Early 
Archaic were completely abandoned during the Middle Archaic. Smiley (2002:30) similarly sees a hiatus 
at Black Mesa. 

Berry and Berry (1986) use the apparent 1,000-year, Middle Archaic gap as one line of evidence that the 
southwestern Archaic was characterized by cultural discontinuity at various times. However, Geib 
contests this. He instead suggests that foragers responded to the aridification of the environment by 
changing the location of the residential camps and expanding their ranges (Geib 1996b, 2000), spreading 
technologies like plain weave sandal construction across the region. He further argues that continuity in 
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sandal construction technology between the end of the Early Archaic and the Late Archaic suggests that 
while population probably declined, the region was not completely abandoned by forager groups. 

Late Archaic (3000–500 B.C.) 

Residential sites appear again during the Late Archaic period. Based on the sample of sites from near 
Navajo Mountain, Geib (2011:183) suggests that Late Archaic residential sites were located at slightly 
higher elevations than their Early Archaic counterparts, within the pinyon-juniper woodlands as opposed 
to grasslands. While cave sites were reoccupied, open air camps became common across much of 
northeastern Arizona. Berry and Berry (1986) propose that the Late Archaic represents a combination of 
recolonization of the southern Colorado Plateau from several directions (by people making Elko, San 
Rafael, and San Jose style points), as well as a long distance colonization by non-agricultural foragers 
from the Mexican highlands (based on the sudden appearance of contracting stem Gypsum points). It does 
not seem unreasonable that, following the amelioration of environmental conditions ca. 3000-2000 B.C., 
several distinct groups moved into what had been, for over a thousand years, a sparsely inhabited 
landscape. A complex cultural scenario is likely for the beginning of the Late Archaic. 

Use of specific places for non-subsistence activities becomes apparent during the Late Archaic. Emslie et 
al. (1995) describe how Late Archaic (4,000-3,000 BP) populations used remote alcoves in the Grand 
Canyon as sites for the construction of cairns and votive deposition of split-willow twig figurines of 
animals. These are probably related to hunting magic, and there appears to be an association between the 
cairns and split-twig figurines and extinct mountain goat fossils within caves. Cave choice for votive 
deposition correlates best with the presence of a dark zone, not the inaccessibility of the cave (Emslie et 
al. 1995:170). Elsewhere, split-twig figurines frequently co-occur with Gypsum points (Geib 2011:36). 

Maize was introduced to the southern Colorado Plateau during the Late Archaic. Maize recovered from 
Three Fir Shelter on Black Mesa produced a radiocarbon date of 3610+/- 170 14C years BP, or 2,470-
1,540 cal. B.C. (Merrill et al. 2009: Table S2). A date of 3455+/-54 rcybp or 1,890-1,640 cal B.C. was 
obtained from maize recovered near Lukachukai (Gilpin 1994:205; Merrill et al. 2009: Table S2). These 
dates indicate maize was present in northeastern Arizona by roughly 2000 B.C. 

Smiley (2002:42) proposes that the appearance of maize marks the end of the Archaic, and begins the 
Basketmaker II, or White Dog phase, at 2000 B.C. He (2002:46) argues that the appearance of maize 
represents a significant shift in how people thought about mobility, subsistence, and the household. Yet 
for 1500 years after the appearance of maize, there are not very many changes in settlement patterns and 
lifeways. Furthermore, maize did not become particularly ubiquitous until at least 400 B.C. For example, 
Geib (2011:146) notes that maize was not recovered from any site older than 400 B.C. on the Rainbow 
Plateau. Similar observations have been made in other regions of the southern Colorado Plateau, as well. 
Paleodemographers agree that it was only after the incorporation of additional domesticates, technologies, 
and social strategies that agriculture had an appreciable effect on birth rate and population growth in the 
northern Southwest (Kohler et al. 2008). 

Perhaps it makes sense, then, to include the White Dog Phase (2000 B.C. to 400 B.C.) with the Archaic. 
Geib (2011: 207) argues that the 2000-400 B.C. period be considered the “Archaic-Formative Transition,” 
an idea also supported by Matson (2006: 159). Only after about 500 B.C. do stable isotope studies suggest 
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that people in northeastern Arizona and southeastern Utah were reliant on maize (Coltrain et al. 2007). In 
several areas such as on the Rainbow Plateau (Geib and Spurr 2000) and the Petrified Forest, a relatively 
uninterrupted sequence begins ca. 500 B.C. extending through to the formation of the first pithouse 
communities ca. A.D. 300 - 550. Finally, between 2000 B.C. and 500 B.C., alcove sites such as those 
found in Marsh Pass seem to have been used as residential and storage sites (Smiley 2002). After 500 
B.C., their function switches to a combination of storage, deposition of important items such as scalp bags 
and caches, and burial locales. 

1.3  Anasazi Period (ca. 500 B.C. to A.D. 1300) 

Basketmaker II Period (ca. 500 B.C.-A.D. 500) 

Western Basketmaker II is characterized by the use of the atlatl (use of the bow-and-arrow begins after 
about A.D. 400; Reed and Geib 2013), habitation in shallow pit structures, use of cave sites for burial, 
two-rod-and-bundle basketry construction, and a lack of obvious cranial deformation from hard-backed 
cradle-boards. Across most of the southwestern Colorado Plateau period, the Basketmaker II period 
represents the beginnings of a recognizable Anasazi cultural pattern, in large measure attributable to a 
subsistence adaptation focused on maize farming. There was a diversification and intensification of maize 
farming after about 500 B.C. (Matson and Chisholm 1991), and Basketmaker II populations were reliant 
on maize by 100 B.C.–A.D. 200, if not earlier (Cooper et al. 2016). There is some evidence to suggest 
that there was a moderate discontinuity between earlier populations and Basketmaker agriculturalists ca. 
400-500 B.C. (Geib 2011:280). McNeil and Shaul (2018) use rock art evidence to argue that Southern 
Uto-Aztecan speaking farmers migrated northward ca. 800-400 B.C., passing through the Middle Little 
Colorado River valley, and joined existing Late Archaic foragers who spoke Northern Uto-Aztecan. 
Therefore, the origins of Western Basketmaker II might be found in the arrival of some maize farmers 
from the south, the adoption of maize by Southern Colorado Plateau foragers, and a flowering of 
symbolic material culture (particularly in high visibility objects like projectile points, headdresses, and 
body adornment). Increased visibility of emblemic material culture is often documented during periods of 
cultural melding. Regardless of the origins of Western Basketmaker II, Geib and Spurr (2000) present 
clear evidence of population continuity from the Rainbow Plateau after 400 B.C., including an unbroken 
radiocarbon span from 400 B.C.–A.D. A.D. 500 and evidence of early brown-gray ceramics thought to 
represent some of the earliest pottery produced in the northern Southwest ca. A.D. 300-400 (Reed et al. 
2000). 

Paleoclimate Reconstructions 

Fine-grained paleoclimatic data are available for the second half of the Basketmaker II period (Dean et al. 
1985; see also Smiley 2002:51-53). Based on dendroclimate studies, the first century A.D. was 
characterized by fluctuation in rainfall patterns and geomorphological evidence suggesting similar 
fluctuation in floodplain stability across the southern Colorado Plateau (Dean et al. 1985:541). A decades-
long period of relatively high rainfall correlates with a period of aggradation of the floodplain, followed 
by a period of average and below average rainfall. The period from about A.D. 300-400 is characterized 
by wide and rapid fluctuation in rainfall patterns, followed by a period of relative stability around the 
average from about A.D. 400-550. Floodplains entered a period of degradation ca. A.D. 250, and water 
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tables likely dropped throughout that period as well. Beginning around A.D. 300 and continuing to 
around A.D. 550, floodplains slowly aggraded. 

Subsistence and Settlement Patterns 

Matson (1991) suggested that early agriculturalists planted maize in locations that collected and retained 
ground water originating from winter precipitation and spring snow melt. The residual ground water 
allowed the maize to sprout and survive through the relatively dry months of May and June prior to the 
arrival of summer monsoonal precipitation. Recent isotopic studies of Basketmaker II archaeological 
maize cobs from Cedar Mesa, Utah suggest this hypothesis is correct (Burrillo et al. 2017). This farming 
technique is analogous to dune farming identified by Hack (1942) at Hopi—a relatively low yield but 
consistent technique that makes use of microclimate niches throughout the southern Colorado Plateau. 

During the Basketmaker II period settlement patterns became more diverse. For example, it seems likely 
that cave sites and alcoves, formerly used as storage and habitation locales, may have shifted in function 
towards burial crypts. Based on the excavations on the Navajo Mountain Road and results from adjacent 
projects, Geib (2011:252-4) has reconstructed settlement patterns for the Basketmaker II period. He 
suggests that primary habitations, characterized by relatively substantial round pithouses, obvious storage 
features, dark, ashy middens with many maize macrofossils, and abundant lithic debris were used as 
winter habitations. Secondary habitations consist of less substantial pithouses, fewer or non-existent 
storage features, and lower maize ubiquity indices. 

Primary habitations on the Shonto Plateau were found in variety of settings, including relatively low spots 
where drainages came together and increased runoff potential, but also in relatively high (above 7,100 
feet) settings where rainfall was greater (Geib 2011:255). Secondary habitations were often on higher 
ridges separating drainages but were never particularly far from a primary habitation. To Geib, this 
suggested a complicated land use pattern, with households from up to 25 km away placing secondary 
habitations near pre-existing primary habitations of other groups, perhaps part of a strategy of establishing 
land tenure. The existence of non-habitation storage sites, particular in dry caves (Geib 2011:250), reveals 
that Basketmaker II populations often stored maize in locations closer to fields than to habitations. 
Additionally, Basketmaker II camps related to hunting, pinyon gathering, and other activities, are often 
found. 

In the Western Kayenta region there is limited evidence for population aggregations during the 
Basketmaker II period—most primary habitations probably housed no more than a couple households. 
Further southeast in the Little Colorado River drainage, however, there are numerous large sites dating to 
the Basketmaker II period (ca. 300 B.C. to A.D. 300), such as Sivu’ovi (Burton 1991) and Flattop 
(Wendorf 1953) in Petrified Forest National Park. Some interpretations suggest that these large sites are 
the result of repeated use of the same locale for hundreds of years, and the presence of radiocarbon dates 
spanning several hundred years within a single structure suggests there was significant reuse of materials 
from older structures (Reed and Theuer (2011:98). Nonetheless, the large number of pithouses evident at 
these sites (20-50+) also allows for an interpretation of them as seasonal (growing season) aggregations of 
multiple households, with the possibility of some year-round habitation by a subset of the population 
(Reed and Theuer 2011:103). 
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Sociopolitical Organization 

Communities may have covered a wide area, and included over 100 individuals, if the human remains 
recovered from a possible mass grave at Cave 7, Southeastern Utah, represents an entire local group (cf. 
Hurst and Turner 1993, but see also Coltrain et al. 2012). The Basketmaker II period may be one of the 
first times that status differences between individuals are evident in the archaeological record of the 
Southern Colorado Plateau. Charles and Cole (2006:203) note that the inclusion of unique burial goods 
and the appearance of items like necklaces, pendants, headdresses, flutes, and trophy scalps in rock art 
suggest demarcation of statuses. Robins (2002) elaborates on this to argue that “big man” rock art 
depictions (i.e., San Juan Anthropomorphs) are expressions of social power. These rock art panels depict 
warriors and their accoutrements and are frequently located near high productivity agricultural locales. 
Robins suggests the rock art panels were created by local headmen to assert control over resources and 
advertise their prestige. 

Basketmaker II-III Transitions (A.D. 300-500) 

The transition from Basketmaker II to III is not found on northern Black Mesa and is poorly represented 
on the Hopi Mesas. It is, however, well documented on the Rainbow and Shonto Plateaus (Geib 2011; 
Geib and Spurr 2000) as well as further south along the southern tributaries of the Little Colorado River 
(Reed and Theur 2011; Wendorf 1953; Young and Gilpin 2012). The most obvious indicator of sites 
dating to this time period is the presence of low-fired brownware pottery referred to as Obelisk Utility 
(Reed et al. 2000). At Salina Springs, east of the Hopi Mesas, a pithouse associated with brownware 
pottery produced a radiocarbon date on roof debris of 1470 +/- 50 BP or A.D. 480 +/-50 (Gilpin 1994). 
Elsewhere this pottery type, (which subsumes numerous older type designations) is associated with A.D. 
200-500 contexts (Reed et al. 2000). Further to the southeast, Adamana Brownware, a micaceous paddle-
and-anvil technology pottery, dates to the A.D. 200-400 era and suggests connections with other paddle-
and-anvil technologies further south. However, Adamana Brownware is rarely found outside a localized 
area around the Petrified Forest. 

One of the important points made by Geib and Spurr (2000:193) is that Obelisk Utility does not appear 
simultaneously among contemporaneous sites. Some households, living in domestic pithouses at 
settlements with many storage features, were using Obelisk Utility as early as A.D. 145-375 on the 
Rainbow Plateau. But other settlements with evidence of habitation between A.D. 145 and 435 
completely lack this early, polished brownware. A few sites, such as Dust Devil Cave, which was 
primarily used as a storage locale, have yielded dates as late as A.D. 400-800, yet there is no evidence of 
pottery. The lesson here is that identifying transitional Basketmaker II-III sites is probably not possible 
with survey data alone—some sites dating to this era will produce Obelisk Utility ware, while others will 
not. 

Basketmaker III Period (ca. A.D. 500-750) 

Basketmaker III is characterized by habitation in shallow pithouses (Throgmorton 2012), the development 
of community-scale “integrative” structures, the introduction of the bow-and-arrow (Railey 2010; Reed 
2000; Reed and Geib 2013), the cultivation of beans (and probably squash) in addition to maize, turkey 
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domestication, and the consistent use of pottery across the northern Southwest. The first densely clustered 
villages also appear in Basketmaker III. 

In several areas of northeastern Arizona, radiocarbon dates strongly suggest continuity with prior 
Basketmaker II populations. For example, at Cove-Redrock Valley (Reed and Wilcox 2000), and on the 
Rainbow and Shonto Plateaus, Geib and Spurr (2000; see also Geib 2011) demonstrate continuity 
throughout the 400 B.C. to A.D. 500 era, also indicated by an early brownware pottery horizon. Similarly, 
to the southeast near the confluence of the middle Little Colorado and Puerco Rivers, radiocarbon dates 
indicate relatively continuous occupancy. However, in the Petrified Forest area there are some hints of 
technological change in pottery that may relate to population movement ca. A.D. 400-500. The early 
Adamana pottery horizon, a micaceous-tempered, paddle-and-anvil technology brownware more similar 
to construction techniques found in the Basin and Range country of southern Arizona, is replaced by 
Woodruff tradition red and brownwares. These are sand-tempered, slipped and burnished vessels with a 
coil-and-scrape forming technology (Reed et al. 2000). It is rare to find a large settlement that contains 
both Adamana and Woodruff technology pottery (Reed and Theuer 2011; Reuven Sinensky, PhD 
candidate, 2018, phone conversation). 

Basketmaker III sites are more recognizable than those of Basketmaker II because of the addition of 
pottery to the material culture assemblage. They can, however, be difficult to differentiate from early and 
middle Pueblo I sites without absolute dates. Early Basketmaker III ceramic assemblages (e.g., A.D. 500-
600) in the southern Kayenta and Tusayan region typically contain a combination of Obelisk Utility, Lino 
Gray, occasionally Lino Polished (a Lino variant found as bowls with a burnished interior), and rare 
instances of carbon-painted Lino black-on-gray (B/G). Later Basketmaker III assemblages (e.g., A.D. 
600-725) consist mostly of Lino Gray, Lino B/G, and Tallahogan redware (a red-slipped gray ware).  

Paleoenvironment 

Nichols (2002: 66) summarizes the paleoclimate data for the Basketmaker III period in the Western 
Kayenta region. The beginning of the period coincided with a 170-year long period of fairly stable 
conditions with few droughts, though the early- and mid-700s experienced drought (A.D. 700-720, 735-
775). Throughout most of the Basketmaker period, streams and drainages were aggrading, which would 
have made them suitable for floodwater farming practices. The end of the Basketmaker III period 
coincided with a deterioration of climate stability, increased variation in rainfall, a drop in the water table, 
and erosion of stream beds. 

Settlement Patterns and Subsistence 

Basketmaker III habitation sites were not identified during the Black Mesa Archaeological Project, and 
they are uncommon in much of the northern half of the Western Kayenta region, i.e., the Rainbow 
Plateau, around Navajo Mountain, Cedar Mesa, and the Glen Canyon area (Nichols 2002). Nonetheless, 
there are many significant Basketmaker III communities in lower elevation settings, particularly to the 
southeast and east (Young and Gilpin 2012). Basketmaker III sites are also very common on the Hopi 
Mesas. Topographically, habitations are found in a wide range of settings, from low-elevation floodplains 
of the Little Colorado River (Gilpin et al. 2012; Young 1996), to dunes within mid-elevation valleys 
(Ambler and Olson 1977), to mesa tops in higher elevation settings (Daifuku 1961). Assuming that most 
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people built houses relatively close to agricultural fields, this suggests that a variety of farming strategies 
were practiced, including floodwater or akchin farming at the outwash locations of tributary drainages on 
floodplains, dune fields and seeps along valley edges, and potentially rainfall-fed farming on mesa tops 
(Hack 1942). 

Early Basketmaker III sites may be more common in low elevation and floodplain locations than later 
Basketmaker III sites. At Hopi, recent survey has only identified two possible early Basketmaker III sites, 
both located above Dinnebito Wash. Further to the southeast along the Little Colorado River floodplain, 
trenching associated with maintenance of a 1950s-era pipeline exposed portions of an early Basketmaker 
III site with storage features (Gilpin et al. 2012). Fractionally-corrected AMS dating of maize recovered 
from a bell-shaped pit produced a radiocarbon age of 1540+/-30 BP, or A.D. 430-600 (calibrated) with an 
intercept at ca. A.D. 540. The site is important for several reasons. First, it provides an absolute date on a 
ceramic assemblage consisting of a combination of Lino Gray, Lino Polished, and Obelisk Utility. 
Second, it demonstrates that floodplain locales were utilized during early Basketmaker III along the 
middle-lower Little Colorado River. While a few scattered artifacts were evident on the surface, the 
features themselves were buried beneath 30-50 cm of red clay alluvial overwash, which had capped and 
preserved evidence of a paleosol characterized by sandy sediment and shallow wash channels 3-4 m 
across. This suggests a massive flooding event post-dating A.D. 540 that may have buried habitations 
elsewhere on the middle and lower Colorado River floodplain. 

Early Basketmaker III communities are also located along the edges of mid-elevation valleys. Northeast 
of Tuba City, highway construction in the 1960s exposed portions of several Basketmaker III sites along 
the edge of the Klethla Valley (Ambler and Olson 1977). NA8163 included several round and oval 
pithouses associated with small quantities of Obelisk Utility and Lino B/G. Tree ring dates from the 
settlement suggest construction in the mid-500s. 

Young and Gilpin (2012:163) reconstruct mobility patterns for Basketmaker III populations. They suggest 
that bell-shaped pits were the preferred storage facility for relatively mobile groups that may have 
seasonally vacated particular habitation sites—the pits could be more easily concealed and hidden from 
others. In contrast, slab-lined storage cists (which probably had a beehive-shaped adobe and stone dome 
above the ground) may have been the preferred storage technology for groups with lower mobility, or 
where some subset of the group remained at a particular habitation site nearly year round. Above ground 
cists may be more convenient for frequent access to stored food resources, but probably required more 
effort to monitor against theft or pests. Based on this logic, Young and Gilpin (2012; see also Young 
1996) suggest that along the Middle Little Colorado River people moved seasonally between lowland 
farming locations (e.g., adjacent to the floodplain) and highland locations where other, wild resources 
could be found. In more varied ecological zones (for example, the canyon and mesa country close to the 
Utah-Arizona border), a variety of resources could be acquired logistically without traveling far, and 
settlements may have been more permanent.  

Community Organization and Sociopolitical Diversity 

The status distinctions of the prior Basketmaker II period are less obviously marked in media such as rock 
art and body adornment during Basketmaker III. But architectural forms and floor-assemblages-at-
abandonment reveal potential status differences. For example, in many parts of the Southwest (including 
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parts of northern Arizona), oversized pithouses first appear (Damp and Kotyk 2000; Reed 2000). 
Sometimes these structures were burned with assemblages of ritual items (azurite, turquoise, shell, ground 
stone pipes, etc.) suggesting they may have been the homes of important community religious leaders. 

In the Western Kayenta region there are at least two different styles of community organization. If 
southeastern Utah is also considered, there are at least three kinds of community organization. Some 
communities, particularly on the Hopi Mesas and along the tributaries of the middle Little Colorado River 
consist of dispersed habitations focused on a highly visible landform, such as a prominent butte or 
extension of a mesa rim. Butte tops generally lack obvious community architecture, but may contain large 
storage features, roasting pits, and small, enigmatic “cribbed-log” structures that were probably not full-
time habitations. Estimates of community size are about 12 households (60-100 people), which in some 
cases closely correlates with the storage capacity of centrally located (and presumably communal) storage 
features (Throgmorton 2016). Communities of this type have been radiocarbon dated to about A.D. 580-
670 in the Hopi Mesas. 

The second kind of community is focused around early great kivas. These community structures usually 
measure about 12 m in diameter, had a roof supported by four posts, exhibit few floor features other than 
a central hearth, and had a slab-lined perimeter and bench (Roberts 1929; Gilpin and Benallie 2000). 
Basketmaker III great kivas are found at Juniper Cove in the Klethla Valley, NA 8800 northeast of Black 
Mesa, and possibly at Bad Dog Ridge and Ganado (these are possibly Pueblo I in age). Further afield, 
Basketmaker III great kivas occur in Southwest Colorado (Diederichs et al. 2017), at Kiva Mesa in Cove-
Redrock Valley (Reed and Wilcox 2000), and in Chaco Canyon (Roberts 1929; Wills and Windes 1989; 
Windes 2015). The use of great kivas also coincides with shifts in the iconography of rock art to 
depictions of community gatherings, rather than powerful individuals (Robins and Hays Gilpin 
2000:247), and the appearance of figurative imagery depicting communal dances on ceramic vessels 
(Young and Gilpin 2012:165). 

Finally, there are communities that are focused on oversized pithouses, which are essentially very large 
versions of the common domestic pithouse. Some oversized pithouses have floor areas of over 100 square 
meters, though the more important variable is the relative size of these structures in comparison to other 
domestic architecture within the community. Oversized pithouses have the typical suite of domestic 
features (hearths, sometimes wingwalls, storage features, activity areas), but also may include more 
complex ritual floor features or sipapus. Oversized pithouses are found at Bluff-Meloy Village, near Bluff 
Utah, and at Recapture Village, near Blanding (Allison et al. 2012). An oversized pithouse may also exist 
at Jeddito 264 (Daifuku 1961), on Antelope Mesa, and date to the early A.D. 700s. 

Pueblo I Period (ca. A.D. 750-900) 

Traditionally, the Pueblo I period has been characterized by the development of neckbanded utility 
ceramics (e.g., Moccasin Gray or Kana’a Gray), cranial deformation due to use of hard cradleboards, the 
shift from dwelling in pithouses to living in surface pueblos, and the advent of aggregated villages with 
large roomblocks comprised of contiguous room suites. Aside from the advent of cranial deformation, 
few of these other criteria hold true for much of the area around the Hopi Mesas, the Middle Little 
Colorado River, and uplands and valleys on and adjacent to northern Black Mesa.  
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Pueblo I is probably best discerned by contiguous arcs of cists or shallow oval rooms, the gradual 
replacement of entry ramps in pithouses by ventilator shafts, Kana’a Black-on-white (B/W) pottery (a 
Tusayan Whiteware), and the appearance of small quantities of San Juan Redware tradewares (which 
would indicate a post-A.D. 750 date). Most habitations dating to the Pueblo I period in the Western 
Kayenta region appear to have only a single row of well-defined surface rooms. This is unlike Pueblo I 
sites found further to the northeast (i.e., the Northern San Juan region), although it is similar to Pueblo I-
aged sites to the southeast, such as White Mound Village (Gladwin 1945), which has relatively poorly-
defined “front” rooms and dates to ca. A.D. 780-820. 

Based on tree ring dates from Jeddito 264 (Daifuku 1961), Kana’a B/W probably began to be produced 
around A.D. 725, becoming ever more common throughout the later A.D. 700s. Tallahogan Redware 
probably disappeared by the middle A.D. 700s and was replaced by imports of Bluff Black-on-red (B/R). 
Lino B/G continues until well into the A.D. 800s, and Kana’a Gray (a neckbanded variety) probably does 
not occur in any meaningful quantities until the late A.D. 800s. As a consequence, an early A.D. 800s 
component can resemble an early A.D. 600s component unless careful attention is given to identify 
Kana’a B/W and gauging the proportion of painted wares to plain wares. Painted wares increase in 
frequency over time. Neckbanded wares are not a good indicator of the Pueblo I period. 

Where to subdivide the distinction between Basketmaker III and Pueblo I is an open question. In 
surrounding regions, such as the Petrified Forest, recent unpublished radiocarbon dates suggest that 
important aggregations formed ca. A.D. 720-750 at places like Twin Butte (Reuven Sinensky, PhD 
candidate, pers. comm., 2018, phone conversation), corresponding with hiatuses in occupation elsewhere 
(Throgmorton 2012). There are similar aggregated settlements in the Hopi Mesas lacking absolute dates, 
but with ceramics assemblages suggesting an A.D. 650-800 date. Linear roomblocks with clearly defined 
front rooms (similar to those that characterize Pueblo I in the Northern San Juan) do not appear until ca. 
A.D. 840-860 on Black Mesa, and may not appear at all in the Hopi Mesas, Hopi Buttes, and regions 
further to the south. Because of the great resemblance between Basketmaker III and Pueblo I sites in 
much of the Western Kayenta region, some archaeologists (e.g., Black Mesa Archaeological Project 
personnel) have pushed the Basketmaker III period as late as A.D. 850. Considering that most people now 
use the Pecos Classification primarily as a chronological shorthand instead of a developmental sequence, 
it seems best to place the cutoff between periods closer where it is used in other regions; at A.D. 750. 

Settlement Patterns and Subsistence 

Black Mesa archaeologists suggested that Pueblo I settlements continued to be primarily located on 
floodplain locations (Powell 1983:21), though their sample was very small and it is unclear whether they 
meant floodplains of small drainages within the Black Mesa landform, or the larger, lower-elevation 
floodplains that characterize places like the Klethla Valley and Middle-Lower Little Colorado River. 
During the later Pueblo I period, after A.D. 840, a community of Pueblo I sites was established on 
northern Black Mesa along Moenkopi Wash (Powell 2002:84). Recent survey in the Hopi Mesas has 
revealed Pueblo I sites are often found on mesa top locations, or focused around buttes located at the edge 
of drainages such as Oraibi Wash. Further south along the Little Colorado River, populations may have 
declined during the Pueblo I period (Young and Gilpin 2012:161). 
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The contiguous surface rooms or cists that are a hallmark of Pueblo I in the Little Colorado region 
probably developed out of the above ground, slab-lined cists that were common during Basketmaker III 
times. Subsurface bell-shaped storage pits became much less common. Young and Gilpin (2012:161, 164) 
take this as an indication that seasonal mobility decreased substantially after about A.D. 750 or 800 in the 
region. Surface storage rooms, like the cists that preceded them, require additional effort to monitor 
against theft, pests, or weather damage, and suggest that people were spending much more of the year at 
particular habitation locations. In addition, the “communal” storage features such as those described for 
the butte top complex near Oraibi Wash do not appear during Pueblo I. These all indicate increasing 
household autonomy of food storage, an important shift in the relationship between community members 
and subsistence (Gilman 1987; Wills 2001).  

Community Organization and Sociopolitical Diversity 

In many areas, it seems that communities inhabited ca. A.D. 650-700 continued with few major changes 
in sociopolitical organization aside from increased investment by individual households in storage 
facilities. Communities consisted of habitations of one or two households scattered over an area covering 
a square mile or more, much like the Basketmaker III period. However, there are some changes worth 
noting. 

In places where Basketmaker III communities were focused around landforms that were used 
intermittently for community-scale gatherings (see above), some households may have actually moved 
onto the central landform and erected substantial surface structures or other large architectural features. 
For example, Twin Butte (Wendorf 1953) in Petrified Forest consists of a large central architectural 
complex constructed on and around one of the “twin” buttes. A jumble of collapsed masonry, rectilinear 
room foundations, and over a meter of domestic debris accumulation imply intensive use of this area 
following a pattern unlike that of the surrounding habitation units (which consist of more typically Pueblo 
I single arcs of oval cists and pithouses). Recent survey in the Hopi Mesas documented a similar structure 
along Oraibi Wash (Throgmorton 2016). A butte above the floodplain is capped by a prominent 3-4 m 
sandstone outcrop. A series of rectilinear slab-lined room foundations are found amidst boulders on the 
shoulder of the butte. Bedrock postholes on the caprock of the butte suggest architectural features 
continued onto the butte top. There are numerous surrounding habitation units consisting of single arcs of 
oval cists and pithouses. The ceramic assemblage indicates occupation occurred between A.D. 725-775 or 
800. 

In both cases, the argument could be made that certain groups, perhaps members of particular lineages or 
clans, appropriated what had once been community-held spaces. This suggests a political strategy 
whereby a group subverted community access to religiously important spaces or gained prestige and 
power by controlling community access to such a space. 

Great kivas continued to be constructed throughout the Pueblo I period, though all of those that are known 
are located east of the Black Mesa landform, e.g., at Ganado, Bad Dog Ridge, and along the Puerco River 
(see Young and Gilpin 2012: Table 11.1). There are a few sites where oversized pithouses dating to the 
Pueblo I period are known or suspected. Jeddito 264 (Daifuku 1961) has dates extending into the early 
A.D. 800s from a suspected over-sized pitstructure that had a complex sipapu and an “alcove” or 
southeastern recess. Additional sites documented during recent survey on First Mesa at Hopi have 



Prepared for the Former Bennet Freeze Area Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan  
Environmental Assessment 

Final Archaeological and Ethnographic Literature Review for the Former Bennett Freeze Area 
July 2020 

-16- 

identified large depressions associated with arcs of contiguous oval cists, located on prominent landforms 
similar in setting to Jeddito 264. Excavation to the south along the Mogollon margins (Herr 2016) has 
revealed a pithouse village (the Beethoven site) dating between A.D. 650-800 with an oversized 
pitstructure. Further to the southeast the site of Kiatuthlanna (Roberts 1931; Schachner et al. 2012) seems 
to consist of clusters of small pithouses surrounding a single “oversized pitstructure. However, none are 
known along the lower Little Colorado, nor in the areas immediately to the north and northeast of it.  

Finally, there are a few sites that appear to have architecture and community organization similar to that 
of the Northern San Juan Pueblo I period, though in every case these probably postdate A.D. 840. These 
sites are almost exclusively located on northern Black Mesa and consist of a double row of surface rooms 
organized into a linear roomblock. Recent survey near Low Mountain has revealed the presence of a 
significant late Pueblo I community with similar surface architecture. The community consists of one or 
two large roomblocks of jacal and masonry, each associated with multiple pitstructure depressions. There 
are also several smaller roomblocks consisting of only one or two pitstructure depressions and associated 
surface rooms. This style of community organization does not appear to have developed in (or penetrated 
into) the Western Kayenta region. 

Pueblo II Period (ca. A.D. 900-1150) 

Sites dating to the Pueblo II period are ubiquitous and numerous, but they are generally small and 
occupied for only a short amount of time. Architecturally, the household continues to be focused within 
pithouses, rather than surface rooms. Surface architecture expands to include some living rooms, though 
construction materials consist of a combination of wood and adobe, with limited use of masonry in many 
places. Post-A.D. 900 sites can be recognized by the inclusion of Black Mesa B/W in the ceramic 
assemblage and the increased visibility of surface architecture. However, as with Pueblo I, changes in 
utility wares lags somewhat relatively to other parts of the northern Southwest. Neckbanded grayware 
(i.e. Kana’a Gray) is common until about 1050, and only after 1050 does indented corrugated grayware 
become common. When it does, it is accompanied by Sosi B/W and Dogozhi B/W. 

Paleoclimate 

Powell (2002:83) relates that the climate of northern Black Mesa was wetter than today, with standing 
bodies of water in places where none are found today, and a wider array of plants and animals favoring 
wetter conditions. Dean et al. (1985: Figure 1) demonstrate, however, that despite a period with generally 
higher effective moisture from A.D. 950 to 1250, there were still plenty of years with below average 
rainfall. 

Settlement Patterns and Subsistence 

Because of the limited survey and excavation data from the region, there have been no major efforts to 
calculate population density or population growth and decline in the region. The available limited 
evidence suggests that population growth was slow and steady from A.D. 500 to 1050, in contrast to the 
dynamic swings in population observed in the Northern and Southern San Juan through this same time 
period. However, after A.D. 1050, population increased dramatically in several areas within and adjacent 
to the Western Kayenta region. 
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On northern Black Mesa, archaeologists conjectured that there may have been a hiatus in occupation 
between A.D. 880 and 1070 (Powell 2002:84). They argued that tree ring cutting dates in those 
intervening years probably represent re-used beams. This begs the question—where did the beams 
originally come from? In a relatively well-forested area like northern Black Mesa, it seems unlikely that 
beams would have been such a valuable, curated commodity to have been carried far from elsewhere. 
Regardless, the limited number of dates from the A.D. 880-1070 era suggests relatively small 
populations. Gumerman and Skinner (1968) relate that in the Hopi Buttes there are nearly eight times as 
many late Pueblo II sites (Holbrook phase, post-1070) as early Pueblo II sites (no phase name given). 
Geib and Collette (2011) similarly note population increases on the Shonto and Rainbow Plateaus after 
A.D. 1050. Recent survey on Hopi has revealed that Pueblo II sites are found nearly everywhere and in 
every topographic setting, but they are relatively small and often do not have masonry architecture. 
Currently available data does not differentiate between early and late Pueblo II on the Hopi Mesas. The 
growth is striking, and almost certainly indicates movement into the region from other areas, possibly to 
the east and north. Powell (2002:106) suggests that this influx is at least partly related to the growth and 
expansion of Chacoan settlements to the east of the Kayenta region (see below). 

In general, Pueblo II sites, particularly early Pueblo II sites pre-dating A.D. 1050 or 1075, give the 
impression of broad continuity with earlier subsistence patterns established in the Pueblo I and 
Basketmaker III periods. If anything, settlement patterns suggest a more broad-spectrum adaptation to 
farming in many ecological niches, as well as greater household autonomy in the absence of much 
evidence for community structures (or communities, for that matter). The ties binding people to particular 
places may not have been as strong during the Pueblo II period in the Western Kayenta region. There is 
currently no evidence for community organization above the level of the household, which contrasts with 
both the Basketmaker III and Pueblo I periods. 

Sedentism, agricultural dependence, and mobility have been important themes in Western Kayenta 
research. Some archaeologists argue that maize became increasingly important over time to Anasazi 
populations, reaching a tipping point in the late Pueblo II period at which point populations were maize 
reliant (e.g., Powell 1983, 2002). Yet maize had been a critical part of the diet since at least late 
Basketmaker II (Coltrain et al. 2007; Reed 2000), and it was always the most commonly recovered plant 
taxa in flotation samples from Basketmaker III to Pueblo II (Powell 2002:91). Architectural data mustered 
for evidence of “intensification,” such as the appearance of milling rooms during Pueblo II, may have 
more to do with changes in the organization of production and the social relations of Pueblo II peoples 
than with agricultural intensification.  

Similarly, some have argued that sedentism gradually increased over time, with Anasazi populations only 
becoming sedentary at the end of Pueblo II period (e.g., Powell 1983; Gilman 1987). Yet the materials 
used and investment in pitstructure architecture remained largely the same from the Basketmaker III to 
Pueblo II periods in the region—earthen-walled structures of varying depth. The major change appears to 
have been movement of some activities to surface rooms, which resulted in a reduction in pitstructure 
floor area beginning in Pueblo II (Throgmorton n.d.). Once again, architectural shifts argued to be 
adaptations to particular environmental conditions (in this case, an arid, unpredictable environment) are 
probably better conceived of as changes in the social relations of Anasazi peoples. 
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Mobility is clearly an important part of Pueblo II settlement patterns but what exactly the concept of 
mobility means has been interpreted differently by different archaeologists. Mobility in the Western 
Kayenta region was probably characterized by a combination of strategies. This includes seasonal 
movement between summer seasonal agricultural locales and fall/winter gathering and hunting locales. 
But whether summer agricultural plots were in highland or lowland locations seems variable (Geib and 
Collette 2011:362). More permanent habitations with significant midden deposits, storage features, and 
domestic architecture may have been occupied for less than 15 years before the household moved to a 
new location. 

Chacoan-style Settlements 

Excluding Wupatki, the westernmost extent of Chacoan-style structures is found in the area around Low 
Mountain, to the north of Antelope Mesa. These structures exhibit the Chacoan architectural canon that 
includes planned construction, blocked in kivas, core-veneer architecture, great kivas, and landscape-level 
modifications such as earthen berms and road segments. These sites also contain a significant quantity of 
Cibola Whitewares, in contrast to the Tusayan tradition ceramics that dominate assemblages on Black 
Mesa, the Hopi Mesas, and the Kayenta region more generally. Currently, there are no known Chaco-
style great houses in the Western Kayenta region. Although only a fraction of the region has been 
systematically surveyed, reconnaissance survey has probably identified most of the larger sites over fifty 
rooms. It therefore seems unlikely that there are unknown Chacoan great houses lurking in the region. 
All, the same, a previously unrecognized great house with extensive road segments was recently 
identified in an area visible from Edge of the Cedars Museum near Blanding Utah (Hurst and Williams 
2017)—a cautionary tale. 

Sociopolitical Organization 

The boundary between Chaco-style structures, Cibola Whitewares, and the Western Kayenta region 
where dispersed single household dwellings predominates is a striking social boundary. It may reflect 
active rejection of Chacoan ideologies (cf. Fowles 2013) by inhabitants of the Hopi Mesas, Black Mesa, 
Hopi Buttes, and other parts of the Western Kayenta region. Furthermore, the rapid expansion of 
population in the region after A.D. 1050 or 1070 may be a response to the similarly rapid expansion of 
Chaco-style community patterns into the Chuska Valley, Northern San Juan, and southern Cibola region. 
Perhaps people who were unwilling to participate in Chacoan practices chose to move into communities 
at a distance from the Chacoan core. In these places, the lack of higher-order architectural features like 
great kivas or great houses may indicate an anarchic approach to social organization (see Borck 2016). 

Despite this description of Pueblo II settlement of the Western Kayenta region as relatively small, 
homogenous, and “uncomplicated,” there are distinctions between habitation sites worth considering. For 
example, after A.D. 1050 some sites contain more elaborate pitstructure architecture that includes an 
appropriate suite of features to be considered a kiva (Geib and Collette 2011:319-320). In addition to 
ritual purposes, these structures were also probably used domestically. They contrast with habitations that 
exhibit less elaborate pitstructure architecture. There have been several interpretations of the differences 
between these habitation types (Powell 2002:109); some argue the less elaborate sites represent 
“daughter” sites that budded off from older, more established settlements to exploit different resource 
bases; others (Powell 1983; Gilman 1987) have suggested the difference relate to seasonal mobility. The 
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differences may also relate to resistance to adopt newer ritual innovations by some households (Powell 
2002:110). 

Pueblo III Period (ca. A.D. 1150–1300) 

The Pueblo III period witnessed dramatic change across the entire northern Southwest, including the 
Western Kayenta region. Most notably, this included an initial shift towards aggregation between A.D. 
1150 and 1250, followed by significant aggregation of populations into dense villages after A.D. 1250. In 
addition, the end of the Pueblo III period witnessed the large-scale abandonment of year-round habitation 
in many parts of the Four Corners, and a migration of Kayenta-region peoples southward. Pueblo III sites 
are larger on average, but fewer in number, and restricted to a narrower range of ecological locales. In the 
Western Kayenta region, the period is characterized by the continued use of pithouses as domestic spaces, 
variability in wall construction of surface structures (but prominent use of jacal), slab-lined entry boxes, 
the appearance of rectangular kivas at some sites, and an increase in cotton textile production (Dean 2002; 
Dean 1996; Gumerman and Dean 1989). 

Paleoenvironment 

Dean (2002:123) suggests that a general trend towards floodplain aggradation between A.D. 925 and 1250 
was interrupted between A.D. 1150 and 1175 by a drop in water tables and some channel erosion. Around 
A.D. 1250, water tables began dropping significantly, and by A.D. 1300 floodplain erosion resulted in a 
system of arroyos and channels not unlike that of today. The Palmer Drought Severity indices demonstrate 
a period of drought in the middle A.D. 1100s, as well as a drought ca. A.D. 1275-1300 (Dean 2002:123). 

Settlement Patterns and Sociopolitical Organization 

The Pueblo III period is marked by a contraction of the extent of settlement in the region that began 
shortly after A.D. 1150 and increased around A.D. 1250. Populations that were widespread and dispersed 
from Basketmaker III through Pueblo II began to aggregate into smaller and smaller areas after 1150. To 
the north these areas included Tsegi Canyon, Marsh Pass, the Kayenta Valley, Navajo Canyon, the 
Rainbow Plateau, Navajo Mountain, the Klethla Valley, and the Hopi Mesas (Dean 2002:121). People 
withdrew from northern Black Mesa after A.D. 1150 (Powell 2002). Settlements were present in lower 
Moenkopi Wash between A.D. 1100-1250, but that area shifted to seasonal or sporadic use after A.D. 
1250 (Adams 1996:52), although recent survey suggests that there may have been up to four villages of 
30-50 rooms occupied after 1250. Dean (2002:133) suggests that the Wupatki area lingered as a zone of 
Kayenta Anasazi settlement longer than other outlying areas, with abandonment only coming after A.D. 
1225. In addition, there are distant Kayenta “outposts” found on the Coconino Plateau (Tusayan Ruin) 
and on the Aquarius Plateau (the Coombs Site) dating to the late A.D. 1100s (Dean 2002:133), which 
suggests the potential for additional, late habitation sites in isolated settings. To the south, significant 
aggregations began to appear after A.D. 1250 along the middle Little Colorado River drainage (Adams 
1996). 

The Pueblo III period marks the first time that large, aggregated villages appeared in the Western Kayenta 
region (Dean 1996:29). The aggregation of population during the Pueblo III period resulted in a variety of 
new settlement layouts that suggests differences in sociopolitical organization. A plaza-oriented site type 
appeared between A.D. 1150 and 1250, a century referred to by Dean (2002:133) as the “Transitional 
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Period” and by Gumerman and Skinner (1968) as the McDonald Phase. It consisted of single row of 
rooms arranged along one-to-three sides of a rectangular, enclosed plaza space that usually contained a 
masonry kiva (Gumerman and Skinner 1968; Dean 2002:135; Dean 1996:35; Adams 1996:52). These are 
distinct from later plaza-oriented pueblos (i.e., those that postdate A.D. 1250) because they typically have 
less than 50 rooms—they may have been the focal point of a larger, dispersed community. These plaza 
structures sometimes are accompanied by clusters of domestic pithouses. 

Another settlement layout that appeared (or, perhaps, became more obvious) after A.D. 1150 is the 
pithouse village. Domestic pithouses could vary in layout and shape and were usually accompanied by 
both surface and subsurface storage facilities (Dean 2002:135). Some pithouses were devoted to specific 
activities, such as textile production (Ambler and Andrews 1981:76-77). Dean (2002:137), however, 
points out that these specialized structures are identical to the domestic pithouses found to the south in 
Hopi Buttes and middle Little Colorado River area, suggesting some degree of population movement. 

Recent survey on the Hopi Mesas has documented a community pattern during Pueblo III that somewhat 
resembles that of the late Basketmaker III and Pueblo I periods. A central aggregated site of about fifty 
rooms occupied a prominent landform or rocky butte and was surrounded by a community of a dozen or 
so small sites of three to ten rooms. These may resemble the “ad hoc” communities described by Dean 
(2002:138). Survey has also concluded that prior estimates of the number of Pueblo III sites in the Hopi 
Mesas were too low—there are many undocumented sites with more than 50 rooms, and several large 
sites have several hundred more rooms than were reported in previous overviews (i.e., Adams 1996). In 
essence, this work suggests that in the vicinity of the Hopi Mesas, many small or mid-sized communities 
lingered later into the Pueblo III period. It also suggests that throughout the late Pueblo II and Pueblo III 
periods, the Hopi Mesas and adjacent areas were the most densely populated part of all of northeastern 
Arizona. 

The latest portion of the Pueblo III period (A.D. 1250-1300) is referred to as the Tsegi Phase. Dean 
(1996:36-7) defines four kinds of settlement layouts for this period: plaza pueblos, courtyard pueblos, 
pithouse villages, and ad hoc constructions. Within these categories, site size varied considerably from a 
dozen rooms to several hundred. On the Hopi Mesas, some villages dating to this time period easily 
contained 500 or more rooms. The villages of the Hopi Mesas (e.g., Oraibi, Kawaika’a, Sikyatki, and 
Awat’ovi) probably incorporated many of the populations that ultimately left the remainder of the 
Kayenta region around A.D. 1300. Others may have been incorporated into the large Pueblo IV period 
villages along the Little Colorado River and its tributaries (Adams 1996). 

Kayenta Anasazi Migrations 

During the population contraction of the late A.D. 1200s, not all people moved into the large, aggregated 
villages that were developing on the Hopi Mesas and along the Little Colorado River. Hundreds of people 
opted to migrate hundreds of kilometers south into the river valleys of southern Arizona (Clark 2001; 
Clark et al. 2013; Lyons 2003, 2013). These migrants brought with them a distinctive suite of 
architectural traits (masonry walls, rectangular kivas, and entry boxes) and ceramics (coil-and-scrape 
construction, perforated plates, Maverick Mountain series redwares). Depending on the economic and 
social conditions of host communities, Kayenta migrants responded in a variety of ways: some largely 
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assimilated into southern Arizona Hohokam groups, while others maintained diasporic identities or forged 
hybrid identities with local groups (Clark et al. 2013).  

1.4  Summary of Archaeological Investigations in the FBFA 

Numerous projects have been completed on Kayenta and northeast Arizona archaeology over the years 
and, again, we do not intend to review this comprehensive history. Rather, this document will highlight 
the most important research and cover the breadth of archaeological inquiry across the region. 
Archaeological work in the FBFA can be divided into two primary periods: (1) pre-1960s work; and (2) 
post-1960s work. Most of the earlier work relates to archaeological expeditions and explorations with 
research focus. The more recent period work includes some research-focused endeavors but primarily is 
tied to salvage archaeology and cultural resource management (CRM) archaeology.  

Many of the giants of southwestern archaeology worked in northeast Arizona in the final decades of the 
19th century and the first half of the 20th century. Prior to this work, explorers such as John Wesley 
Powell floated down the Colorado and other major rivers, noting the presence of sites in many areas 
(Powell 1961). A. V. Kidder, Earl Morris, Samuel Guernsey Byron Cummings, Julian Steward, Neil 
Judd, and Charles Bernheimer, among others, all conducted archaeological inquiries in the general area 
(Adams 1961).  

The Upper Colorado River Basin Salvage Program or Glen Canyon Project, conducted in the 1950s and 
1960s north of the project area, heralded the beginnings of salvage archaeology and CRM (Fowler et al. 
1959; Jennings 1998; Tipps 1984). More than 2000 sites were documented and 5 percent tested or 
excavated. More than 30 monographs were published on the Glen Canyon work, along with articles, 
theses, reports, and dissertations (e.g., Adams 1959; Jennings 1966; Lindsay and Ambler 1963; Lindsay 
1969). The Glen Canyon Project produced reams and reams of data; some analysis was undertaken but 
certainly much potential remains for the materials collected. 

Archaic period research was completed at two sites: Sand Dune and Dust Devil Caves (Lindsay et al. 
1968). The sites dated between 5750 and 5200 B.C. and were described as part of the Archaic Desha 
Complex. This research from Glen Canyon barely scratches the surface of the Archaic phenomenon and 
much additional work has added to its understanding (e.g., Geib 1996b, 2011; Tipps 1984). 

More recent Glen Canyon area work was undertaken by the Navajo Nation Archaeology Department 
(NNAD) at sites at Antelope Point (Anderson and Bearden 1992) and along the Antelope Point road 
(N22B; Reed 1992). Following on the heels of the Glen Canyon Project, the National Park Service (NPS) 
has conducted a number of projects in the Glen Canyon area since 1974, mostly relating to CRM projects 
(Tipps 1984). These projects include Schroedl’s (1981) summary of Glen Canyon research; Warburton 
and Tipps’ (1983) research at Ranger’s Ridge; Tipp’s (1984, 1987) studies at Captain’s Alcove and Lone 
Rock-Wahweap, and Liestman’s (1986) research at Long Rock. All these studies have contributed to an 
understanding of the Archaic and Anasazi periods in Glen Canyon. Nickens and others (1988) worked at 
Rock Creek Alcove, a Basketmaker II site in Glen Canyon.  
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Archaeological survey of the Navajo-McCullough Transmission Line Project produced data on a number 
of sites, through survey and excavation (Moffitt et al. 1978). These sites were mostly Archaic in age 
although one Virgin Pueblo site was identified.  

The Black Mesa Archaeological Project (BMAP), the largest project undertaken in the area, occurred over 
nearly 30 years in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (e.g., Bearden 1984; Gumerman 1972, 1984; Gumerman 
and Euler 1976; Klesert 1983; Leonard 1989; Plog and Powell 1984; Powell 1983; Powell et al. 1983; 
Powell and Gumerman 1987; Smiley and Andrews 1983). The BMAP resulted in the recording of 
thousands of archaeological sites and the excavation of hundreds of sites (Powell et al. 1983). The BMAP 
focused on northern Black Mesa, an area just north of the Hopi Reservation in northeastern Arizona. 
Anasazi sites dating from Basketmaker II to early Pueblo III were studied, as were historic Navajo sites. 
Major accomplishments of the BMAP include the development of a well-dated cultural sequence for the 
Kayenta Anasazi and innovative studies on subsistence, resource procurement, and exchange. BMAP was 
summarized in a 2002 synthetic book by Powell and Smiley: Prehistoric Culture Change on the Colorado 
Plateau: Ten Thousand Years on Black Mesa. Powell and Smiley (2002:10) state that “the organization of 
the volume reflect two major goals: (1) to present what we learned about Black Mesa prehistory and, (2) 
to place the work of the Black Mesa Archaeological Project in a regional context.” The book 
accomplishes these objectives and provides an excellent overview of the extensive human occupation of 
Black Mesa and the surrounding Kayenta area. 

Gumerman (1969; 1988) completed a large survey and excavation project in the Hopi Buttes area, Navajo 
Reservation for his doctoral dissertation at the University of Arizona in the late 1960s. More than 200 
sites were studied with a primary focus on environmental adaptations of the Anasazi people. Various 
Navajo Nation projects were undertaken in the vicinity of Black Mesa including Russell’s (1984) work on 
Navajo historic period use of east-central Black Mesa.  

Quite a few projects have been undertaken in the Navajo Mountain area over the last 30 years involving 
waterlines, powerlines, development projects, and roads. Notably, NNAD and other archaeological 
contractors worked for many years on various segments of the N16 road, resulting in many reports and 
some outstanding archaeology (Bungart et al. 1997; Geib 2011; Geib and Spurr 2000; Geib et al. 1993). 

A vast amount of archaeological and anthropological research at the Hopi Villages has occurred over the 
last 100 years (e.g., Beaglehole and Beaglehole 1937 (working on Second Mesa). Davis (2008), Fewkes 
(1911) conducted research at First Mesa. This work is well summarized by Bernadini and Adams (2017).  

The Museum of Northern Arizona (MNA) completed a variety of projects in the Bennett Freeze area over 
a few decades. Survey of several miles of Route N2 Leupp to Oraibi was completed in 1976, with more 
than 20 sites recorded, all identified as Kayenta Anasazi (Gratz 1976).  

Northern Arizona University (NAU) has completed a myriad of CRM projects in the greater Bennett 
Freeze area since the 1970s. Here, we discuss the most relevant projects. NAU conducted a number of 
projects in the former Hopi-Navajo Joint Use Area in the late 1970s, relating to waterlines, pipelines, 
fence lines, roads, springs, and larger chaining projects (Windham and Dechambre 1979). Most of these 
inventories did not entail 100 percent survey and a variety of sampling strategies were implemented. 
Collectively, nearly 50 sites of Navajo and Anasazi origin were recorded and mapped but the 



Prepared for the Former Bennet Freeze Area Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan  
Environmental Assessment 

Final Archaeological and Ethnographic Literature Review for the Former Bennett Freeze Area 
July 2020 

-23- 

archaeologists noted that the areas treated probably contained 250-300 archaeological sites. The 
Basketmaker III through Pueblo IV time periods were represented in the sites documented, with the 
majority of sites relating to historic Navajo use of the area.  

Other NAU projects in the area have included waterlines, powerlines, chapter projects, and housing 
projects. Andrews (1979) surveyed a waterline between Cow Springs and Red Lake, Arizona, identifying 
20 archaeological sites dating predominantly from Basketmaker III to Pueblo IV, with three historic 
Navajo sites. Site types included several pithouse villages, jacal and masonry pueblos, artifact scatters, 
one hogan, and one sweat lodge.  

The Kaibab National Forest lies west of the FBFA and comprises 1.6 million acres (KNF 2014). The 
Kaibab contains more than 6000 archaeological, historic, and traditional cultural place (TCP) sites. The 
Coconino National Forest lies south of the FBFA and comprises roughly 1.9 million acres (CNF 2018) 
and contains thousands of archaeological, historic, and TCP sites, including Elden Pueblo. 

Considerable work has been undertaken in the area in conjunction with archaeological work at National 
Parks and Monuments. This literature is voluminous and a sample is discussed here. Nine Anasazi sites 
were excavated by the NPS and MNA in Grand Canyon National Park (GCNP) from 2006-2009 (Neff et 
al. 2011). Two small, limited activity sites were excavated by MNA archaeologists in GCNP in 2009 
(Collette et al. 2009). A summary book intended for a more general, public audience on the archaeology 
of Grand Canyon was completed in 2017 (Smiley et al. 2017). 

The three Flagstaff area national monuments (Sunset Crater, Walnut Canyon, and Wupatki) are managed 
jointly by the NPS. Together, they protect more than 3000 archaeological and cultural sites on over 
40,000 acres. Both Wupatki (Anderson 1990) and Walnut Canyon (Gilman 1976), south of the FBFA, 
had archaeological overviews and surveys prepared years ago. More recent archaeological work has been 
conducted at these monuments. Neff and others (2011) assessed the national significance of cultural 
resources at Walnut Canyon and compiled summary information on many of the sites.  

The Leupp area has seen limited archaeological work. Large projects in the general area include work 
along the El Paso Natural Gas pipeline (Keller and Wilson 1976), the Transwestern Natural Gas pipeline 
(Burchett et al. 1994; Eck 1994), and survey, testing, and data recovery along Navajo Route 15 (Fehr 
1983; Geib et al. 2005). Smaller projects have included chapter development surveys (Livingston 1995; 
Stewart 1983), waterline and phone line projects (e.g., Brancard 1984; Michalik 1993), and homesite 
surveys (e.g., Hammack 1994). Most recently, Paleowest worked on a buried Basketmaker III site at Bird 
Springs, Arizona (Gilpin et al. 2012). Finding the site demonstrates that early, buried Basketmaker sites 
are present in the area and that surface, survey work is not necessarily fully representative of the range of 
temporal occupation in any given region. 
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2.  Post-A.D. 1300 Archaeology of Northeastern Arizona 

By Douglas Loebig 

Introduction 

With the exception of localized areas along the Little Colorado River and the Hopi Mesas, the Pueblo IV 
period is poorly represented in the region outside of a few isolated finds and limited artifact scatters 
containing Jeddito pottery. The FBFA appears to be essentially abandoned for a couple hundred years by 
humans following the ca. A.D. 1275-1300 period, when deteriorating environmental and social conditions 
prevailed.  

Following is a literature review of Western scientific interpretations on the archaeology of the Navajo 
people, or Diné. This scientific view is evolving and Navajo oral histories do not always agree with some 
of the Western hypotheses regarding their origins. However, many believe these differing world views 
need not be mutually exclusive. It may be well for the reader to think about the appearance of Navajo 
material culture when it becomes recognizable, as we know it today (e.g., hogans, sweatlodges, corrals, 
and certain pottery types), in the archaeological record, rather than the origin of the Navajo themselves, 
since the Navajo have been within the Four Sacred Mountains since time immemorial. As noted in the 
FBFA Class I records review submitted by NNHPD (Kurley-Begay and Benally 2018: 3) for this project; 

“More recently, NNHPD, Navajo archaeologists and researchers have been reassessing 
the cultural/temporal periods listed above and have realized that the temporal periods 
(Paleoindian, Archaic, Anasazi) are based on western scientific views. The consensus of 
NNHPD and Navajo researchers agree that utilizing traditional Navajo history narratives 
as told and related to each other through oral stories, ceremonies, and daily lifeways to be 
a valid basis for updating the temporal periods to incorporate Navajo views and history. 
For example, Navajo traditional history reveals that the Navajo did not cross the Bering 
Strait and migrate south as western scientific views have postulated. Instead, Navajo have 
been within the Southwest since time immemorial utilizing land within the Four Sacred 
Mountains and throughout the Southwest. To further add, Navajo consider the prehistoric 
or ancient people Nihinaa zazi’ (Ancestors that Lived Around Us) revealing that Navajo 
co-existed with the prehistoric people described in the above-mentioned time periods.”  

In the Western scientific world, the term Anasazi has mostly been abandoned in favor of the term 
Ancestral Pueblo, which is not recognized on the Navajo Nation, as it implies ancestry of these 
archaeological sites dating to the ca. 500 B.C. to A.D. 1300 era is linked exclusively to the historic-
modern Pueblos. The Navajo Origin Story is complicated and illustrates not only the co-existence with, 
but also the incorporation of, other aboriginal societies into Navajo culture (e.g., see Zolbrod 1984), 
including the Anasazi. 
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2.1  Archaeology of the Navajo 

As noted, the Navajo perspective is markedly different to Western scientific thought regarding origins of 
the Diné. Scientific research maintains that Athabaskans migrated into the northern Southwest in late 
prehistoric-protohistoric times (see Dittert 1958; Hester 1962; Schaafsma 1996; and Brown 1996). The 
southern drift of Athabaskan groups from northern North America may have been through the Great 
Plains. The assumed affiliation of the Apache and Navajo to the Athabaskan groups is based primarily on 
linguistic data which indicates a close relationship to various tribes of the Pacific Northwest and the 
Mackenzie River Basin in Canada. The divergence of Athabaskan languages and dialects is relatively 
minimal, and many are still mutually intelligible. One identified archaeological complex, the Dismal 
River Aspect, has been attributed to the migrating Southern Athabaskans in Nebraska and eastern 
Colorado. Gunnerson (1960, 1968) offers evidence that suggests this complex of traits represents the late 
prehistoric Apache Indians. While rejecting the affiliation of sites at Carrizo Ranches in southern 
Colorado to the Dismal River Aspect based on the artifact assemblage, Kingsbury and Nowak (1980) 
nonetheless attribute the sites to the Apache, with radiocarbon dates as early as A.D. 1350 +/-55 in 
addition to Rio Grande glazewares dating to ca. A.D. 1490-1515. 

Some researchers maintain that another possible route of Southern Athabaskans may have been through 
the Intermountain West, given the initial subarctic tool kit that many of these groups possessed. Brugge 
(1992: 340) argues for the entry of the Southern Athabaskans through the high plains for the Plains 
Apache (Kiowa Apache, Jicarilla Apache, and Lipan Apache) as they all had a well-established plains 
adaptation at the time of Spanish contact. The Southwestern Apache (Navajo, Western Apache, 
Chiracahua Apache, and Mescalero Apache) may have entered from the north through the Intermountain 
West as very few Plains traits occur among these groups. The Shootingway, Enemyway, and Flintway 
ceremonies of the Navajo all have strong Plains elements, although these are relatively few in 
consideration of the whole of Navajo culture. The Navajo were eventually distinguished in Spanish times 
from other Apache groups by their adoption of a mixed pastoral/agricultural subsistence economy, while 
the other Apache groups retained an equestrian lifestyle based on hunting, gathering, and raiding. 
Historically, the first mention of the Navajo in New Mexico by the Spanish may have been in 1598 by 
Governor Oñate, placing them in the mountains north of Jemez Pueblo. They were first referred to by 
their present name (Apache de Nabajo) by the Spanish in 1626 (Hester 1962; Schroeder 1965). Brugge 
(1972: 94-95) notes the first contact between the Navajo and the Spanish may have been during the 
Espejo expedition of 1582-1583. 

2.1.1  The Dinétah Phase (ca. A.D. 1500-1692) 

While controversy regarding the Navajo occupation of the Chama River drainage during the 16th and 17th 
centuries exists (see Hester 1962; Schaafsma 1975, 1992, 1996; Carillo 1992; Wozniak 1992; Brugge 
1992), ample historical and archaeological evidence demonstrates the Navajo were well established in the 
Upper San Juan watershed (primarily the “Dinétah”) during the same period, and it appears they were 
there much earlier (Reynolds et al. 1984; Marshall 1985; Hogan and Munford 1988; Hancock 1997; 
Sesler and Hovezak 2002: 260). A review of chronometric dating samples by Winter and Hogan (1992: 
Figures 26.2 and 26.3) from early Navajo sites leaves little doubt that by approximately A.D. 1500, the 
Navajo inhabited the Upper San Juan region. This early phase of the Navajo Tradition is termed the 
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Dinétah phase and is usually identified on archaeological surveys by the presence of a unique pottery 
type, Dinétah Gray, a friable grayware pottery that lacks the Southwestern manufacturing technique of 
coil and scrape. Dittert (1958) initially defined the Dinétah phase as occurring between ca. A.D. 1550 to 
1692 and characterized the artifact assemblages as including Dinétah Gray sherds, but lacking 
Gobernador Polychrome pottery and other indications of later Puebloan influence.  

Archaeologically, Gobernador Polychrome was thought to be the hallmark indicator of the Gobernador 
phase during field surveys. Gobernador Polychrome is a decorated ware that was previously assumed to 
have been the result of direct influence from Puebloan refugee potters, if not made by the Puebloan 
refugees themselves, following the Spanish Reconquest of New Mexico in 1692, when Puebloans of the 
Rio Grande were thought to have fled and resettled among the distant Hopi and Navajo for a short period. 
However, recent studies have confirmed that Gobernador Polychrome is a Navajo manufactured ware 
from ca. A.D. 1630 to 1760 (Reed and Reed 1996), well before the Pueblo Revolt in 1680.  

Flaked lithic assemblages of the Dinétah phase are remarkably similar to Archaic sites and characterized 
by high quality materials including obsidian and a higher proportion of thinning and pressure flakes, 
when compared to Anasazi assemblages where core flakes predominate (Kearns 1996). A small but 
diverse tool kit is typically encountered on early Navajo sites, consisting of biface tools, projectile points, 
flake tools, core tools, and ground stone implements. Evidence of forked-stick hogans, a conical wooden 
structure formed by a tripod frame of forked poles, are often found during excavations that consist of a 
shallow subterranean floor with pit features. Leaners and split juniper poles were placed against the main 
frame, with closing materials of juniper bark, twigs and branches, and adobe applied over the exterior.  

2.1.2  The Gobernador Phase (ca. A.D. 1692 to 1760) 

The Gobernador phase (ca. A.D. 1692 to 1760) has historically been considered a period of intense 
interaction between the Navajo and Pueblos following the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, the campaign that 
successfully ousted the Spanish colonialists from New Mexico. The reconquest of New Mexico in 1692 
forced the abandonment of many pueblos, due to violent Spanish reprisals. Many of the Rio Grande 
Pueblos sought refuge among the Hopi, Zuni, and Acoma Pueblos, as well as the Navajo in the Dinétah 
region (Hogan 1991; Dozier 1966). Some researchers contend that it was during this period that the 
Navajo adopted numerous Pueblo cultural elements, including polychrome pottery, intensive agricultural 
practices, masonry architecture, ceremonial elements, matrilineal and matrilocal descent, clan structure, 
Hero Twin stories, and origin legends among others (Powers and Johnson 1987: 5; Eddy et al 1984: 98; 
Hester 1962: 89).  

However, many cultural traits may be more deeply rooted in Athabaskan ancestry according to some 
investigators. For instance, Kluckholn and Leighton (1974: 34) note that Navajo weaving technology 
shares many specifics with Salish peoples of the Puget Sound region. In addition, Navajo origin and 
migration stories are very complex and suggest acculturation into Navajo society of various groups, now 
clans, from other tribes (e.g., see the story “Gathering of the Clans” in Zolbrod 1984: 279-339). 
Furthermore, recent archaeological investigations in the Dinétah region strongly suggest that substantial 
contact and trade between Pueblo and Navajo groups occurred prior to the reconquest period (Sesler and 
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Hovezak 2002: 201-203). Jemez Pueblo, more than any other pueblo, maintained a special relationship 
with the Navajo, as they do today (Sando 1979).  

New data and reconsideration of old data indicate pueblito architecture and settlements apparently post-
date the Spanish reconquest period and do not appear to be associated with Pueblo refugees. Tree-ring 
and other data suggest pueblito settlements are contemporaneous with the forked-stick hogan features in 
the general vicinity of these sites. The pueblitos were constructed from ca. 1710 to 1754, as established by 
tree-ring data, well after the Pueblo refugees had returned to their respective homelands following the re-
establishment of Spanish colonial rule. In light of archaeological evidence, oral histories, and historical 
accounts of that period, the pueblitos have been re-interpreted to represent defensive structures built by 
the Navajo in response to repeated raiding excursions by the formidable Capote band of the Ute and 
Comanche alliance, which also wreaked havoc on the Spanish settlements of the Upper Rio Grande 
Valley and Chama River Valley (Towner 2003; Carlson 1965). Only one pueblito in the Dinétah is 
thought to represent a masonry structure actually built by Puebloan refugees, Tapacito Ruin, which was 
constructed in 1694. On several lines of evidence, Tapacito Ruin is directly associated with the 
destruction of Jemez Pueblo by the de Vargas campaign in late July of 1694 and represents the work of 
the Jemez Pueblo refugees, who fled to live among their close allies, the Navajo (Towner and Dean 1992; 
Towner 1996: 162).  

Increased amounts of tradewares occur on Gobernador phase sites, particularly Rio Grande glazewares, 
Jemez B/W, and Hopi Jeddito wares. Flaked lithic assemblages continue to be similar to the Archaic 
period and numerous arrow point types are still found, often including protohistoric to early historic 
types, such as Desert Side-notched and Cottonwood Triangular points. Following the Pueblo Revolt, 
pastoralism becomes more apparent in the archaeological record. European trade goods that are often 
found at pueblitos, such as glass beads, copper buttons and buckles, coins, axes, medals, and musket balls, 
are not generally found at the smaller Navajo residential sites.  

2.1.3  Cabezon (ca. A.D. 1760-1863) and Bosque Redondo Phases (1863-1868) 

By ca. 1760, due to increased warfare with the Capote Ute and Comanche alliance, the Navajo abandoned 
the Dinétah region and moved to their present range south of the San Juan River and Largo Canyon, and 
west to northeastern Arizona and southeastern Utah. During the Mexican period of colonization, the 
Apache, Navajo, Ute, and Comanche repeatedly raided and sacked Hispanic and Pueblo settlements alike 
throughout New Mexico. Mexico was never really able to re-establish control of these northern territories.  

Later phases of Navajo occupation outside of the Dinétah have been described as the Cabezon phase 
(A.D. 1760-1863), and the short-lived Bosque Redondo phase (1863-1868), which refers to their 
internment at Fort Sumner. The Cabezon phase marks continued developments leading up to the 
emergence of modern Navajo culture. These trends include the proliferation of hexagonal and circular 
hogans with cribbed log superstructures and decreasing frequencies of pottery, with Navajo Painted and 
Navajo Gray replacing the earlier Dinétah Gray and Gobernador Polychrome wares. In the subsistence 
sphere, an increased emphasis was placed on pastoralism, with raiding by some bands (Hester 1962). 
Pastoralism would have been an effective subsistence strategy in the face of perpetual raiding and warfare 
with neighboring tribes and Spanish-Mexican militaries, given the mobility of the primary food source, 
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ensuring an ability to escape into sometimes marginal, uninhabited lands (Brugge 1963, 1964). Some 
Cabezon sites consist of large multi-habitation settlements, and many appear to be of a defensive nature, a 
result of increasing pressure from Hispanic and Anglo settlers, as well as other tribes. 

Following acquisition of the region by the United States in 1848 with the signing of the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hildago, which ended the war between the United States and Mexico (1846-1848), increasing 
conflict between certain Navajo bands and settlers prompted American military action that ended with the 
conquest of the Navajo by the Kit Carson campaign in 1863. From 1863-1868, the majority of Navajos 
were interred at Fort Sumner in eastern New Mexico (Van Valkenburgh 1938: 14-20), while some 
families had escaped the campaigns and hid in very remote regions of northeast Arizona, southeast Utah, 
and west-central to northwest New Mexico. The Navajo Reservation was established at the end of the 
Fort Sumner period. The Navajo returned to their homeland in 1868 to a reservation of 3,500,000 acres. 
By the 1970s, subsequent land acquisitions had expanded the Navajo Nation to over 15,000,000 acres 
(Kluckhohn and Leighton 1974: 43).  

2.1.4  Early to Middle Reservation Periods (ca. A.D. 1868 to 1945) 

The federal government had given the Navajo the right to settle in public domain following their release 
from Fort Sumner due to the inadequate size of the 1868 reservation. During the 1880s and 1890s, contact 
with white settlers had a marked influence on the Navajo, who began a transition from a subsistence-
based economy of mixed pastoralism and horticulture, to a more intensive pastoral economy based on 
trade and a cash economy. During this period, demand for canned and bottled products and other 
manufactured goods increased substantially among the Navajo, as did the size of Navajo herds to enable 
the new economic participation. A few trading posts began to appear on the new reservation during the 
1869 to 1890 era, followed by a rapid expansion of these establishments throughout the reservation from 
1881 to 1900. These trading posts soon became focal points of economic activity for Navajo 
communities. The growth in Navajo herd size increased exponentially during this period, as more and 
more families were drawn into the new system. Overgrazing became a major issue from the 1890s to the 
1930s as rangeland productivity declined dramatically. The forced livestock reductions of the 1930s 
heavily impacted Navajo society to the point that families could no longer depend entirely on their herds, 
which forced many family members to look elsewhere for sources of income. The livestock reductions, in 
effect, transformed Navajo society over time to become even more integrated into the larger U.S. 
economy (Bailey and Bailey 1980: 1426-1431).  

Huse et al. (1978) describe historic Navajo sites during the Reservation period as based on a “homestead 
settlement pattern,” which is in contrast to the larger multi-habitation settlements and clusters of the 
previous Cabezon phase (ca. 1775-1868). The two primary factors identified as affecting Navajo land use 
and settlement during the Early Reservation period was the economic reorientation, based almost 
exclusively on sheep husbandry, and the formation of a land checkerboard system involving various 
ethnic groups. A total of six main site types were identified that are associated with the Reservation 
homestead settlement pattern, including permanent habitations, winter campsites, summer campsites, 
winter-spring campsites, sweatlodges, and corrals. Summer campsites appear to have the highest degree 
of affiliation with permanent homesteads, while winter-spring campsites of the lambing period are the 
least affiliated with the permanent residence. Additionally, the association of permanent homesteads with 
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a permanent water source is very high during this period, but becomes increasingly less important 
following World War II, when drilled water wells and stock tanks become more prevalent.  

Historic Navajo permanent habitation sites are highly patterned and typically consist of one to three 
circular masonry or palisade walled hogans with cribbed log roofs, reflecting extended family residency. 
Doorways usually face east to southeast with an ash dump east of the hogan. Corrals, or evidence thereof, 
are usually present, although subsequent salvaging of wooden and masonry materials is common 
following abandonment. Sites tend to be dispersed across the landscape, reflecting the space needed for 
the pastoral economy. Agricultural plots become more common through time. Habitation sites generally 
have good views of the surrounding lands, occurring on low rises or ridges or are in protected areas, such 
as canyon bottoms. A mix of aboriginal and European American artifacts may occur on sites during the 
late 1800s. By the 1890s to 1900s, the trading post system is well-established, and trash and ash dumps 
see an increased frequency of market goods, such as baking soda, coffee, and evaporated milk cans, and 
various types of bottle glass and other traded goods.  

2.1.5  Navajo Settlement of Northeastern Arizona and the FBFA 

As noted above, Navajo oral histories indicate the Diné have been within the region of the four sacred 
mountains since time immemorial. Western science suggests Navajo material culture (e.g., hogans, 
corrals, sweatlodges, pottery, rock art, and other attributes) does not appear in the archaeological record 
of northeastern Arizona, including the FBFA, until at least the end of the Gobernador phase, when the 
Navajo were forced to migrate south and westward due to hostilities with the Capote Ute-Comanche 
alliance and Spanish, and then Mexican, invaders. Much of this violence was driven by the slave trade.  

The westernmost known Navajo pueblito is Kinnazinde (also Kin Náázíní, or “Lone Towering House”), 
situated about 25 miles west of the Arizona-New Mexico border in the vicinity of Leroux Wash and 
Pueblo Colorado Wash. The site was initially thought to represent a pre-Columbian pueblo (Mindeleff 
1891; Fewkes 1898; Reagan 1928) but is now attributed to the Navajo by modern archaeologists. This 
small fortress is a two and a half stories high, multi-room masonry structure perched on a sandstone 
outcrop. Associated with the pueblito is a masonry hogan ring, three forked-stick hogans (at least one 
timber chopped with a metal axe), a corral, a rock alignment, and an artifact assemblage with Dinétah 
Gray and Gobernador Polychrome pottery, chert and silicified wood flaked lithic debitage, choppers, and 
a piki oven stone (Gilpin 1996). From various research over the years, a strong clustering of tree-ring 
samples dates construction of the pueblito during the 1759-1761 period. The positioning of the pueblito 
between the Hopi and Zuni Pueblos and the defensive nature of the structure suggested the Navajo were 
expanding into new territory (Colwell and Ferguson 2017: 43-44). 

Previous studies associated with the Navajo Land Claim (NLC), Black Mesa Archaeological Project 
(BMAP), and various cultural resource management projects contend there are numerous other Navajo 
sites that pre-date 1800 in northeastern Arizona (west of the Chuska Mountains), and suggest the Navajo 
moved rapidly into the new territory during the late 1700s (Gilpin 1996). Most of the dates for these 47 
Navajo sites relied on single tree-ring samples and/or non-cutting dates; nearly half of which are from the 
Chinle Wash area. A recent review of these previous tree-ring samples was recently undertaken (Colwell 
and Ferguson 2017). This study applied a methodology which accepted only actual cutting dates within a 
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similar cluster of dates from any given structure or site to ensure a high degree of confidence, since 
wooden beams were often recycled. The results suggested that a more incremental settlement of the 
region by the Navajo may have occurred. Chinle Wash was apparently the focal point west of the Chuska 
Mountains in the late 1700s and early 1800s. However, their research suggests the Black Mesa region was 
probably not occupied by Navajo until 1840 and areas north and east of the Hopi Mesas were probably 
not reached until the 1850s. Areas west of the Hopi Mesas do not appear to have been settled until the 
1870s, following the return from Fort Sumner (Colwell and Ferguson 2017). Similarly, according to 
scholarly interpretation in the Grand Canyon region, Navajo settlement does not begin until the 1850s-
1860s era (Begay and Roberts 1996). Colwell and Ferguson (2017) conclude that their results do not 
mean these areas west of the Chuska Mountains were not occupied earlier, but they question previous 
assumptions based on questionable tree-ring methodology, noting that there is ample room for further 
archaeological research to answer these temporal-spatial questions of historic Navajo settlement patterns. 
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3.  Ethnographic Literature Review of the FBFA 

By Rebecca Austin and Orit Tamir 

Introduction 

Set a stretch of sagebrush interspersed with groves of small evergreens (pinyon and 
juniper trees) against a background of highly colored mesas, canyons, buttes, volcanic 
necks and igneous mountain masses clothed in deep pine green, roofed over with a 
brilliant blue sky, and you will have a generalized picture of the Navaho landscape. 
(Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:45) 

The Navajo landscape is complex, spiritual, and not easily translated into words. This overview of 
ethnohistoric/ethnographic literature and Traditional Cultural Places (TCPs) attempts to capture the 
storied landscape and cultural history of the Navajo people. This ethnographic review is divided into two 
parts. Part One includes: Navajo Culture History, Disputed Lands, Land Use, and Social Structure. Part 
Two includes overviews of Navajo religion and TCPs, with attention to culturally significant places that 
exist within or adjacent to the FBFA. 

Cultural anthropologists routinely include file searches when conducting TCP research. For this report, 
the files for these searches can be found with the Navajo Nation Historic Preservation Department’s 
(NNHPD) Compliance Office and the NNHPD Traditional Culture Program. NNHPD conducted the TCP 
file search for this project, and that data is held as confidential due to the sensitivity of the information 
and does not appear in this review. Specific information pertaining to commonly known Navajo place 
names or sites in this report is gleaned from publicly available sources. Ethnographic research in the 
FBFA, outside of cultural resource management (CRM) investigations, was minimal during the period of 
the Bennett Freeze. The strict limitations on infrastructural development have likely resulted in greater 
preservation of traditional practices and TCPs in the FBFA, when compared to more developed areas of 
the Navajo Nation. 

3.1  Navajo Culture History 

The Navajo call themselves Dinè, The People. They belong to the Apachean subgroup of the Athapascan 
language family; whose origins lie in Alaska. According to Western researchers, the Navajo arrived in the 
Southwest between A.D. 1000 (Aberle 1982:24; Kluckhohn and Leighton 1979:33) and A.D. 1525 
(Gunnerson 1956), which is counter to the Navajo view that they have been within the area of the four 
sacred mountains since time immemorial. To some, the Navajo migration from the north was not a 
concentrated movement, but rather a steady expansion into new territories stimulated by famine and 
ecological disasters (Brugge 1983:486). Eventually they encountered the Rio Grande Pueblos in what is 
now north-central New Mexico. By the time the Navajo language had become a distinctive division of 
Apachean, they encountered the Hopi and other southwestern Indians (Jorgensen 1980:72). Following 
their entry, the influence of the Eastern Pueblos’ farming technology on the Navajo was immediate and 
considerable (Hester 1962:75,81; Aberle 1963:3-4; Lamphere 1979:78; Underhill 1983:18). 
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Archaeological evidence suggests the Navajo adopted farming as early as A.D. 1541 (Hall 1944:100), 
though they also continued hunting and foraging activities.  

The Navajo maintained what is known as an Iroquois matrilineal kinship system among anthropologists; 
matrilineal clans and preference for matrilocal residence pattern. The latter has been fluctuating in 
response to employment, schooling, and other contemporary considerations (Tamir 1993:64-67, 131-
133). They also continue to adhere to their traditional beliefs and practices, sometimes in conjunction 
with the Native American Church, various denominations and forms of Christianity, and even Sun Dance 
ways (Tamir 2018). 

Until the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, the Navajos had only marginal contact with the Spaniards. Their 
relations with the Hopi and other Pueblos shifted periodically between raiding at times, and trade, 
visitation, and intermarriage at others. During the Spanish 1692 reconquest of the Pueblos, many Jemez, 
Keres, and Tewa Indians fled the Rio Grande valley and found refuge among the Navajo and the Hopi, 
resulting in many intermarriages (Spicer 1981:212). Indeed, several Navajo clans – examples include 
Nát'oh dine'é or Tobacco Clan, Naasht'ézhi dine'é or Zuni Clan, Mą'ii deeshgiizhinii or Coyote Pass Clan, 
Naashaashi or Bear Clan – are thought to be of partial Hopi, Zuni, Jemez, and Tewa descent, respectively 
(Navajo Tribal Clans).  

Livestock became part of Navajo subsistence economy during the Spanish period. By the first half of the 
18th Century, Navajo families were supplementing their farming, hunting, and foraging activities by 
adding small herds of sheep, goats, cattle, and horses (Hill 1940; Reeve 1958:217) to compensate for the 
dwindling numbers of game animals (Kelley and Whitely 1989:29). By the second half of the 18th 
Century, Navajos had large herds of sheep. This pastoralism, weaving of sheep wool, and other art forms 
contributed to their economy (Reno 1981:15; Aberle 1982:24). During the Spanish period, Navajos were 
also increasingly moving west, toward what today is Arizona, escaping the Spanish and Mexican slave 
trade and in search of pasture for their growing herds (Kelley 1986). 

The first contact between the Navajo and the U.S. Army occurred in 1846, when Brigadier General 
Kearny and his troops entered the Southwest and replaced Mexico as the dominant power. The Americans 
quickly prepared to end Indian raids in the region they had purchased as part of the 1848 Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo. In the process, the U.S. brought direct and systematic changes to Navajo society. In 
1863, General Carleton (the new military commander of New Mexico) ordered the relocation of Navajos 
to a reservation and assigned Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson to carry out the mission. The plan was to 
relocate Navajos and Mescalero Apaches to Bosque Redondo, an experimental reservation in eastern New 
Mexico near Fort Sumner. To force the relocation, Carson’s troops burned Navajo fields and orchards and 
killed their livestock. They then proceeded to encircle them in Canyon De Chelly during the winter of 
1863-64, thus forcing them to surrender and walk to Bosque Redondo – Hwéeldi in Navajo. The Navajos 
were forced to walk 300 miles from their homes in the Black Mesa region of present-day Arizona, to 
Bosque Redondo in eastern New Mexico. The journey became known as the Long Walk and marked the 
first forced relocation and attempted ethnic cleansing of Navajos by the U.S. By the end of 1864, some 
8,354 Navajos had made the journey, but hundreds died along the way (Thompson 1976:71). The trauma 
of the Long Walk marked a watershed event in Navajo cultural history. It should be noted that the 
European Americans never fully grasped the socio-political organization of the Navajo, which was loose, 
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independent bands that were self-governed. While some bands participated in raiding, many did not. 
However, the U.S. military did not distinguish this nuance and collectively punished the whole of the 
Navajo population, or tribe as they saw it, and forced them into confinement at Fort Sumner. 

At Hwéeldi the Navajo experienced directed cultural change for the first time; they were forced to adopt a 
Pueblo Indian-like village lifestyle; they had to send their children to school and attend Christian services; 
they were introduced to wheat flour and coffee beans; and, they started viewing themselves as a single 
tribe (rather than independent bands) for the first time (Thompson 1976, Tamir 1993). The conditions at 
Fort Sumner were so dire that many Navajos were starving and sought government rations (Thompson 
1976). Many also died of smallpox. An investigation of Hwéeldi by General Sherman concluded that the 
reservation experiment had failed. Bosque Redondo was not a suitable location; the experiment was too 
expensive; and, the Navajos did not become self-sufficient farmers (Keheler 1952:421; Bailey 1964:219-
237; Thompson 1976:158-162). On June 1, 1868 the Navajos and the U.S. signed a treaty that established 
the Navajo reservation on about 10 percent of their former range.  

Upon their return from exile in Bosque Redondo, the Navajos resumed their former lives. Their numbers 
increased steadily and once again they took up farming and livestock husbandry (mainly sheep and goats). 
Because the new reservation was too small to accommodate their growth, and since many Navajos did not 
know the precise reservation boundaries, many Navajos started moving back to their traditional land use 
areas (Tamir 1993:81). General Sherman recognized that the treaty reservation was too small if the 
Navajos were to re-establish their herds and farms. Therefore, he told Navajo leaders that their people 
would be allowed to use any off-reservation areas not occupied by white settlers (Brugge 1980:49). With 
the exception of Mormons, there were few white settlers at the time in northern Arizona and New 
Mexico. Sherman’s statement implied that most Navajo households could return to their former homes in 
Black Mesa (Bailey and Bailey 1986:26). Because the Navajos were self-sufficient and growing in 
population, in 1878 the federal government began to expand the original Navajo reservation (Kelley and 
Whiteley 1989:46). Simultaneously, the U.S. Indian Inspector and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) also 
attempted to create a reservation for the Hopi to protect them from Anglos and the Navajo (U.S. 
Congress, Senate 1973:219-222). The Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute over lands near Moenkopi ensued, 
resulting in the Bennett Freeze, which were unintended consequences of these actions. 

3.2  Disputed Lands 

Among a number of cases involving land disputes in the Navajo Nation, the two most well-known are 
commonly called the “Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute,” and the “Bennett Freeze Area.” This section is a brief 
overview of these related disputes, their causes and similarities, as well as a brief explanation of the 
various government offices set up to address them. 

The Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute 

By the 1990s, the Navajo-Hopi Land Dispute led to the relocation of 2,940 households and more than 
10,000 Navajo people (Tamir 1999:71). This was the largest relocation of American citizens since the 
relocation and internment of approximately 110,000 Japanese Americans during World War II – most of 
whom were also American citizens (Tamir et. al. 1993). 
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For centuries, the Navajo and Hopi peoples lived side by side in the Black Mesa region of what today is 
northern Arizona. The pressures from the Spanish, Mexican, and European American settlers, the slave 
trade, and the increasingly pastoral lifestyle led many Navajo groups westward closer to the Hopi Mesas 
(Brugge 1983). The legal origins of the Navajo-Hopi land dispute was the 1882 designation of an 
Executive Order setting aside approximately 2.5 million acres in northeastern Arizona for "Moqui [Hopi] 
and other such Indians as the Secretary of the Interior may see fit to settle thereon” (Tamir 1999:71). 
Navajos who were living on the 1882 Reservation gradually outnumbered the Hopi, and altercations 
between the two peoples over land increased in frequency. Expansions of the Navajo Reservation 
exacerbated the state of affairs. By 1934, the Navajo Reservation surrounded the 1882 Reservation (Tamir 
1993:84). The U.S. Secretary of the Interior had the authority to restrict or settle Navajos in the 1882 
Reservation until 1918, but no action was taken until 1936. In that year Grazing District Number 6 
(approximately one-fourth of the 1882 Reservation) was designated exclusively for Hopi use and Navajos 
who resided there were forced to relocate. This designation led to the first massive relocation of Navajos 
since the Long Walk. The dispute over the 1882 Reservation was far from settled. In 1962, U.S. District 
Court in Prescott, Arizona ruled in Healing v. Jones that the Navajo and the Hopi tribes had undivided 
equal rights to the surface and subsurface of the 1882 Reservation except for Grazing District Number 6. 
This region became known as the Joint Use Are (JUA). Following the court ruling, the Hopi tribal council 
sought to protect the JUA’s grazing resources from further Navajo encroachment. The Hopi initiatives 
resulted in a series of federal actions that had serious repercussions for the social and economic fabric of 
Navajo living in the JUA. On July 1, 1966, the BIA froze all residential, commercial, and infrastructural 
developments in the JUA unless the Hopi tribe approved them.  

Later, in 1972 proceedings, an Arizona District Court ordered drastic reduction of Navajo livestock and 
restricted construction in the JUA to improvements authorized by both tribes. The dispute, however, 
continued. In 1974, after a series of congressional hearings, the U.S. Congress passed the Navajo-Hopi 
Land Settlement Act, P.L. 93-531. The Act ordered equal partitioning of the JUA and the relocation of 
people residing on land partitioned to the other tribe. It also established the Navajo-Hopi Indian 
Relocation Commission (NHIRC) as the executive arm for dealing with the disputed lands and relocating 
residents. The law also required the two tribes to negotiate partition boundaries, but it was not until 1979 
that boundaries were finalized and the restrictions over construction lifted in portions of the former JUA. 
In 1981 the Navajo and Hopi Relocation Commission submitted to Congress a Report and Plan that laid 
out the blue-print of Navajo relocation from lands partitioned to the Hopi. According to the plan, the 
Navajo and Hopi Relocation Commission was required to finish its work in five years. The NHIRC 
grossly under-estimated the number of households slated for relocation and, subsequently, the time-frame 
for completing the process. The process went on for decades. In 1989 S-1236 created the Office of 
Navajo and Hopi Relocation (ONHIR) to replace the NHIRC. The ONHIR continued to report directly to 
the President, but instead of three part-time commissioners, the ONHIR had one full-time commissioner. 
Finally, the director of the ONHIR predicted in 2016, that his final budget request would be for fiscal 
2018 (ICT 2016) – a little over 30 years past the 1981 Report and Plan stated deadline. 

As stated earlier, the Navajo-Hopi land dispute led to the involuntary relocation of over 2,940 households 
and more than 10,000 Navajos (Tamir 2009:35). Over the years, scholars addressed various aspects of 
Navajo relocation from the JUA. Brugge provided a detailed personal historical account on Healing v. 
Jones (Brugge 1994). Early studies correctly anticipated that the consequences of the relocation would be 
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significant and adverse (Johnson-Conner 1985; Natelson Corporation 1981; Scudder 1982). Other studies 
focused on the population that was subject to forced relocation. Gilbert described disrupted lifestyles and 
an increase in psychological stress (Gilbert 1977). Topper reported high levels of utilization of mental 
health services among Navajos slated for relocation compared to those who were not (Topper 1979, 
1987). Indeed, traditional relocatee households experienced increased family discord and attributed their 
health problems to the relocation (Joe 1985). A study on the importance of livestock in the disputed area 
concluded that the young, western educated, wage earning Navajos were at less socio-economic risk 
compared to older Navajos with little or no formal education who depended on a livestock economy 
(Wood, Vannette, and Andrews 1979). The few post-relocation studies revealed that relocatees who 
moved to off-reservation communities tended to be younger people who were familiar with semi-urban 
life. Still, many of them did not do well in the small off-reservation towns where they were relocated, 
attributing adjustment problems to low wages and relatively high living expenses (Tamir 1986). Navajos 
who lost their customary land use area and resettled in reservation communities also lost their customary 
social relations and livestock-based subsistence. Many of them expressed strong feelings of emptiness and 
helplessness, and experienced land disputes with the host families who provided them with the allowable 
one-acre home site (Tamir 1999). The forced relocation also constituted an identity crisis and demolished 
the Navajos’ otherwise inseparable connection to their matrilineal homes (Schwartz 1997). Moreover, 
some Navajos did not always welcome the relocatees. They resented giving land away to outsiders. Land 
disputes between new-comers and old-timers ensued. Relocatees reported vandalism to their homes and 
problems adjusting to their new surroundings. High unemployment rates in the former JUA, which was 
underdeveloped after years of freezing development, forced many to seek jobs far away from their new 
communities (Tamir 1993:143, 1999:81; Iverson 2002). 

In 2000, the Navajo and the Hopi nations finally agreed to a settlement of $29 million to compensate for 
land use and damages to Hopi partition land. This was a definitive agreement that legally ended the 
decades-long land dispute.  

The Bennett Freeze 

The formation of the 1882 Executive Order Reservation left the large Hopi village, called Moenkopi, 
isolated on Navajo land near Tuba City, Arizona. Theoretically, Hopis from Moenkopi would be expelled 
(Brugge 1994:104). Still, even after the 1962 formation of the JUA, the Navajo Area Director Haverland 
advocated that the Moenkopi land dispute would be dealt with separately from the 1882 land dispute 
(Brugge 1994:106). Over time, however, the Moenkopi land problem had become a bargaining chip in the 
efforts to settle the 1882 land dispute. In 1966 the Hopi Tribe filed a lawsuit seeking to add 1.5 million 
acres of land around Tuba City, including Moenkopi, to the 1.8 million acres that was part of the original 
Navajo-Hopi land dispute. On July 8, 1966, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Robert Bennett, issued 
an order that has since become known as the “Bennett Freeze.” His order imposed the same moratorium 
on construction and infrastructure developments in the lands directly west of the 1882 Reservation to the 
freeze already applied to the JUA, pending the decision of the court case the Hopi filed. Any development 
on the Bennett Freeze required consent of both tribes, and all revenue from subsurface extraction were 
held in a special account until the legal rights of the Navajos and the Hopis living in the area could be 
determined (Brugge 1994:145). As initially implemented, the Bennett Freeze affected only official actions 
by the Navajo Tribe, not individual Navajos. But the restrictions were later extended to all private 
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development activities, effectively prohibiting Navajos from even repairing their existing homes (Brugge 
1994:186,274). In 1980, the federal government itself admitted in a Senate Report 100-462, that "the 
result [of past U.S. actions] has been that the Native Americans living in the Bennett Freeze region reside 
in conditions that have not changed since 1966 and need to be improved" (S. Rept. 110-462 2008). 
During the 1990s, stories were appearing in newspapers around the country about the difficult conditions 
Navajo families were experiencing in the Bennett Freeze area, while the Hopi lawsuit moved very slowly 
through the court system (Ghioto 1999). 

By 2000, under direction of the federal district court, the Navajo and the Hopi Nations were negotiating a 
settlement to the Bennett Freeze dispute (Donovan 2009). These talks went on for several years. While 
the negotiations were still ongoing, Senator John McCain (R-Arizona) introduced Senate Bill 1003: 
Navajo-Hopi Land Settlements of 2005. The bill passed the senate and included provisions such as 
amendments to the JUA of the 1882 Reservation that lifted portions of the freeze (McCain 2005). The 
Navajo and the Hopi tribes finally settled their differences in 2006. Most of the Bennett Freeze 1.5 
million acres of land went to the Navajo, except for the lands around Moenkopi. The court approved a 
settlement and on May 8, 2009, President Obama repealed the Bennett Freeze and cleared the way to 
make federal funding available for development. Still, no funds were earmarked at the time. While 
politicians continued to argue, Navajo residents were wondering if it was even possible to rehabilitate the 
region after 40 years of restricting development (Linthicum 2009).  

The Bennett Freeze lasted 40 years and had punishing effects for thousands of Navajo families, 
essentially paralyzing residents in a state of poverty. They could not build homes, open businesses, or 
even repair windows and roofs. For four decades no roads or schools were built, and new electric, gas, 
and water lines were not permitted. There were also no federal services. After the ban on construction and 
infrastructural development was lifted in 2009 by President Obama, Navajos residing in the FBFA were 
at a distinct disadvantage: only 24 percent of the houses in the area were habitable; almost 60 percent did 
not have electricity; and the majority lacked access to potable running water (Linthicum 2009). 
Construction of new homes in the FBFA began in January of 2018 (Navajo and Hopi Observer, 2018), 
more than 50 years after the start of the moratorium on construction and infrastructural development. 

Consequences and Responses over Construction and Infrastructure 

Governmental decrees and federal court orders that were part and parcel of the Navajo-Hopi land dispute, 
the formation of the JUA, the creation of the Bennett Freeze, and the forced relocations of over 10,000 
Navajos had profound effects on Navajos in the disputed areas. The restrictions the BIA imposed on 
construction in the JUA following the Healing v. Jones decision lasted until 1979, when partition 
boundaries were finalized for the JUA. The moratorium significantly reduced employment opportunities 
in the JUA 

“These restrictions coincided with an era of increasing development on Native American 
reservations nationwide due primarily to the Indian Self Determination and Education 
Assistance Act (P.L. 93-638) (1969 to roughly 1982). During this period other tribes, as 
well as other Navajo communities outside the JUA, used various federally funded 
programs to regain control over their lands, to increase employment opportunities, and to 
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develop their communities. The restrictions on the JUA, resulted in the exact opposite 
effect: it diminished construction and development projects” [Tamir 1991:174]. 

During the 1960s and throughout the 1970s, Great Society programs and the Indian Self-Determination 
and Education Act greatly increased funding for the Navajo Reservation (and other Native American 
reservations) for development, employment, and education without the need for BIA approval. With these 
programs, the number of full-time jobs on the Navajo reservation rose from 4,039 in 1960 to 14,280 in 
1974 (Baily and Bailey 1986:259). Concurrently, the economic value of the labor-intensive Navajo sheep 
economy was declining. The value of a pound of wool declined from 62.1 cents in 1950 to 42 cents in 
1960 and to 25.4 cents in 1970 (Baily and Bailey 1986:306). Navajo households that had once been able 
to survive on their herds of sheep and goats alone could no longer do so, and large-scale herding was not 
possible since the livestock reductions of the New Deal Era. The period of the Great Society and of the 
Indian Self-Determination and Education Act coincided with the BIA freeze on construction and 
infrastructure throughout the JUA and the Bennett Freeze. With the moratorium, the BIA also eliminated 
employment opportunities throughout these regions. Many young Navajos gradually moved away in 
search of jobs and housing outside the affected areas (Tamir 1993:193-194, Linthicum 2009).  

The Reagan administration budget cut for Fiscal Year 1982 resulted in a drastic reduction of tribal and 
federal jobs, programs, and services throughout the reservation. These cutbacks slowed down economic 
recovery (Tamir 1993: 193-196). Rehabilitation of the FBFA has been slow. Like the JUA, during the 
years of the Freeze, many young families could not build homes in their chapters and consequently left 
their communities. The prolonged four decades moratorium on construction and infrastructure in the 
region have done little to improve, and a lot to damage, employment opportunities, subsistence economy, 
and overall quality of life for Navajo residents (Linthicum 2009, Minard 2012, Native News Online 2017, 
Navajo Hopi Observer 2018).  

3.3  Land Use and Social Structure 

The cultural ecology of the Navajo traditionally revolved around an intimate understanding of the natural 
world and resource management in tandem with reverence for the environment.  

Subsistence Patterns 

By the late 1690, the Navajo economy and subsistence patterns were likely centered around “hunting, 
farming, and the gathering of wild plants, although most sources refer only to farming” (Bailey and 
Bailey 1986:13). 

It is difficult to fully grasp early hunting and gathering lifeways, however, in addition to descriptions of 
farming and pastoralism, a brief description of ethnobotany is provided in this section. Navajo 
horticultural practices were documented by the Spanish, indicating they were already practicing 
rudimentary horticulture at the time of contact. Archaeological evidence in some settlements suggests that 
“residence sites in the Dinétah were chosen for proximity to arable land” (Bailey and Bailey 1986:16 
cited in Dittert, Hester, and Eddy 1961:242). 
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By the 19th century “the location of cornfields seldom influences the site of the homestead […] The 
demands of the herd are more immediate, [and therefore] fields may in fact be several miles from the 
homestead” (Bailey and Bailey 1986:16 cited in Downs 1972:45). In the era before fencing, “large herds 
could not be kept near the fields because they might damage the crops” (Bailey and Bailey 1986:16). 

Water has always been the most critical factor for Navajo farmers. Despite best efforts for raising crops, 
rain is never reliable, making harvest uncertain. Typically, one out of every three years cornfields failed 
due to lack of rain (Downs 1972:91). Jorgensen (1983:686) explains that both the western and eastern 
early Navajo regions were in areas that had little precipitation (7 to 11 inches, although up to 26 inches in 
the mountain regions above 7,500 feet).” Much of the Navajo range consists of steppe and mountain life 
zones and is unsuitable for agriculture. The growing season varies considerably based on topography and 
elevation, from 90 days in the mountains to 170 days in the lowlands. “Except for the relatively 
inaccessible Colorado River, and the somewhat more accessible San Juan River, most Navajos relied 
upon intermittent springs, seeps, streams, and small lakes for water” (Jorgensen 1983 283:686). It is not 
surprising that the Navajo ultimately adopted pastoralism as the primary means of subsistence.  

Agriculture  

The origins of Navajo horticulture have not been verified, but most anthropologists and archaeologists 
have tied its development to Puebloan influence. “Since many Navajo clans originated with various 
Pueblo groups, the origins of Navajo agriculture can probably be traced back to the beginnings of Anasazi 
and late Archaic farming” (Winter et al. 1993:214). It is also possible that “the Navajos and other 
Athapaskans who took up farming initially learned the techniques from Pueblo Indians (Jorgensen 
1983:686 cited in Hester 1962), or from Plains village farmers (Jorgensen 1983:686).  

Herding animals, rather than large-scale farming, has typically been the basis of Navajo wealth and status. 
In the early years, herds were “tended communally, [with] cornfields being the individual project of a 
nuclear family” (Downs 1972:91). Women, wives and sometimes sisters, had the responsibility of the 
corn crops as the Navajo are a matrilineal and matrilocal culture. They “adopted the native crops of corn, 
beans, pumpkins, melons and squash that had been developed in the New World” (Downs 1972:91). They 
also quickly chose to cultivate European crops, including barley, wheat, oats and peaches (Downs 
1972:91).  

A variety of plants have traditionally been gathered by women for food, medicine, and ritual purposes. 
All vegetation comes under the auspices of the Holy Ones and even the planting of corn is practiced with 
ritual (McPherson 1992:53-54). Wild plants and the knowledge of them is passed down through the 
generations on both sides of the family. “This is specialized knowledge that requires identifying the plants 
and understanding the proper way to pick or dig them” (McPherson 1992:54). It is also common to pray 
and/or leave an offering for a plant that is going to be harvested. The planting and harvesting of corn has 
always been done according to religious beliefs and protocol. “During the planting pregnant women 
would not help because the corn would not be healthy” (McPherson 1992:54). If wind began to damage 
crops “medicine men used a ceremonial name to talk to the wind telling it to leave the plants alone” 
(McPherson 1992:54).  
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Before the People returned from the Long Walk in 1868, agriculture was a key part of Navajo subsistence 
(Witherspoon 1983:530). The government gave them some sheep and cattle for subsistence after their 
return to Navajoland from Fort Sumner. Some 15,000 sheep and goats were issued to the Navajos after 
their captivity. “The Navajos built up their herd to one and one-half million or more sheep and goats in 
1885, 1892, and 1915 (Aberle 1983:642). The range became overcrowded and “in spite of agents” 
repeated suggestions to increase irrigation and farming and to encourage Navajos to limit livestock 
numbers and improve livestock quality, the BIA, with limited funds, did little to implement these 
suggestions (Aberle 1983: 642). 

Due to microclimates that can be as specific as the individual fields, crops frequently mature at different 
rates. Accordingly, Navajo families often developed a system of trade in produce between communities. 
Another adaptation involved utilizing unripe corn and pumpkins in popular recipes (Downs 1972:92). 
Dried corn was ground and used as flour for fry bread and mush, and corn pollen is “singularly important 
to the Navajo. [It] is considered perhaps the most sacred of all the substances in the universe” (Downs 
1972:92). Corn pollen is used in most rituals and prayers to the Holy Ones.  

Traditional Navajo farming featured the most basic of techniques and was taught to the children. Seeds 
were sown in late spring after snowmelt and/or spring rains and harvested as late as October. The Diné 
used digging sticks to till the soil, until the plow was introduced in the 1920s. The crops remained 
traditional despite the new technology and techniques. “Corn, beans, and squash were preferred, with 
‘calico’ corn preferred over modern types that the [“Indian”] agents tried to introduce. Each family 
always tried to save enough seed corn to plant the following spring.” (Winter et al. 1993:223). 

Because the crops have been an important part of Navajo subsistence, the protection of them from 
destruction from bird and animal life has been critical. The Diné have been known for elaborate scare 
crows, with entire family groups sometimes depicted in poses of working or waving at those passing by 
(Downs 1972:93). Navajo farming has evolved over at least five centuries and has been transmitted across 
more than 300 miles (483 km) of space, as the families and their fields spread from one valley to another, 
as rituals were developed to cope with crop failures and success, and as knowledge about germination and 
selection and fertility was passed down from one generation to another. The resulting web of fields, crop 
varieties, religious beliefs, and system of knowledge ties together the many parts of Navajo culture, 
linking the clans and families and regions together, providing the food that feeds the people and their gods 
(Winter et al. 1993:214). 

The Diné utilize landscape and water features in creating a variety of types of fields. Some fields have no 
irrigation sources, such as floodwater fields, akchin fields, and low terraces (Winter et al. 1993:217). 
Fields will often correspond with wells, seeps, springs, ditches from rivers, moist sand, tapped 
underground water flow, runoff ponds, dikes near drainages, earth ridges to divert flood waters, and water 
channeled from ledges (Winter et al. 1993:217). Agriculture varies regionally, such as in the preference 
for slopewashed field locations along Defiance Draw or the use of wash bottoms along the Little 
Colorado River (Winter et al. 1993:369). Modern farming typically involves one or more families who 
gather to share labor with planting and harvesting. Those who live nearby generally tend the fields. 
Additional labor involves drying crops for storage after harvest. Some fields have extensive dike and 
ditch systems requiring several families’ cooperation. Abandoned ditches previously created by Mormon 
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farmers were enlarged and used in some fields (Winter et al. 1993:220). Families that are isolated in 
locale without having extended family nearby tend to have greater challenges, often resorting to small 
subsistence farming (Downs 1972:94). In the 1920s, a 4 to 5-acre farm was considered large. But, even by 
the 1960s and 1970s, farming was still “generally a subsistence activity for home consumption” (Winter 
et al. 1993:223). In summer, people would return a few times to weed and water after rainstorms, and in 
August the harvest started. The size of harvest depended on the amount of summer rain. Most members of 
each family would move to the fields in August to gather the crops and prepare them for storage. 
Harvesting ended in late October (Winter et al. 1993:220). Farm fields are considered sacred. “Corn, 
beans, squash, and tobacco are the four sacred plants of the Navajos, and Navajo rituals often occur in 
fields. Rain prayers are offered in them, corn pollen is collected for Blessingway offerings, and sand for 
sand paintings is collected in them” (Winter et al 1993:318). 

Navajo Pastoralism, Cultural Significance and Social Structure 

In Navajo life, it is literally and figuratively impossible to separate the sheep from the people, the land, or 
religion, as they are all inextricably interconnected. Sheep are considered a core of Navajo life, believed 
by the Navajo to have been placed on the land by a deity known as Changing Woman. She created the 
people and their livestock, and the Navajo’s primary central ceremony “Blessingway” revolves around 
her (Weisiger 2007:442).  

One of the four sacred mountains, Dibe Ntsaa, Big Sheep, is said to be made of rams and ewes 
specifically to support the people (McPherson 1998:1). It is thought that sheep are able to pray to the 
Gods for rain so that the corn will grow, and the animals and people will survive. From a religious 
perspective, the weather cycle can even be affected by the survival of the sheep and vice versa, and often 
livestock have stood between starvation and survival (McPherson 1998:96). Many Navajo people say that 
sheep is life and that they and the land are sacred (Wood et al. 1982). Within Navajo culture, sheep have 
traditionally been equated with security, food, warmth, and offer access to the cash economy. 
Traditionally, a child is often given a lamb to care for in order to learn family cooperation and nurturing 
(Witherspoon 1983:529).  

“Livestock was one of the most important foundation of traditional Navajo economy into 
the first quarter of the 20th century. Horses provided transportation and food for the 
winter months, while goats and sheep served as a continuing source of sustenance, 
blankets, clothing, and a means for entering the barter economy of the trading post. 
Livestock became synonymous with social status and emotional satisfaction as Navajos 
watched their herds multiply and prosper” (McPherson 1998:1).  

Navajo culture is based on cooperative livestock husbandry and financial reciprocity between extended 
family members in which each contributes to the well-being of the entire group. Socially and 
economically, Navajos have been connected to one another through clan obligations and kinship, which 
creates a horizontal redistribution of income (Francisconi 1998). The clan is the largest structural unit in 
Navajo society and although loosely based on kinship, it is not always traceable to the actual genealogical 
relations between individuals (Bellah 1952). Cooperative animal husbandry was a way for people to 
remain connected to one another and ensure the well-being of the group (Witherspoon 1972:1146).  
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Witherspoon describes residence groups as clusters of households related to one another (1983:527). 
Tongue (2005:56) includes grandparents, daughter’s families, and additional kin or clan members with 
each household group in close proximity to one another, but under separate roofs. Witherspoon explains 
(1983:528): “When the distance between houses does not clearly indicate which households form distinct 
residence groups, the matter can be clarified by ascertaining who puts their sheep in which herd.”  

Historically, land was not owned. Families and households were not historically distinguished by 
dwelling numbers or addresses, but by family groupings around sheep (Tongue 2005:55). Peoples’ 
loyalties, residence areas and social lives have been traditionally tied to the location of the sheep herds 
(Downs 1964:18). A grandmother’s family typically settled within a region building hogans, camps, 
sheds and fences for the sheep, surrounded by grazing areas. The land area was then transferred 
matrilineally to the next generation (Witherspoon (1983:526). Because the Navajo people are matrilineal 
and matrilocal, women have had a primary role in the economic decisions of the family, and have 
generally controlled resources, especially those involving sheep and goats (Lamphere 1979). As a result, 
women have great influence in family financial decisions and determine the allocation of cash and other 
resources.  

Today, grazing rights are issued though tribal law, generally lasting 5 years and administered by the 
Navajo Department of Agriculture (Resource and Development Committee 2012). The purpose is to 
protect agricultural land commensurate with the needs of both the land and the people. The dwellings, 
corrals and other structures are also currently regulated by the tribal government (Code of Federal 
Regulations, annual edition 2002). But, even under the grazing permit laws, land rights can be still be 
passed down or inherited through matrilineal clan or kinship genealogical lines.  

Inherited lands, nevertheless, still offer most families havens from which poverty and 
unemployment cannot dislodge them. Many Navajos today consequently fear that if they 
leave their lands they will lose the last shreds of security. […] The bonds between Navajo 
families and their lands constitute a central, but often neglected, aspect of Navajo society 
[Kelly 1986:1]. 

Because sheep have remained a form of exchangeable wealth, they also signify prestige (Bailey 1980). In 
other words, even today, sheep are a form of social and financial capital (Tongue 2005). They remain the 
traditional payment to the medicine men for healing ceremonies, and sheep-owning families believe that 
children not only learn values and responsibilities through caring for them, but they learn how to be a 
member of the Navajo people (Iverson 1990:72). Social life remains organized around the sheep herd, 
with livestock husbandry serving as the fundamental guiding principle in the lives of most Navajo 
(Downs 1964:18). Most Navajos working off-reservation continue returning to the sheep camps of a clan 
or kin relative (Tongue 2005:86). It is these places, said to be sacred, where many ceremonies still take 
place (Vannette 1986:10). 

Cattle have provided a larger amount of cash income, but the amount of consumable products from them 
is proportionally smaller than it is from sheep and goats. Even today, few Navajo butcher their own and 
are therefore, only valuable from the perspective of the worth of the calves sold (Witherspoon 1983:530). 
Because they need less care than other livestock and don’t require herding, it is plausible that gradually 
increasing their numbers could lead to a greater cash economy (Witherspoon 1983:530). Horses and cattle 
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tend to be the responsibility of the males because they provide the majority of the labor for them 
including building corrals, storage structures, transporting water, and chopping wood (Russell and 
McDonald 1982; Downs 1973; Kelley 1980).  

As people have migrated off the reservation for work, many maintain trailers, hogans or homesites on 
reservation land associated with the maternal grandmothers’ sheep camps. Some grandparents today 
continue to live there full or part-time, going back and forth between the remote camps and homes of 
relatives who have electricity and water (Tongue 2005:87). Although exhausting for many, relatives 
living and/or working off the reservation still return to care for the livestock and to maintain ties with the 
homeland (Tongue 2005:88). 

History and Economic Significance of Navajo Pastoralism 

Arrival of the Spanish 

Sheep were introduced to the American Southwest by the Spanish (McPherson 1991) and although there 
is no precise consensus of the exact date, it is believed that sheep arrived at the Navajo region about a 
decade after the Spaniards arrived for the second time in 1598. Bailey and Bailey (1986:16) explain that 
the Pueblo refugees from Spanish conflicts who joined the Navajos “brought with them their knowledge 
of sheep and goat herding.” Navajo pastoralism, itself, did not truly begin until the early 18th century 
(Weisiger 2004:253). Archaeological evidence is unclear about the exact timing of pastoralism in Navajo 
culture.  

Navajo culture was considered to be originally nomadic hunting and gathering groups and continued to be 
semi-nomadic with the adoption of pastoralism, moving their sheep from place to place in a similar 
seasonal manner. Families actually returned to the same general areas yearly, creating winter homesteads 
and summer camps, moving about to richer and wetter pasture lands as the seasons dictated. This 
remained a pattern over the course of two hundred years (Weisiger 2004:270). Churro sheep became the 
most favored breed due to their long, smooth, and relatively greaseless wool that was easy to spin, 
although few pure bloods exist today. Goat herds were also important, followed by horses and cattle 
(Downs 1964).  

Historically, livestock have generally not been sold to commercial processors for meat. Rather, wool and 
goat mohair have been the largest contributors to livestock income. Occasionally in the past, but less 
commonly now, lambs and ewes were sold to traders to reduce debt or to establish credit at trading posts. 
Sheep primarily provided meat to family groups. At the time of slaughter, shearings of the wool were 
stored for weavings into rugs and sold as cash at trading posts or border towns. Hides are also used and 
sold (Downs 1964).  

Spanish Reconquest Era 

The Pueblo Revolt of 1680 and Spanish Reconquest of 1692 reduced game and put tremendous pressure 
on the land, causing Navajos to concentrate more on sedentary farming and increasing their sheep herds 
(Kelly and Whiteley 1989). Reports indicate that sheep herding and the production of woolen textiles 
were the primary economic pursuits at the beginning of the 18th century (Kelly and Whiteley 1989). 
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Throughout the 1700s, herding sites gradually increased, suggesting growing dependence on livestock 
with extended families becoming co-resident social units (Witherspoon 1983:524).  

After the Long Walk 

The U.S. government hoped to convert the Navajos into farmer-homesteaders by rounding them up and 
taking them on the Long Walk into internment camps at Fort Sumner, New Mexico from 1863-1864 
(Kelly and Whiteley 1989; White 1983). Thankfully, the area of Black Mesa and the country north to the 
San Juan River was a rugged, unmapped and inhospitable region to the white people, and those who could 
escape were able to conceal themselves and their livestock there (Downs 1964). It was another four years 
before the surviving enslaved Navajos were able to return to their homeland. When they did, they found 
their homeland ravaged and destitute and had to rely on those who had hidden and protected the livestock 
in order to begin again (Bailey 1980; White 1983).  

Arrival of the Railroad and Trading Posts 

In 1866 Congress gave the Atlantic and Pacific Railroad Company a land grant on the Navajo homeland 
to finance construction of a transcontinental railroad, which was finally built in 1881. Shortly thereafter, 
there were at least 17 trading posts doing business on the Navajo reservation (White 1983:214-215). 

This period marked the beginning of the modern barter system outside of one’s family group, as traders 
were eager to utilize the Navajo wool business (Kelley 1986). The Navajo quickly moved to small-scale, 
semi-commercialized sheep ranchers. Financial credit was given to families who desired to grow herds. 
Merchants undercut economic ties between families, essentially destroying the original political economy 
and isolating families. Indebtedness allowed the traders to push for more production, and trading-post 
credit became the main source of economic security. Sadly, as a result, families became isolated from 
each other and were forced into partial dependence upon the national capitalist economy driven by the 
profit motive of the merchants, generating more income for traders (Kelley 1986).  

Navajos, therefore, lessened their direct dependence on land-based income and began to depend more on 
the weaving of blankets, arts, and crafts, including silversmithing for income. They grew more dependent 
on the traders to pay their debts and again increased their craft production ultimately becoming more 
deeply indebted. They continued to shore up their handicraft and art production, with each generation 
then subdividing the land and the livestock herds as a result (Kelly 1986). 

Communal range ownership and personal matrilineal inheritance of fields were still the primary forms of 
land management from 1864-1881 (Kelley and Whiteley 1989:52). Dependence on family farming was 
reduced as people became able to buy food and supplies at the trading posts. Merchants encouraged rich 
stockowners to expand their herds and move onto arid lands that were too dry for farming around the 
Navajo homeland (Kelley 1986). Smaller owners were pushed into more marginalized regions. 
Overgrazing and severe soil erosion were the inevitable result.  

Livestock Reduction 

In the early 1900s livestock populations grew tremendously and the results of overgrazing and drought 
impacted the herds and pastoralism became unsustainable (Weisiger 2004:270). The reservation was 
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already subdivided between land owned or used by the Navajos, private, federal and state holders into a 
matrix known as the “checkerboard.” Some Navajos asked for the development of stock water so more 
areas could be used for grazing (Weisiger 2007:240).  

John Collier, Commissioner for the BIA in the President Franklin D. Roosevelt administration understood 
that if the land deteriorated, that the sheep and goats would starve and thus, so would the Navajos. At 
first, there was an effort to reduce livestock through voluntary means and later through asking everyone to 
reduce stock by 10 percent (Weisiger 2007:444). 

By 1928 the BIA determined that overgrazing had become a critical environmental problem and John 
Collier implemented the devastating livestock reduction program after seeking Navajo approval of this 
conservation program. At the time, he did not understand that he was making the situation worse from an 
environmental and ecological perspective. Nor did he understand that because Navajos were matrilocal 
and matrilineal and were the primary caretakers of the livestock, he should have included their input in 
this critical decision (Weisiger 2007:441).  

As a result, there was tremendous outcry at local meetings after goats were slaughtered and sheep taken 
away (Weisiger 2007:445). A BIA stockman bought and then rounded up 3,500 goats and sheep in a 
remote area near Navajo Mountain, herded them into a box canyon and had them shot, to the horror of the 
Navajo women (Weisiger 2007:446) to whom this was sacrilege. The women were devastated by the 
slaughter and in oral histories “witnesses describe scene after scene of women weeping over their 
livestock” (Weisiger 2007:447). A local woman at the time “explained to Roosevelt through an 
interpreter: ‘Our sheep are our children, our life and our food’” (Weisiger 2007:543). Eventually, the 
tribal council voted to suspend the stock reduction.  

As a result of the stock reduction, most Navajos became more dependent on trading posts. Many relocated 
from their rural residences and sheep camps to more permanent homes closer to commercial centers 
decreasing their dependence on farming and sheep raising (Kelley 1986). The livestock reduction 
program severely impacted families’ abilities to support themselves, since many looked upon their 
animals to support them in times of need like an insurance policy upon which the Navajos had been able 
to depend for 200 years was threatened (Bailey 1980). But, by 1940 Navajos became increasingly 
dependent on trading posts for food. A 1936 study estimates that Navajos produced 53 percent of the food 
they ate, but by 1940 it was down to 35 percent Bailey and Bailey 1986:217). In 1945 livestock and sheep 
raising contributed only 9.9 percent of gross Navajo income (Downs 1964:17). At that point, not just the 
poor, but nearly every family group had to find wage work (Bailey 1986). 

In 1943 The Tribal Council under Chee Dodge created resolutions with the support of the Navajo people 
to refute the livestock reduction. Many forgot that originally Collier was a proponent of protecting the 
herds on the “checkerboard” regions. By trying to save the land, the government agencies wrenched the 
power that came from their livestock and their culture away from them (Weisiger 2007:254).  

World War II Period Through the 1960s 

Between the eras of 1930 to present, the family production livestock units gave rise to wage workers off 
the reservation and welfare recipients and their dependents (Kelley 1986) as the industrial era transformed 
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families. Even in the Black Mesa area few could live above the lowest subsistence level just on livestock 
(Downs 1964).  

By the start of World War II, off-reservation jobs in war-related industries, mining, and the railroad were 
proliferating and many left for such wage-earning opportunities. In 1948, the livestock had been 
decreased to what the ranges could adequately handle. By 1950, the animal husbandry lifestyle of the 
Navajo had become a non-dominant enterprise (Bailey 1980).  

The 1960s brought about more change in lifestyles on the reservation. The Tribal Council created new 
tribal agencies to fill voids in federal services. The Navajo Tribal Utility Authority was formed to bring 
electric power to certain regions. The Navajo Housing Authority (NHA) was founded in 1964 through the 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (Bailey and Bailey 1986) and soon created its first low-
rent housing project. People who resided in locations according to matrilineal and matrilocal clan and 
kinship patterns began relocating based on politics and geography determined by public-service 
availability.  

When NHA expanded further, many moved from their isolated hogans to where they could have 
amenities such as running water, gas and electricity. Such locations made extended family lifestyles and 
sheep raising unrealistic (Tongue 2005). The idea of relocation remains alien, disorientating and 
disturbing, particularly for the women. This tends to explain why women have been especially devastated 
by relocations because they then have no land and reduced sheep to pass on to their children (Aberle 
1981a, 1981b). 

Contemporary Times 

Today, however, the raising of livestock and crop farming supplements wage earnings or payments 
primarily only for the elderly (Kelley and Whiteley 1989). Although few Navajos now completely subsist 
off the land, both the land and the sheep profoundly affect their navigation in the world (Tongue 2005). 
Tongue’s research (2005) indicates that many in this millennium live in con-joined, but fluid, familial 
units with at least one or more members retaining a residence where the sheep graze. Members from 
different households can share in the effort to maintain sheep camps and reap emotional and financial 
benefits from doing so.  

It is not uncommon today for family members to move around from one housing unit to another for the 
sake of convenience. For instance, a student may move in with a maternal aunt who lives elsewhere either 
on the reservation or off the reservation so that he or she may go to school. A relative by kin or clan may 
move in temporarily to care for a sick extended family member. Another may go over to a maternal aunt’s 
home to care for a cousin and so forth. This makes enumerating, for census purposes, difficult and causes 
a misallocation of funds (Tongue 2005:78). It also can encourage some to maintain post office box 
addresses in one location for the purpose of grazing permits and to register to vote in a different location 
(Tongue 2005:85,88). Many may say that they live one place but stay in another (Tongue 2005:80). In 
reality, this is not so different from the days when Navajos moved around to find seasonal grazing areas 
while remaining in the same general region (Witherspoon 1972:1441). Today, when pressed, many will 
still state “home” to be the place where the sheep are (Tongue 2005:86). 
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However, Aberle (1983:657) states that with energy resources being extracted by outside agencies 
combined with local resistance to industrial development, that Navajo as a welfare state will continue to 
expand. The Navajo people want to utilize the resources, and sell the excesses, but they do not want to 
lose their valued heritage (Tome 1983:682). It is hoped that some of the traditional way of life remains.  

Sheep and Ceremony 

Sheep were first created and given to the Diné by Changing Woman, the preeminent deity among the 
Navajo pantheon. After creating the Navajo, she gave them sheep as a “parting gift” and for centuries 
“that gift has shaped Navajo culture, just as water sculpts a canyon” (Moor 2016). Sheep are said to 
inform the sacred Navajo principle of Hozhó, or harmony and balance [for more on Hozhó, see the 
Religion section], with sheepherders praying to the Holy People before tending the sheep each day (Moor 
2016). “Sheep are a source of safety, security and pleasant conditions” (Ellsworth and Swan 2018:161). 
Navajo parents often bury a new baby’s umbilical cord in their sheep corral, “in order to symbolically tie 
the child to the sheep and the land”. Indeed, as anthropologist Ruth Murray Underhill suggests, in some 
sense the Navajo people as we know them—or more importantly, as they know themselves—"arrived in 
this world alongside sheep” (Moor 2016). Navajo women are particularly associated with sheep. “Next to 
family, sheep and corn are the most essential things for a Navajo woman,” according to Navajo Alta 
Ellsworth (Ellsworth and Swan 2018:160). “The relationship between the family and the herd is one 
tinged with deep emotion, and a great deal of symbolism” (Downs 1964:91). Additionally, the nearly lost 
art of sheep herding traditionally has provided the Diné with “both a material and psychological sense of 
security [and] contributes to a Navajo’s physical and mental health” (Witherspoon 1973:1441).  

3.4  Navajo Habitation 

Early Navajo are described by anthropologists as hunter-gatherers, but by the time the Spanish arrived in 
the region “they were described as horticulturalists” (Carmean 2002:1). As hunter-gatherers the primary 
social organization was commonly the band, yet Witherspoon noted a post-contact observation regarding 
political organization: “until the early part of the twentieth century there were loosely defined local 
groups organized around a local headman” (1983:531). With more sedentary lifeways and adaptation to 
herding and agricultural economies, housing became centered around the matrilineal family structure. The 
traditional form of housing, called the Hogan (pronounced hooghan) took many forms, such as forked-
stick, round or hexagonal [and octagonal-shaped] log structures, and even structures with leaning log 
walls, called hooghan bijáád hólóní (Witherspoon: 1983:532). Settlements, since the introduction of 
sheep, have traditionally revolved around the hogan and associated sheep and corral structures. Sheep-
herding families often have winter hogans, as well as summer camps, sometimes including hogans or 
temporary lean-to structures.  

Lane has described two main types of Navajo hogans, the fork-stick (alchi- adeeza) and the round Hogan, 
hooghan-nimazi (1999:37,38). Traditional building materials consisted of juniper timbers, bark, stone, 
and mud, as well as brush (Witherspoon: 1983:532). In the 20th century, hogans might be built with a 
combination of juniper posts and milled lumber, regardless of their type or shape. Additionally, wire was 
sometimes used to hold together corbeled log features (Newton et al. 1995:35). 
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Hogans were traditionally utilized as shelter and housing, yet their origins are tied to the Diné origin 
stories and spirituality. As stated by Louis: 

The Hogan is built in the manner of this [cosmic] harmony. The roof it in the likeness of 
the sky. The walls are the likeness of the Navajo’s surroundings: the upward position of 
the mountains, hills and messages. And the floor is ever in touch with ‘the earth 
mother.’…The Hogan is a sacred dwelling. It is the shelter of the people of the earth, a 
protection, a home, and a refuge. Because of the harmony in which the Hogan is built, the 
family can be together to endure hardships and grow as a part of the harmony between 
the Sacred Mountains, under the care of ‘Mother Earth’ and ‘Father Sky.’ [1975:3, cited 
in Ellsworth and Swan 2018:55] 

Lane describes the Diné oral traditions surrounding the early forked-stick hogans as male, and that round-
shaped hogans represented females. In line with the Navajo cultural and spiritual belief system of balance 
or Hózhó, early Navajos developed the round style of hogan upon realizing that the earliest forked-stick 
Hogan, ta’acheeh, used for spiritual cleansing, needed a female counterpart. (Lane 1999:38)  

The placement of the doorway and appropriate sections of the hogan for males and female are tied to 
traditional practices, as is the placement of a weaving loom and firepit (Ellsworth and Swan 2018; Lane 
1999). Hogans today, although not common in their traditional forms as living quarters, are more often 
used for ceremonies, and sometimes shared among related families in a community, who live in more 
modern rectangular houses. The authors have observed relatively recent resurgence in building traditional 
style-hogans, likely for ceremonial purposes. Additionally, some Navajo today, blend the styles of the 
hexagonal or octagonal- shaped hogan by connecting it with a rectangular modern home. 

3.5  Ethnobotany 

The first reports on Navajo plant use came from Franciscan missionaries who identified several hundred 
plants. In the late 1800s the ethnographer previously mentioned in this report, Dr. Washington Matthews 
[see Navajo Religious Practice, The Developing of Tradition] named over 100 plants in his writing. In the 
1940s researchers were describing the loss of many of the old ways of plant gathering and utilization of 
those materials. The coming of the Spanish was the first blow to customary procedure, and eventually 
trading post foodstuffs replaced long-established reliance on native plants, and a growing wage economy 
enabled the people to buy substitute foods instead of expending effort to gather them (Elmore 1944:9). 
Botanist Francis Elmore conducted an extensive study of Navajo plants and their uses over the course of 
seven years on the Navajo reservation with the Diné, and anthropologists Leland Wyman and Stuart 
Harris also wrote a wide-ranging report on Navajo medicinal plants1. Elmore said in 1944 that: 

 

 

1 The Wyman-Harris bulletin bibliography is a list of sources of ethnobotanical information as early as 1886. 
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“[…] much of the earlier food has disappeared. The various grass seeds are no longer 
harvested, and venison has been replaced almost entirely by goat meat, beef, and mutton. 
Coffee, tea and occasionally goat’s and sheep’s milk have been added to the regular fare, 
almost to the exclusion of their native beverages, while modern flour and cornmeal are 
preferred to the laborious task of grinding native corn. Flour has replaced Indian millet 
and other wild seeds; canned spinach has replaced Rocky Mountain bee weed, 
Amaranthus and other native greens; and many other plants, too numerous to mention 
have been replaced by other white man’s products” [1944:9].  

Wyman and Harris’s Navajo Indian Medical Ethnobotany bulletin detailed plant uses, investigating over 
1,200 plants, including for use in the categories of head and neck, respiratory system, circulatory system, 
alimentary tract, muscular system, nervous system, genitourinary system, skin, injury by venomous 
animals, chant lotion, life medicine, general body disease, miscellaneous and ceremonial (1941). Chant 
lotion “is applied to the patient’s body in ceremonial order, after which he bathes in it and drinks some” 
(Wyman and Harris 1941:66). Life medicine was said to be “perhaps the most widely known medicine 
among [Navajo] informants” and is specific for use in the Life Way Chants (Wyman and Harris 1941:67).  

Even more so than crops from fields, wild plant availability is entirely dependent on rain and snowfall for 
variety and abundance. The reservation averages less than 10 inches of precipitation yearly. The 
categories of classic Navajo use of plants, besides food and ceremonial, include medicinal, wood plants, 
dye plants and dye accessories, basketry plants, forage and browse plants, gaming plants, beverage plants 
and miscellaneous uses.  

Food plants consisted of bark, bulbs, fruits, leaves and whole plants, roots, seeds, stems and tubers, in 
addition to “food accessories” such as Amaranthus as a sugar substitute and Pinus edulis as a butter 
substitute (Elmore 1944:104-105). Ceremonial plants as categorized by Elmore were chosen for specific 
chants, for dance implements, dolls, dresses, images, incense, medicine containers, rattles, sandpainting 
colors and accessories, and in sweathouses (Elmore 1944:101-103). Many varieties of plants were 
gathered for medicine and used for internal and external maladies in addition to emergency medicine for 
accidents. 

Wood plants were utilized for firewood and making charcoal, building hogans, fence posts, in addition to 
many types of tools, including: arrow shafts; bellows; bird snares; bows; club handles; cradles, linings 
and canopies; dice; digging sticks; fire drills; flutes; hoes; knitting needles; sewing needles; medicine 
spoons; planting sticks; prayer sticks; saddles; summer shelters; throwing sticks; tinder boxes and 
weaving accessories (Elmore 1944:107-108). An impressive number of plants were used as dye stuffs. 
The color red, for example, could be one of a dozen different plants, and yellow and orange colored dyes 
are derived from at least 18 plant species. 

Gaming plants were for such events as hoop and pole, the moccasin game, shinny, shooting the yucca, 
ring toss and football (using a stick) and baseball. The plants were used as clubs, sticks, ball stuffing, etc.  

Beverage plants were: Coffea Arabica, Ephedra torreyana, Phorodendron juniperinum, Thea sinensis, 
Thelesperma gracile, Thelesperma longipes and Zea mays. As recently as the 1970s, Downs noted that 
women generally were responsible for gathering plants for dyes and some remedies, “but, aside from this, 
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gathering plays almost no part in the Navajo diet save in the case of piñon” [nuts, or seeds from the Piñon 
Pine cone]” (1972:93).  

After the introduction of sheep by the Spanish, and the acquisition of the upright loom from Puebloan 
culture, Navajos created the art form of combining natural pigments with wool to color yarn for use in 
their renowned rugs (Bryan 1940:5). Dyes are also used for coloring leather, such as moccasins and for 
other woven goods such as saddle blankets.  

A wide variety of plants are collected for dyes: actinia (several flowered and single-flowered); alder; bee 
plant (rocky mountain); bitterball; canyaigre; celery (wild); chamizo; chokecherry; cliff rose; owl’s claw; 
Oregon grape; ironwood; larkspur (wild, purple); lichen; lupine (blue-flowered); mountain mahogany; 
Gambel’s oak and scrub oak; Indian paintbrush; pinedrop; wild plum; rabbitbrush (big and small); 
rubberplant; sagebrush (basin); sumac (three-leaved); Mormon tea; Navajo tea; Russian thistle; and wild 
walnut are sought out, processed and utilized. Pinyon sap and one-seeded juniper ashes and other unusual 
substances such as ocher and “thick brick-colored rain water from mesas in Arizona and New Mexico” 
are also required (Bryan 1940: 3-4). Tobacco was reportedly collected from the Kaibab Plateau area2 
(Roberts et al. 1995:109) and is used ceremonially. Although the Navajo diet currently is not significantly 
supplemented by gathered plants, there is still a traditional culture of gathering that makes use of plants in 
some of the various ways described above.  

3.6  Burial Practices 

“Traditional Navajos recognize that virtually anything to do with the dead is potentially hazardous to 
one’s health” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962, cited in Downer 1989:78). Traditional Navajos believe that 
several types of places are considered dangerous because of their association with death or evil spirits 
(Tamir 1993:202, Kluckhohn and Leighton 1979:184-184, cited in Tamir 1993:202). As described by 
Downer “This powerful aversion to the dead and anything associated with them means that certain places 
and kinds of places are rarely talked about willingly because even talking about the dead may have 
serious consequences” (1989:78). Related to this belief, archaeological sites are often considered as 
places where the dead reside (Downer 1989:78,79), regardless if they know for certain there are burials at 
the site. 

Traditional Navajo burial practices involve the “rapid disposal of the body with a minimum of ceremony” 
(Levy 1998:397). When death took place in a hogan, the dwelling was abandoned, regardless of if the 
body was still inside. As described by Levy “Individuals who prepare a corpse for burial and those family 
members who were present at the time of death must observe a four-day mourning period and undergo a 
purification ritual before returning to everyday activities” (1978:397). Less than half a century ago Levy 
observed that traditional religious practices, including burials were more prevalent among communities in 
western Navajo country (1978:400). In accordance with Navajo tradition, when a person dies in a hogan, 

 

 

2 A detailed list of plants utilized in the western FBFA/Grand Canyon area can found in Roberts et al. 1995. 
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a hole is punched into the north wall (Tamir 1993:203) and the body is carried out through that hole, not 
the door (Ellsworth and Swan 1993:74). 

Crevices and talus slopes are also places where Navajos may have buried children, and sometimes Navajo 
child burials may take place in the open with stones covering the body (Senter and Hawley 1937:131), as 
well as on the banks of a wash (Tamir 1993:203).  

Traditional infant burials were practiced differently. As stated by Ellsworth and Swan “If it is a baby who 
hasn’t cried or is stillborn, they carry it out and place it in a northern tree mostly a juniper but sometimes 
a piñon. Or they may bury the babe in the north somewhere” (2018:74). 

Because of the aversion to the dead, Downer noted that, in historic times, “one of the most important 
functions of Anglo traders used to be burying the dead” (Waters 1959; McNitt 1962, cited in Downer 
1989:78). The effects of wage work on settled Navajos brought an increase in the number of cemetery 
burials, due to the influences of Christianity. The expenses associated with traditional Navajo chanters or 
medicine men who needed to be hired for traditional purification ceremonies has been seen as a deterrent 
for maintaining traditional burial customs (Levy 1978:399). Cemetery burials have become more 
commonplace in contemporary times for economic, religious, and other practical reasons. 

3.7  Navajo Religion 

“There is no word or phrase in the Navajo language that can be translated as ‘religion’ in the western 
European sense of the term” (Frisbie 1992:458).  

“One could almost say that Navajo life and the stories and beliefs and customs that go with it are Navajo 
religion” (Kelley and Francis 1993:157).  

Religious Origins and the Holy People 

Navajo spiritual practices and beliefs are extremely rich and complex. Many anthropologists believe the 
Navajo migrations exposed them to Puebloan cultures and many indigenous people of The Plains and 
Great Basin and they have since adopted various cultural practices. According to anthropologist Charlotte 
Frisbie, who conducted extensive field research on the Navajo in the 1960s, “Navajo religion, as it is 
known from ethnographic work in the Southwest, is an eclectic amalgamation, creative reworking, and 
dynamic synthesis of multiple ideas and influences” (Frisbie 1992:459). 

Researchers have long sought out the stories of the Navajo that explain their relationship with their world. 
In the 1880s Dr. Washington Matthews, an army surgeon and self-educated ethnographer, studied the 
Navajo people and many of their sacred ceremonies. He first translated the frequently practiced Navajo 
ceremony, The Night Chant, into English. When published, it introduced the English-speaking world to 
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the now-famous Beauty Way prayer, which is one portion of the chant (Schevill 1948)3. His work was 
eventually followed by that of Dr. Gladys Reichard, a university-trained scholar and Franz Boas, a 
protégé. Beginning in the 1920s, Reichard lived intermittently with the Navajo and wrote several books 
on the Diné, including an encyclopedic 800-plus page work entitled Navaho4 Religion: A Study in 
Symbolism (Lyon 1989:137-138). Published in 1950, it revealed some of the intricacies of Navajo 
spiritual beliefs and ceremonial practices. From these two early scholars, researchers have gained great 
insight into the traditional Navajo way of life. 

Scholars now know that the traditional Navajo view of the world included an extensive pantheon of 
beings with supernatural powers. These beings were referred to as The Holy People, personified powerful 
forces that could act for good or ill towards humans living on earth. Holy People were not holy in the 
sense that they possessed strong moral fiber. They were “holy” as associated with power and mystery, “of 
belonging to the sacred as opposed to the profane world” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:180). 

For the Diné, human beings were known as Earth Surface People. Earth Surface People referred to 
Navajo that were both living and dead5. The spiritual focus of the Diné was on appeasing and gaining 
favor from the Holy People. They believed these beings to be alive and thinking. They appeared in 
variable guises with different names and characteristics. Since none of them were completely good or 
bad, they were unpredictable to varying degrees (Frisbie 1992:460). They had great power to aid or harm 
Earth Surface People (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:180). The Navajo believed that “the physical forms 
of the Holy People were no longer present," (Vannette 1986:8) but that their supernatural essence still 
existed and could be communicated with.  

For those with European origins, science provided an explanation for what occurred in the world. The 
Diné had very different underlying assumptions, including the belief in a spiritual component to all 
occurrences. They emphasized “the supernatural or spiritual side of an object and used its animate powers 
to obtain aid” (McPherson 1992:71). Their religion explained occurrences around them as responses by 
these objects to their actions. Their religion “is the explanation not only for what happens but for what 
one must do in order to keep the universe in order” (Downs 1972:96).  

“We with our nuclear weapons and pollutants have only recently accepted the notion that 
we are responsible for destroying ourselves and our environment. The Navajo has for 
centuries lived with the idea that he, by some careless act, some small failure to observe 

 

 

3 The Bureau of American Ethnology published Matthew’s work, in addition to other early work on the Navajo, such as 
Mindeleff, Stephen, Stevenson and Pepper (Shepardson 1982:199). 

4 The spelling of Navajo is commonly found in early literature Anglicized as “Navaho.”  

5 Kluckhohn and Leighton refer to the “Universe of The People” that contains “two classes of personal forces,” with the dead 
and living counted among the ordinary human beings, or Earth Surface People (1962:180).  
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proper behavior, could upset the balance of the world and create disaster” (Downs 
1972:96).  

Their ceremonial system is the means by which the Navajo, or Earth Surface People, interacted and 
interceded with the Holy Ones to maintain equilibrium. “To the Navaho religion means ritual” (Reichard 
1950:3). 

Ritual provided ways of seeking control over the seemingly irrational and capricious nature of life 
experience. “Traditionally for the Navajos, stories supplied the foundation for understanding the world—
myths, legends, and tales—that explain how and why things function as they do […] The knowledge 
shared in these stories is the basis for ceremonies and the rules for daily behavior” (McPherson 1992:72).  

3.8  The Navajo Origin Story 

To understand the ceremonial relationship between the Navajo and their spiritual world, one must 
understand their origin story which, though similar, can vary by region, clan, and even family, although 
the themes remain consistent.  

There are two parts to the Origin Story. The first part describes the underworld realms the Holy People 
lived in before arriving to the surface world. The second part begins after the emergence of the Holy 
People to the surface world, or what the Navajo call Dinétah.  

In part one of the Origin Story, the Holy People were forced to flee upward through successive realms as 
various disruptive acts, such as jealousy and violence, resulted in the destruction of each realm. “The 
pattern of disorder, destruction, and emergence is repeated in each of the underworlds until there is 
entrance into the present world” (Vannette 1986:8).  

Other important characters in the Navajo Origin Story are First Man, First Woman, Changing Woman and 
the Twin Monster Slayers, or Hero Twins. First Man and First Woman appeared superficially human and 
had human traits. They also had supernatural abilities, such as the “notion of conscious creation, ability to 
glimpse the future and the will to control it” (Reichard 1950:26). They existed in the lower worlds and 
worked to create suitable conditions for the Navajo to inhabit the earth. According to Reichard, they were 
also instrumental in causing the discord in the lower worlds, but sought to make amends by bringing 
Changing Woman into the world to be impregnated by the Sun and therefore giving birth to the Twin 
Monster Slayers (Reichard 1950:26). 

The Twin Monster Slayers, otherwise known as the Navajo Hero Twins, or individually as Monster 
Slayer and Child of the Water (or Born for Water) (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:182), grew up to seek 
weapons and knowledge from Sun that they used to slay monsters that were ravaging the earth and 
plaguing The People (Downs 1972:97). “The record of their victories is written in the landscape of the 
Navajo country. Prominent mountains, lava flows, and other natural features are identified with the 
carcasses of slain monsters” (Downs 1972:97). “They are invoked in almost every Navajo ceremonial. 
Their adventures establish many of the Navaho ideals for young manhood” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 
1962:182). 
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The various sources on Navajo creation stories provide for variations, such as how many lower worlds 
there were. Three, four, five, and twelve worlds have been noted in the academic literature and by Navajo 
authors. There is also a discrepancy on whether Changing Woman gave the people corn or if the First 
Man and First Woman were made of corn before their emergence into Dinétah.  

“Diverse origins are given for the human form, but all by association are probably one 
and the same. Several versions ascribe human beings to a supernatural transformation of 
corn which existed primordially with First Man. Sun was said to be corn’s father, 
Lightning its mother. According to one version, the results of the transformation were 
persons called First Man and First Woman, who are also referred to as ‘our ancestors.’ 
From this account we may conclude that First Man and First Woman not only had corn in 
the early worlds but also were corn and came to symbolize transformation into human 
form” [Reichard 1950:27].  

Some interpretations view First Man and First Woman as analogous to biblical Adam and Eve, for they 
“engender a whole race of fellow creatures in the image of the god-like holy people responsible for 
creating them. The task of husbanding the earth and its creatures is largely theirs” (Zolbrod 2000:214). 
Although scholars attempt to compare Navajo religion to the Judeo-Christian paradigm, the overall 
environmental ethic differs. Carmean explains: “Contrary to the western notion that humans are meant to 
dominate nature, quite the opposite is true in Navajo belief; humans are meant to be interactive with 
nature, and to be humble in the presence of the Holy People” (2002:66). 

First Navajo Poet Laureate, Luci Tapahonso, further explains the human-nature-spiritual connection: “At 
the beginning of Navajo time, the Holy People, Diyin Dine’é, journeyed through three worlds before 
settling in Dinétah, our current homeland. Here they took form as clouds, sun, moon, trees, bodies of 
water, rain and other physical aspects of this world. That way, they said, we would never be alone. Today, 
in the fourth world, when a Diné (Navajo) baby is born, the umbilical cord is buried near the family 
home, so the child is connected to its mother and the earth and will not wander as if homeless” (2016:1).  

In the second part of the Origin Story, one version states that after the Holy People emerged, they 
developed ways of living on the earth. They held a great meeting in which the Diné were taught how to 
build shelter, travel, marry, trade, and acquire food. They taught the Navajo ways to guard themselves 
from illness and how to “control and maintain harmony with the physical forces of the world and 
animals” (Vannette 1986:8). “The Holy People announced that after their departure from that ceremonial 
they would never be seen again and warned the people that dire consequences would follow if anyone 
should claim that he had seen a holy one. They said, however, that their presence would be made manifest 
in the sound of the wind, the feather of an eagle, in various small birds, or in the growth of corn” (Wyman 
1970:1). This announcement made by the Holy People to the Diné is fundamental in explaining their 
belief that every physical object could have a spiritual component.  

3.9  Importance of Ceremony: Chantways and the Blessingway 

Scholars have classified Navajo ceremonies designed to keep or restore order to the Universe in various 
ways. In contemporary times, the term chantway is used as an umbrella category for the many different 
ceremonies, all involving singers known as Hataałii. Changing Woman, the Sun and the Hero Twins are 
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the most prominent supernatural beings in the lore of The People. However, there are a large number of 
additional Holy People, with names such as Talking God, House God, Slayer of the Alien Gods, Born 
from Water, Woman Speaker, Goddess, Wind God, and others. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish 
between the Holy People, as some of their stories overlap and beings morph into one another. “Is White 
Shell Woman, for instance, a sister of Changing Woman, or is she Changing Woman herself in a different 
form?” (Downs 1972:97). “Turquoise Woman and Salt Woman also seem to be variants of Changing 
Woman, different names for different aspects of her story and her activities” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 
1962:181).  

Another category of Holy People is called the Failed-To-Speak People such as Fringed Mouth, 
Hunchback [aka Humpback], Water Sprinkler “and others who are impersonated by masked dancers in 
the public exhibitions of the great chants” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:182). Personified natural forces 
and animals are another type of supernatural, such as Coyote [the Trickster], Big Snake Man, Crooked 
Snake People, Thunder and Wind People. “Finally, there are various helpers of the supernaturals and 
intermediaries between them and man. Big Fly is ‘the messenger of gods and men.’ He and Corn Beetle 
whisper omens and advice to Earth Surface People who are in trouble” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 
1962:182). 

“Each of these Holy People, or Ye’i [pronounced “yay”] as they are called in Navajo, is associated with 
specific natural features of the land, with other Ye’i, and with aspects of the weather, vegetation, mineral 
deposits, and with certain animals” (Downs 1972:97). There are three Navajo names for deity: yé’i, 
xa’ctcé, and diyini. Ye’i can refer to that class of beings “whose power supersedes that of man” and to 
those who help, or harm. Xa’ctcé “are easy to invoke and have no primordial meanness or evil intention” 
(Reichard 1950:50). Diyini, [translated as, “the particular ones who are holy”] are not always benevolent 
toward humans but may be on the side of the Navajo on occasions (Reichard 1950:50). Pollen and Corn 
(“the pure immaculate product of the corn tassel”) are considered food and gifts worthy of the gods and 
are personified as White Corn Boy and Yellow Corn Girl, or Pollen Boy and Cornbeetle Girl. Pollen 
symbolizes “fertility, happiness and life itself” and is mentioned and used generously in ceremony, 
particularly Blessingway (Wyman 1970:31).  

Navajo personify the Holy People in ceremonies. Ye’i Bi Chei [Yébîchai] are dancers who wear masks to 
personify these characters from oral tradition, or Ye’i. (Carey 2012) and “most chants require knowledge 
of several hundred songs” (Wyman 1957:9).  

“The Origin Myth, the chant legends, the songs and prayers of ceremonies, and symbolic 
representations through masks and sand paintings provide an additional understanding of 
the nature of these supernatural beings. They have power, but are not characterized as all-
powerful, or all-knowing. They are ever-present, and they may transcend time and space. 
They are potentially either good or evil, capable of providing aid or capable of inflicting 
harm” [Vanette 1986:9].  

As mentioned above, during the creation of the Earth Surface People the Blessingway rite was first 
performed. The Blessingway is the central ceremony of the entire chantway ceremonial system (Wyman 
1970:5) and reenacts the great meeting from the Navajo creation story. Its songs are the backbone of 
many other ceremonies. “At the end of every performance of a chant the singer lays aside his rattle and 
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sings at least one Blessingway song to justify the chant, to insure its effectiveness, to correct inadvertent 
omission of essential song and prayer words, to correct errors in sand paintings, and in cutting and 
coloring prayersticks, ‘just for safety’ (Wyman 1970:5). Unlike most chantways that are primarily for 
curing illness, The Blessingway is “concerned with peace, harmony and good things […]” (Wyman 
1970:5). “No other ceremonial in the Navajo system offers the native assistance in every walk of life as 
Blessingway does” (Wyman 1970:8).  

Traditionally, it is practiced frequently, on occasions such as shortly before the birth of babies for the 
expectant mother; for those serving in the military, before leaving or during furlough; for newly chosen 
community leaders; and certain songs from it are sung at girl’s puberty rites and for marriage (Kluckhohn 
and Leighton 1962: 212). In the 1960s it was reported that “seldom does a family go for six months 
without having Blessing Way sung at least once in their Hogan” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962: 213). 
Every member of the immediate family is expected to be present.  

“Despite the sacredness of the ceremonial and the rich, complicated, and beautiful ideas 
behind it, the rite has the dignity of great simplicity. There are a few songs one night, a 
ritual bath in yucca suds with prayers and songs the next day, an all-night singing that 
night. Cornmeal and pollen are prominently used throughout, and dry paintings [sand 
paintings] of these materials and pulverized flower blossoms are sometimes prepared on 
buckskin spread upon the ground. Only in Blessing Way is Changing Woman ever 
represented in visible form in a drypainting” [Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962: 213]. 

Although most prominent, the Blessingway is but one of a large number of major Navajo ceremonies, 
each of which has a “chant legend” that explains the history of the ceremony, its use, and details on how 
to perform it (Vannette 1986:10). Sacred places are always specified in the chant legends, based on 
“[…]supernatural events that occurred there when the specific ceremonies came into existence […] In 
some cases, the Holy People are said to have visited them; in others, they are sacred because the Holy 
People are said to still be there” (Vannette 1986:10). “Each chantway tradition—complete with ritual, 
paraphernalia, and mythology—functions as a self-contained ‘mini-religion’ and has its own distinct 
history and theology” (Luckert 1982: 187). 

Sand paintings are an essential feature of Navajo ceremonies, with hundreds of different designs having 
been recorded. However, “sandpainting” is something of a misleading term due to the fact that besides 
sand, buckskin is frequently used for background surface, and the designs are of vegetable material or 
charcoal and powdered minerals, according to Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962: 213).  

Anyone privileged to witness the great public spectacle on the last night of the Night 
Chant could see Navajo costume, craft, and ceremony at their peak […] Against a 
background of shadowy cliffs and cold November stars, stood the ceremonial Hogan […] 
By the light of huge fires the ye’i, the beneficent spirits, entered stamping, in single file 
[…] in buckskin masks, short kilts, and with rattles. [They sang] a wild chant which 
ranged from base to falsetto […] The blanketed patient [was] sitting with the medicine 
man outside the Hogan. [It was likely that] a whole family, with many distant clan 
members, had pooled their resources for the benefit of one who was ill or unfortunate. 
The process might be called a faith cure, for it consisted in bringing to memory, by songs 
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and sand paintings, the adventures of some early hero who had had the same trouble […] 
arranged in a saga of almost Wagnerian grandeur. It ended with the cure of the hero by 
supernatural beings […] the patient had merely to follow the story through a nine-day 
series of symbolic acts and, in the end, to repeat with the hero some such comforting 
formula as:  

‘Happily my head becomes cool 

Happily my limbs regain their power 

Impervious to pain I walk’ [Underhill 1956: 213-214]. 

Detailed descriptions of several chant ceremonies and the elements required for each can be found in, An 
Introduction to Navaho Chant Practices by Kluckhohn and Wyman (1940).  

As Kluckhohn and Wyman express it, “Many have been puzzled by the apparently stupendous 
complexity of the whole [ceremonial] system;” but they go on to describe how chantways are like 
frameworks into which chosen elements [ceremonies and various procedures] are placed according to the 
individual singer, the preference of the patient or patient’s family and the nature of the illness and other 
factors—which may account for seeming inconsistencies to non-Navajo observers (1940:13).  

3.10   Comparisons to Christianity and Western Culture 

Oral tradition and stories “act as an archetype or blueprint for a ritual, which is a dramatic reenactment of 
myth using repetition […] and when a ritual is begun the space in which it is taking place becomes sacred 
space and always has an axis mundi6, the place where the supernatural force manifests itself when called 
forth by the performance of the ritual. In this moment, the secular and divine realms cross one another” 
(Wick 2013:3). Early scholars made comparisons to western religion since Navajos looked to their oral 
traditions and stories for answers to life’s dilemmas, much as Christians looked for Biblical answers. 

The body of Navaho mythology is to Navaho chanters what the Bible is to our 
theologians. The singer discussing his belief, as well as the layman asked a direct 
question, resorts for his answer to myth, which he considers final. It is therefore almost 
impossible to separate mythology or mythical concept completely from reality or practice 
[Reichard 1950:xxxv].  

Around 1900, Father Berard Haile, a Franciscan Father, was sent on a mission to study the Navajo 
language. He became known as the “scholar of the Navajos” (Bonanno 2013) and gained the trust of some 
Navajo enough to be allowed to attend ceremonials. He recorded three versions of The Blessingway in 

 

 

6 Axis Mundi is otherwise known as a “perceived center of the world, where Heaven and Earth are connected. This concept is 
also known by other names, including the ‘world tree’, the ‘world pillar’, and the ‘cosmic axis’” (Mingren 2018).  
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manuscript and field notes that were later edited as a fundamental book on Navajo ceremony, The 
Blessingway, (1970) by Leland C. Wyman, anthropologist and folklorist. Father Haile stated that, “the 
legends, songs, and prayers are chiefly concerned with the creation and placement of the earth and sky, 
sun and moon, sacred mountains and vegetation, and inner forms of these natural phenomena, the control 
of he-and-she rains, dark clouds and mist, the inner forms of the cardinal points and like phenomena that 
may be considered as harbingers of blessing and happiness” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:212-213). 
[Father Haile].  

According to a Catholic Franciscan source, “Monster-Slayer comes closest to the figure of Jesus Christ, 
the great conqueror over evil, also called [by Navajo] the ‘Beautiful One’. The Catholic and Navajo way 
is to walk in beauty with the Beautiful One” (Bonanno 2013).  

The following is Dr. Washington Matthew’s translation of Navajo ceremonial poetry, which has been 
compared to Biblical psalms in beauty and effect (Zolbrod 2000:218):  

House made of evening light. 

House made of the dark cloud. 

House made of male rain. 

House made of dark mist. 

House made of female rain. 

House made of pollen. 

House made of grasshoppers. 

Dark cloud is at the door. 

The trail out of it is dark cloud. 

The zigzag lightning stands high upon it. 

Male deity: 

Your offering I make. 

I have prepared smoke for you. 

Restore my feet for me. 

Restore my legs for me. 

Restore my body for me. 

Restore my mind for me. 
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Restore my voice for me. 

This very day take out your spell for me. 

Your spell remove for me. 

You have taken it away for me. 

Far off it has gone. 

Happily I recover. 

[Astrov 1992, cited in Zolbrod 2000:218].  

Prayers in Navajo ceremony aim to invoke the Holy Ones, not to thank them or to exalt them as in 
Christianity. “If knowledge and performance of ritual are correct and complete, according to the judgment 
of the Holy People, then universal harmony is restored, the divinities come and ‘set things right’” 
(Wyman 1957:6).  

Frisbie and McAllester compare the longer Navajo chantways with The Iliad and the Odyssey “in sheer 
literary mass and in intellectual scope” (cited in Jett 2009:29). 

It bears remembering that the great non-Christian epics that eventually found their way 
into print were sacred to the peoples whose stories they were, that poetry and the sacred 
go hand in hand, that those early works forge the spiritual underpinnings of what endures 
in a culture, that they take on a life of their own through stories, poems, and prayers they 
in turn inspire. That principle applies as readily to an enduring Navajo storytelling 
tradition as it does to our so-called Western culture, whose twin roots tap deeply into 
Biblical and classical Greco-Roman loam [Zolbrod 2000:215]. 

This “interlocking system of associations” (Reichard 1950:xxii) combines all the major categories of art 
recognized in human culture:  

Music and poetry in the songs and prayers […] drama and dance in the ritual acts, 
graphic art in the dry paintings, great prose as well as poetry in the myths. Even 
architecture is recognized in the cosmic topography and the lengthy, detailed […] 
descriptions of the supernatural homes, which find an earthly reflection in the plans of the 
Navaho Hogan. And, since curing is the immediate aim of most ceremonials, the whole 
constitutes the ‘art of medicine’ of the Navaho people [Wyman 1957:4]. 

3.11  Death, Witches, and Ghosts 

Ceremonial chants may be classified according to whether they are geared toward good, toward blessing, 
or toward evil. The “evil” ceremonies are intended to dispel, protect, or purify from negative influences 
(Reichard 1950: 323-324). Witches and ghosts are among the evil forces recognized and feared by the 
Navajo.  
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Traditionally, Navajo were morbidly afraid of death and the dead and spoke about them 
as little as possible. The dead were buried promptly and without public ceremony, 
although a great many ritual taboos were observed by the close kin of the deceased and 
by those who handled the corpse. Ideas about the afterlife were not codified in a 
systematic way, but varied from individual to individual. There was no concept of 
rewards and punishments for deeds done in this life; it seems that the afterworld was not 
thought of as a happy or desirable place for anyone [NREC 2011].  

The afterworld is “a place like this earth, located to the north and below the earth’s surface […] Death and 
everything connected with it are horrible to The People. Even to look upon the bodies of dead animals, 
except those killed for food, is a peril […] This intense and morbid avoidance of the dead […] rests upon 
the fear of ghosts” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:184).  

Ghosts are the “malignant part of a dead person” that is able to return to avenge some perceived offense. 
They are “the witches of the world of the dead, a shadowy impalpable world altogether beyond the 
control of the living” and are therefore generally more feared by the Navajo than those who practice 
witchcraft (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:184).  

Witches are evil men and woman that may act alone or in a group and use ritual means to harm others. 
They may induce illness or death and are motivated by revenge and/or obtaining property. “Skinwalkers” 
wear the hides or skin of animals that have been enchanted. This enables them to be able to transform into 
animals such as wolves, cougars, coyotes and crows. “Various plants and other substances are believed to 
afford protection […] and still stronger protection is afforded by possessing ceremonial knowledge and 
power and by having frequent ceremonies held over one” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:188). The 
Enemy Way is one example of a ceremony used to turn the evil away from the patient and back on the 
witch.  

Regarding the concept of the afterlife, “The [traditional] Navaho has little idea of personal immortality. 
Rather, the individual becomes universal; at death the person is left behind with the body” (Reichard 
1950:33).  

3.12  Collision Between Christianity and Navajo Tradition 

The attempts by the U.S. military to dominate and assimilate the Navajo were intertwined with efforts to 
squelch their religion and culture. According to Franciscan Friar Raphael Bonanno: “In 1863, there were 
only 19,000 [tribal] members. A dispute broke out between U.S. Army soldiers and Navajo warriors. 
Some would say it was over who was better at some athletic games […] The whole tribe was force-
marched to Fort Sumner on the eastern border of New Mexico, hundreds of miles away — men, women 
and children. Many did not arrive alive. It was a holocaust” (Bonanno 2013). There are varied accounts 
regarding what the U.S. Army cited to justify this behavior.  

As Navajo Luci Tapahonso tells the story:  

“In 1868, five years after the U.S. government forcibly marched the Diné hundreds of 
miles east from their ancestral lands in Arizona and New Mexico and imprisoned them at 
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Fort Sumner, an act of brutality we know as Hwéeldi, or ‘the time of overwhelming 
grief,’ a treaty was signed that delineated the borders of present-day Dinétah: 27,000 
square miles in New Mexico, Arizona and Utah, and three smaller reservations in New 
Mexico at Ramah, Alamo and Tohajiilee. The treaty brought devastating changes, 
including compulsory education for children, who were sent to faraway government and 
missionary schools” (Tapahonso 2016:1).  

Many other changes occurred as a result of forced relocation by the U.S. government and the 
establishment of the Navajo reservation, including greatly decreased lands available to the Navajo. “A 
reservation was created within the Navajo block for the Hopis, a tribe hostile to the Navajos. Some 
Christian official in the government was possibly determined to force those people to ‘love their enemy’ 
as good Christians should! The experiment only partially succeeded” (Bonanno 2013).  

“The Navajo people have been referred to as the “most missionaried people in the world” (Kucharsky 
1975, cited in Pavlik 1997:43). Catholics began missions to the Navajo as early as the 1620s (Frisbie 
1992:484). By 1942 there were over 300 missionaries on the Navajo Nation, and after World War II the 
number rapidly increased (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:132). Many of the mission workers represented 
“aggressively ‘fundamentalist’ denominations” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:132). Within a few years 
some Navajo converts were also preaching the gospel and founding churches. However, “the smallness of 
the number of converts” over time has been noted, some of the reasons being Navajo unfamiliarity with 
the people and lands of the Bible, whereas their own spiritual stories are based around the four sacred 
mountains, “at least one of which is visible almost everywhere in the Navajo country. The Bible speaks 
only of a male God and of a society where authority and responsibility centers chiefly in men. Navahos 
miss Changing Woman, perhaps the principle Navaho divinity, and the whole feeling for the position of 
women embodied alike in their own social organization and religious lore” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 
1962:133).  

“The difficulties that have arisen from missionary activities appear to have stemmed largely from their 
efforts to suppress native custom or to urge strenuously the substitution of white customs, oftentimes in 
spheres which seem to the Navahos outside the province of the missionaries” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 
1962:134).  

The early missions provided hospitals, clinics and some other medical facilities off and on the reservation, 
in addition to schools. Along with the assistance; however, came the strict policy regarding speaking 
English. “All of the mission schools place great emphasis on learning English, and some of them have 
had marked success, though this has been accomplished in certain instances at the price of forbidding 
children to speak their native tongue in or out of the classroom” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:132).  

It threatened our very survival, as it was intended to do. Our language—which retains our 
timeless traditions and embodies our stories, songs and prayers—eroded. Ceremonial and 
ritual ties weakened. The schools followed military structure and discipline: Children 
were divided into “companies,” issued uniforms and marched to and from activities. 
Their hair was cut or shaved. Because speaking Navajo was forbidden, many children did 
not speak at all. Some disappeared or ran away, many never returned home. 
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As a child at a mission boarding school in the 1960s, I was forced to learn English. 
Nowhere in our lessons was there any mention of Native history. But at night, after lights 
out, we girls gathered in the dark to tell stories and sing Navajo songs, quietly, so as to 
not wake the housemother. We were taught that if we broke the rules, we would go to 
hell, a place we could not conceive of—there is no Navajo analogy. As I learned to read, 
I discovered in books a way to assuage my longing for my parents, my siblings, my 
home. So in this way my schooling was a mixed experience, a fact that was true for many 
Native children [Tapahonso 2016:1].  

Poet Tapahonso goes on to state that the Navajo people of the generations that were subjected to the 
boarding schools were deeply affected: “Today those students are parents and grandparents. Many hold 
onto a lingering homesickness and sense of alienation. Others are beset by nightmares, paranoia and a 
deep distrust of authority” (2016:1).  

Many missionaries had continued to openly exhibit hostility toward Navajo traditional beliefs. “One 
mission had a sign—Tradition is the Enemy of Progress, but when a photograph of it appeared in a book, 
the sign was taken down” (Shepardson 1982:204). One Navajo singer, Frank Mitchell, expressed his 
opinion that Catholics were more tolerant [than Protestants] because “they regarded Navajo ceremonies 
not as religion but as medicine. That was why his devout Catholic daughter let him give Blessingway 
over her before she left for war service as a nurse” (Shepardson 1982: 204). Joseph Gray, a minister at 
Chinle Presbyterian Mission for many years wrote a book, Navajo Sunrise, in which he stated:  

We did not coerce anyone to become a Christian and we did not make light of their 
Indian beliefs. However, I felt that the Indian people should have the option of choosing 
the Christian way like anyone else in the world. I felt that Navajos could do this without 
giving up the best values of their own culture and religion (Shepardson 1982:204).  

Christianity began to gather momentum on the reservation after World War II when many tribal members 
returned either from serving in the military or working in the war-expanded economy. Navajo veterans’ 
changing attitudes, and a rapid post-war increase in population, spurred a shift to a wage-economy versus 
a subsistence economy based on agriculture and livestock. Paved roads and automobiles that brought 
numerous outsiders to the reservation were also factors that served to usher in the most rapid and intense 
evolution in Navajo culture and religious practice (Pavlik 1997:52). Those changes to the Navajo 
economy also brought unemployment and poverty. Programs that meant to assist the Navajo people 
resulted in dependency and loss of control “over their land and lives. The situation manifested itself in 
many tragic ways, most notably increased alcohol abuse and the decline of traditional institutions such as 
the extended family and the ceremonial system—the critical elements that had long served to hold the 
people together” (Pavlik 1997:52). These factors combined to “produce a condition of social, economic, 
and perhaps most importantly, spiritual powerlessness for the Navajo people. Traditional religion [was 
hard pressed to] solve turmoil brought on by the alien forces of white contact” (Pavlik 1997:52).  

It wasn’t until the 1975 Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act that real reform began. 
In 1978 the U.S. Senate and House passed the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, a joint resolution 
that specifically mentions “not limiting access to sites, use and possession of sacred objects, and the 
freedom to worship through ceremonials and traditional rites” (USC 1978).  
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In 1990 Congress finally acted to protect Native languages. At that time “tribal involvement in education 
had become the norm. Some boarding schools were shut down. Others operate to this day but are mainly 
community, or tribal, run. No longer are they designed to eliminate Native culture. Diné language is now 
taught alongside English. Navajo history and culture are embedded in the curriculum” (Tapahonso 
2106:2). Now, the teaching curriculum typically includes the locations of the sacred mountains and is 
associated with a renaissance of Navajo identity connected to traditional sacred geography (Blake 
2001:721).  

Acceptance of Navajo traditional spirituality has historically been fraught with problems and 
misunderstandings. However, the 1960s and 1970s civil-rights and “Red Power” activism were factors 
that encouraged indigenous cultural acceptance—with Navajo arts, ceremonies and even Hogan-type 
architecture beginning to be included in Christian service and sanctuaries (Frisbie 1992:485). Among 
other components of a cultural shift, the non-fiction book, God is Red, by Vine Deloria Jr. was published 
in 1973. It was described as “an American Indian ethnography of amer-european [sic] intellectual and 
religious lifeways, [that] seriously ‘stirred the pot’” (Tinker 2006:171). Deloria articulated essential 
differences in ways of perception between Native American indigenous peoples and Euro-American 
thinking, and the book “continues to be a forceful challenge to the presumed inherent hegemony of the 
western intellectual tradition” (Tinker 2006:171). 

Even though much progress was made and inclusivity enjoyed by many Christian Navajos,  

“[…] the evangelical Protestant opposition to Navajo traditionalism is well documented. 
In 1976, this aspect of religion received a great deal of publicity when an incident 
occurred […] that involved the public burning of traditional ceremonial paraphernalia at a 
Christian Pentecostal Church revival. The Navajo Tribal Council […] expelled the 
offending evangelist from the reservation and eventually passed a resolution designed to 
prevent future outrages” (Pavlik 1997:50).  

3.13   Hózhó: Living in Balance and Beauty 

“Traditional Navajo religion has won respect from many outsiders as a viable medico-religious approach 
to life” (Shepardson 1982, cited in Frisbie 1992:495).  

With the repeal of the Bennett Freeze Act, The Diné are faced with finding ways to honor and retain their 
traditional ways. This can be difficult, as residents transition to a more mainstream way of life after 
decades of living without electricity, running water or relatively easy access to goods and services that 
most Americans take for granted. This issue particularly affects those living in the FBFA. 

Navajo culture has a basic philosophy that may serve them well during this time of development and 
accelerated transition. “Hózhó is a complex wellness philosophy and belief system comprised of 
principles that guide one’s thoughts, actions, behaviors and speech” (Kohn-Jahn and Koithan 2015). This 
guiding principle is served by ceremonial practice, that: “[…] simultaneously treat the physical, spiritual, 
and social realms and have the goals of restoring hózhó to all environments” (Frisbie 1992:460). For 
example, Blessingway may be referred to as a preventative ceremony “focused on increasing hózhó” 
(Frisbie 1992:461). 
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The teachings are imbedded in the Hózhóójí Nanitiin (Diné traditional teachings). (Kohn-Jahn and 
Koithan 2015). This philosophy emphasizes individual responsibility with an aim toward self-
empowerment. “Likewise, Hózhó acknowledges that humans can self-destruct” [by failing to act 
responsibly in these areas]. As such, the Hózhó belief system can provide “key elements of the moral and 
behavioral conduct necessary for a long healthy life,” according to Kohn-Jahn and Koithan (2015). 
Michelle Kohn-Jahn, a Diné PhD and RN, is working toward blending Hózhó with integrative nursing “as 
a metatheoretical perspective that can transform our healthcare system,” due to its efficacy as a holistic 
approach to individual and systemic well-being. This biomedical approach may be integrated with what is 
currently occurring on the reservation “in terms of the interaction between three religious healing forms: 
Traditional Navajo ceremonial healing, Native American Church peyote healing, and Navajo Christian 
faith healing” (Csordas 2004:5).  

Hózhó is both a state of being and a way of conducting oneself. “It reflects the journey by which an 
individual strives toward and attains this state of wellness” (Kohn-Jahn and Koithan 2015). A concept 
analysis was performed to assess the attributes of and “encourage the discernment required to study, test, 
and teach this wellness philosophy more widely” (Kohn-Jahn and Koithan 2015). “The six conceptually 
distinct attributes of Hózhó--spirituality, respect, reciprocity, discipline, thinking and relationships—are 
necessary elements to whole-person and whole-systems well-being described as the Diné wellness ideal” 
(Kohn-Jahn and Koithan 2015). These traditional teachings can help guide the spiritual and cultural 
evolution of The Diné, as well as provide ancient wisdom that is utilized as a healing influence for 
medical practice and the culture at large.  

3.14   Diversity of Christian Experience on the Reservation 

The aforementioned changes that are due to the repeal of the Bennett Freeze may allow residences 
without power to have access to television and internet, along with a move toward local commercial 
development and a more tourist-based economy. Mainstream American culture has already had an impact 
across the reservation in terms of blending with the traditional: 

“[…] the numerous threads in Navajo religion have become more tangled over time. Such 
is the case because the "traditional religion" has always been fluid and responsive to 
internal and external change. Since their migration into the Southwest, Navajo definitions 
of and attitudes toward supernatural powers, and their resulting religious behaviors, have 
been affected by: contact with other Indians and non-Indians; incarceration and 
domination by an alien white government (characterized by policy reversals rather than a 
clear cut approach to Indian affairs); the Great Depression; the collapse of their 
traditional economy; participation in World War II (and subsequent confrontations); 
socioeconomic and other changes on the reservation; competition from outside religions 
and western medicine; and most recently, renewed interest in nationalism and cultural 
preservation; and tribally and federally guaranteed individual religious freedom” (Frisbie 
1992:457-458).  

In addition to Catholic and Protestant affiliations, Navajo converts to Christianity have been drawn to the 
LDS church (the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, or Mormons), evangelical Protestantism, 
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and the Native American Church. While it is also the most controversial, LDS has been one of the most 
successful churches, with over 20 percent of tribal members having been baptized as Mormon (Pavlik 
1992:21). The first tribal member was converted to LDS as early as 1875 (Blanchard 1977, cited in Pavlik 
1992:22).  

Initially, Mormons were known to the Navajo as traders. This relationship was mutually beneficial until a 
series of land disputes developed between Navajos and Mormons (Pavlik 1992:22). In 1947 the Mormon 
Indian Student Placement Program (SPP) unofficially began, with official church sanction in 1954 (Pavlik 
1992:22). The last student graduate was in 2000 (Garrett 2016). The Placement Program allowed Native 
American students to live with a Mormon host family, all expenses paid, with access to urban Utah 
schools. During the summer students returned to their own families. The SPP has been heavily criticized 
as a means for white culture to assimilate Indian culture and as “having adverse psychological effects on 
its participants” (Topper, Gottlieb and Wiley, Stewart and Wiley, cited in Pavlik 1992:25). There have 
also been lawsuits over mistreatment by host families; however, many of the students involved have 
given favorable reports, especially in terms of educational and later employment opportunities. Another 
reason Navajo-Mormon conversion occurred involved the church doctrine of abstinence from alcohol and 
the support system available to those with alcohol addiction issues (Pavlik 1992:25). The Native 
American Church also opposes the use of alcohol, drugs and tobacco.  

The Book of Mormon claims to be the “record of the aboriginal inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere 
and covers a period of a thousand years from 600 B.C. to 400 A.D.” (O’Dea 1957, cited in Pavlik 
1992:23). In this history the “Lamanites” were descendants of one of the prophets who broke away from 
Mormon doctrine and were “cursed” with dark skin and depravity. The Mormon Church considers Native 
Americans part of these fallen people (Pavlik 1992:23). The Church has reconciled this however with the 
doctrine that the Lamanites are destined for redemption through salvation as a Mormon, “thus a special 
relationship exists between Mormons and Indians [who] in effect, represent lost brothers, fallen kinsmen 
who are to be uplifted and restored to their former status as a great people” (Pavlik 1992:23). This story 
has proven to be of solace to some who seek “[…] an explanation for their low social and economic status 
in contemporary America. It also, however, offers hope. While there are obvious racial and paternal 
implications to LDS church doctrine, the ultimate promise of salvation and honored status has proved 
alluring to many Native Americans” (Pavlik 1992:23).  

Some other proposed reasons for the Navajo attraction to these Christian denominations have to do with 
the commonality of an emphasis on ceremonial healing, and that some of these congregations “promote 
the retention of a Navajo, or at least Native American, identity” (Pavlik 1997:53). The LDS church, 
“through its mythology can boast of being the only true form of Christianity in which Navajos and other 
Indians have an inherent place […] It should be pointed out however, that none of these religions has 
evolved into what one might call a form of ‘Native Christianity’ […] Perhaps the single most important 
aspect of the contemporary Navajo religion is the tendency toward multiple affiliation” (Pavlik 1997:54).  

A more recent approach to Christianity among Navajo people is charismatic fundamentalist 
Protestantism. This was briefly mentioned previously in regard to conflicts over rejection of traditional 
ceremonialism. About half of Navajos who identify as Protestant identify with evangelical churches such 
as Pentecostal (Frisbie 1992:491). Events such as revivals, camp-meetings, healing crusades, and gospel 
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music jamborees occur on the reservation. One appeal may be the powers or “gifts of the spirit” that are 
believed to be entitled to these practitioners. “Unlike most of the religions discussed earlier, evangelical 
Protestantism is usually exclusivist and opposed to traditional religion [...] Belief in Satan's power is 
strong, and traditional religion and its paraphernalia are defined as evil, symptomatic of the Devil, and in 
need of destruction” (Frisbie 1987, cited in Frisbie 1992:491). “Of all the religions currently represented 
on the reservation […] evangelical Protestants […] pose the strongest challenge to the future of traditional 
religion” (Frisbie 1992:491).  

Various scholars have been observing the Diné for well over a century and have mentioned a decline in 
traditional ceremonies and practitioners over the years: “The numbers of knowledgeable singers have […] 
declined during the present century, continuing a trend practitioners feared even in the late nineteenth 
century” (Frisbie 1992:477). Although exhaustive studies have charted numerous individual ceremonies 
and their estimated frequency of occurrence, “it is dangerous to declare anything extinct, given the size of 
the reservation and its population, and the unmonitored, fluid, dynamic nature of traditional religion 
(Frisbie 1992:477).  

Traditional practitioners continue to be a part of Navajo contemporary culture, even if found less 
frequently. Besides Singers, the highly trained and respected people who conduct major ceremonials and 
are often “informal community leaders,” there are other individuals who serve a more shamanistic 
function. These individuals are “referred to by another term, which might be translated as ‘curers.’ There 
is in addition a special class of diagnosticians, or diviners, who use various shamanistic techniques to 
discover the source of a person’s illness or misfortune and who then prescribe the appropriate ceremonial 
treatment”7 (NREC 2011).  

These are many among the Diné who are committed to keeping ceremonial practice alive and distinct, 
even allowing that the syncretism of the varieties of spiritual practices of the Diné seems to be a common 
theme of 21st century reservation religion. Speculation that total syncretism could occur in the future: 

“[…] Seems to ignore the basic fact that Navajo religion has significance beyond that of 
providing a set of answers to universal questions and needs; it is Navajo, and in its 
distinctiveness expresses identity, uniqueness, integrity and cultural heritage. Interest in 
expressing such nationalism has been strong since the late 1960s, and one of the most 
direct ways of promoting it is through the preservation of Navajo language and traditional 
culture, including religion. [And] secular uses, such as political, social, ecological and 
health care […] remain important” [Frisbie 1992:500].  

 

 

7 In the 1940s it was observed that, “Women practitioners are found among the Navajo, although female Singers are rare […] 
There are female curers […and] female diagnosticians are common” (Kluckhohn and Wyman 1940:15). Still today, female 
healers are not common.  
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3.15  The Native American Church 

Native Americans have engaged in the ritual use of the hallucinogenic cactus bud peyote [Lophophora 
williamsii] for “at least four hundred years.” Sixteenth century sources documented its uses in pre-
conquest Mexico describing the religious use of the entheogen peyote by Mexican Indians (Bannon Jr. 
1998:476). This ceremonial use of peyote spread to what is now Oklahoma and Texas. Peyote cactus 
grows primarily in limited areas of northern Mexico and southern Texas. The bud is used to induce 
visions and is known as “‘medicine’ with powerful healing abilities” (Miller 2013). For example, it is said 
to be efficacious for overcoming alcohol addiction (Miller 2013). “Tribal Indians were using peyote in 
their religious ceremonies, in territory that would become part of the United States, at approximately the 
same time the Founding Fathers were in Philadelphia drafting the Constitution […]” (Bannon Jr. 
1998:476).  

The Native American Church, otherwise known as Peyote Religion, or Peyotism, uses peyote as a 
sacrament. According to the Harper Collins Dictionary of Religions [HCDOR], the Native American 
Church “is a noncreedal faith; its members accept a monotheistic deity [the Great Spirit], and use peyote 
as a mediator between the human and the divine. Personal psychic experiences of the supernatural, 
induced by this hallucinogenic cactus, shape the peyotist faith, its ethical norms, and its moral values” 
(cited in Bannon Jr. 1998:476-477).  

The Navajo introduction to the Native American Church is thought to have originated locally with 
Towoac Utes, and was brought across the northern border of the Navajo reservation (Shepardson 
1982:202). Besides the sacramental ingestion of peyote “the rites incorporate symbols of Christianity as 
well as U.S. Patriotism […] Peyote meetings may be held for almost any reason,” such as typically for 
healing, or help finding a job, and events such as “welcome home meetings, thank you meetings and 
education meetings” (Shepardson 1982:202). The Native American Church emphasizes the common bond 
among Native American tribal people (Lewton and Bydone 2000:485). “Whereas in Traditional Navajo 
religion there is a strong sense of home being situated within the four sacred mountains, participants in 
the Native American Church tend to identify with all native lands. Indeed, a powerful and unique form of 
patriotism exists among many Native American Church adherents, as they define themselves as the first 
Americans” (Lewton and Bydone 2000:485).  

The Native American Church is said to be the dominant church on the Navajo reservation today, with 
more than 50 percent of tribal members claiming affiliation (Pavlik 1997:51). Some sources cite Native 
American Church participation among indigenous people being as many as 250,000 members, and state 
that it is “one of the strongest unifying influences in Indian life today. Continued controversies over the 
use of peyote, provoking vigorous defensive responses […] have had the effect of making it a central 
point of American Indian identity” (Miller 2013).  

Services are typically held in a teepee, at the request of members, and consist of a sundown to sunrise 
ceremony after the ingestion of the peyote that includes singing, drumming, praying, preaching, meals, 
and testimonials. The ceremony is conducted by a kind of clergy, called a Roadman, and his helpers. “The 
Roadman [will] travel from tribal community to community, similar to early Christian missionaries who 
covered wide geographical areas” (Morris 2011). He or she will “take you down ‘Peyote Road’” (RTNA 
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2013). “There are also stories recounting how peyote came to be given for healing and describing the 
‘peyote road’ an adherent should follow. An integral part of the therapeutic process is the resituating of 
the patient within this moral and historical framework” (Lewton and Bydone 2000:486).  

While the Native American Church is “saturated with Christian values, representing the acceptance of 
new social values”, the core rituals are “entirely native” (HCDOR 1995, cited in Bannon Jr. 1998:477). 
While some sources describe the Native American Church as monotheistic, revering the Great Spirit, 
others mention Jesus Christ as God’s son being part of the church beliefs (Morris 2011). Specific beliefs 
and practices vary in different tribes, and churches of the Native American Church.  

The Native American Church in the Navajo reservation, is, according to Aberle (1982) a: 

[…] redemptive, nativistic, pan-Indian movement, which combines Christian beliefs with 
Native American ritual practices that spread and became established in the western part 
of the reservation between the 1950s and 1970s. The traumas of government control; 
live-stock reduction; relative deprivation of possessions, status, and power; new diseases 
and disorganization; and economic recession coupled with active proselytizing by non-
Navajo Peyotists, provided a ripe climate within which the Native American Church 
initially took hold [cited in Frisbie 1992:486].  

As a major challenge to traditional religion arriving before the Navajo Bill of Rights, the Native 
American Church initially met “strong opposition” (Frisbie 1992:487). And there have been “internal 
organizational conflicts” and legal problems concerning the “narcotic or non-narcotic nature of peyote, 
and the emergence of variants on the traditional ‘peyote way’” (Frisbie 1992:488). Members were 
arrested and a “tribal ban was instituted in 1940 and not repealed until 1967. In 1978 the Indian Religious 
Freedom Act was passed that provided protection for peyote use in the church, although there have been 
subsequent legal battles due to states not recognizing the federal ruling. “The legal controversy over 
peyote resulted in its legal classification as a controlled drug. Therefore, only card-carrying members of 
the church are allowed to possess, transport, and use peyote for religious purposes” (Morris 2011). 
Despite these conditions and decades of criticism, competition and conflict with traditionalists and 
Christians, Peyotism [has] experienced a steady growth […]” (Frisbie 1992:487).  

As anthropologist Frisbie noted decades ago, there has been an increasing tendency for Navajos to view 
the Native American Church as another kind of traditional religion (Frisbie 1992:488). “Today there is 
much wider acceptance of the Native American Church, even among Navajo Traditionalists, some of 
whom regularly attend peyote meetings” (Lewton and Bydone 2000:485). Frisbie, who has many years of 
experience as a scholar of the Navajo, wrote, “I do not foresee a complete fusion of Peyotism with the 
older religion […] there seem to be enough people interested in keeping the Native American Church and 
traditional religion separate […] (Frisbie 1992:499). Some traditionalists are not proponents of ritual 
peyote use and are said to not appreciate Roadmen being held in the same regard as Medicine Men. There 
are also concerns about the non-ritual abuse of peyote and the growing power of the church (Frisbie 
1992:490). Pavlik refers to “Orthodox Traditionalists,” those who adhere strictly to the “original 
teachings and ceremonialism associated with the Navajo Holy People,” and “New Traditionalists, […] 
those who combine Orthodox Traditionalism with peyotism. In the end there is no satisfactory or 
‘politically correct’ way of dealing with this sensitive issue” (Pavlik 1997:52).  
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3.16  Contemporary Practices and Beliefs 

Paul Zolbrod, an instructor at Diné College, relates how education, home environment and time spent off 
the reservation, such as in military service, are factors in current practices and attitudes toward religious 
practice. And, one of the most salient elements is age; some students are in their 40s and 50s.  

“Some have been raised traditionally and speak Navajo as a first language; they tell of herding sheep as 
children and recite old stories. Others have spent childhood years off the reservation, speak only English, 
and claim to know nothing about their heritage, or they have consciously rejected their earlier teachings” 
(Zolbrod 2000:209).  

Yet here they all are, enrolled at this tribal college-hoping to get associate degrees and 
qualify for jobs nearby or else go on to the University of New Mexico or Arizona State 
and then find work elsewhere. The dominant culture has overtaken reservation life, now 
that one paved highway has followed another. Gallup's mall outlets along with 
Crownpoint's churches now stand within easier reach of remote communities like 
Littlewater where Sadie [see following] lives, Ojo Encino farther east, or White Rock to 
the north. With electricity soon to follow, MTV and CBN help the dual religions of 
consumerism and Christianity over-shadow ceremonial practice and the Native American 
church [NAC]. That influence shows in the ways young and old alike dress and travel. 
They come to class in Colorado Rockies baseball caps, Dallas Cowboys warm-up jackets, 
or Hard Rock Cafe T-shirts. Adolescent boys wear baggy jeans and sport tattoos; a few of 
the girls have taken to body piercing and paint their fingernails blue. Bumper stickers on 
cars and pick-ups proclaim the glory of Jesus. Seeing all that suggests the total demise of 
the old sacred ways. Here in Navajo country blatant generalizations seldom apply, 
however--especially when it comes to religion--and subtleties abound [Zolbrod 
2000:210].  

Some students who attend Christian churches and seem otherwise largely acculturated, still stated that 
they rely on traditional Navajo healers when in times of need. One Catholic Church member and mother 
in her 30s “expressed her concern that without a priest her oldest daughter cannot take communion. But 
when her youngest child became inexplicably sick, she did not hesitate to call in a medicine man” 
(Zolbrod 2000:212).  

Sadie, a Crownpoint Campus student in her 40s who lives in a stone Hogan in a formerly remote area of 
the reservation, described her religious practices as an amalgam of Mormonism, adherence to Native 
American Church ceremonies [that are associated with Peyote], and traditional Blessingway and Corn 
pollen healing ceremonies (Zolbrod 200:208).  

Peyote gatherings best serve immediate family needs, it seems, while the standard 
chantways are better suited for larger groups that include extended family, neighbors, and 
friends. Furthermore, on certain occasions, such as the celebration of a girl's entry into 
womanhood, the dedication of a new building, or the return of a man or a woman from 
military service, only a standard Navajo ceremony will do.  
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Yet without defending her manner of consulting sacred powers recognized by family and 
tribe, Sadie is also proud to be a Mormon. All eight of her children were baptized into it 
she says, grateful for what the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints offers. She and 
her husband also like to attend Pentecostal services, sometimes with their children, and 
Sadie displays no ambivalence over such variegated religious practice.  

She is perplexed, though, when Mormon elders and evangelical pastors object to peyote 
meetings or traditional Navajo ceremonies. There is a place for the old ways, too, she 
insists. Her husband, she adds, claims that medicine men and road men have access to 
powers simply not available in a Christian church. What a singer can tell her son a 
preacher or a Mormon elder could not say, just as Christians recognize an afterlife the 
Blessingway religion overlooks. Each practice offers its advantages; put them together 
and you can hedge all bets. Anyway, why should Jesus mind? [Zolbrod 2000:209].  

Professor Zolbrod asks, “How can such casual shifts back and forth between religions be explained—not 
only with older Navajos like Sadie, but among the younger, more acculturated ones?” (Zolbrod 
2000:212). 

The great biblical religions demand allegiance […] Like other Native American groups, 
however, Navajos embrace the sacred more broadly, recognizing a plurality of deities 
rather than a primary god, and do not hold to a fixed doctrine. Different circumstances 
create different spiritual needs in Navajo life, with the understanding that the spiritual 
does not mean just some supreme power entering one’s own spirit, but rather a meeting 
or a merger of something inside oneself with one of the many forces residing among all 
things outside oneself—from the tiniest rock to the sky’s vastness, or from the sharply 
visible to the totally unseen [Zolbrod 2000:212]. 

Since the mid-1980s, some Navajo have adopted the Sun Dance way of life from the Lakota. The Sun 
Dance is not widespread. It was first performed in Big Mountain in 1985 or 1986 in reaction to land loss 
and cultural bereavement associated with the relocation from the JUA. It was spread in the late 1990s to 
Pinon, Arizona where its purpose shifted to focus on addressing youth involvement in gangs, drinking, 
and drugs. It was since spread to Wheatfield, Round Rock, and St. Michaels, among others (Tamir 2006, 
2018). 

“The survival and continuing viability of Navajo religion in today's world rests on its long-established 
fluidity and flexibility, and on Navajo […] pragmatism, and the willingness to support a variety of 
options in the continuing search for answers to contemporary problems” (Frisbie 1992:457-458). “What I 
like about the way Navajos approach religion is their tolerance—their pluralistic capacity to see 
everywhere the divine in the natural and the natural in the divine, and to adapt that to what the Bible 
celebrates” (Zolbrod 2000:219).  
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While Christianity has increased in popularity, it has become a significant force on the Navajo reservation 
“only when combined with some form of Native religion, in particular Native American Church”8 (Pavlik 
1997:54).  

Mr. Edward Johnson Little aptly described the syncretism and challenges of Navajo religion in a letter to 
the editor of the Navajo-Hopi Observer:  

We may have lost the sense of unity, spirituality, and Navajo cultural tradition of a 
homogenous society, but by mixing it up, we have gained the aliveness and the potential 
for higher unity that is inherent in Western diversity and Navajo spirituality.  

Our mission now is to find a middle way, to do what Navajo traditional grandparents had 
taught us, children, that is to learn both Navajo Culture and Western Culture, and its 
spirituality […] We can transcend those parts of our past that were exclusionary and 
rigid, and include those parts that celebrated community, civility, and authenticity of 
Ancient Navajo Cultural Spirituality.  

We can do the same with modern America: transcend the hollow Western values and 
obsessive individuality of the times, and include the freedom and diversity—our Navajo 
sacred trust as Diné.  

Navajo philosophers use the evolutionary concept of ‘transcend and include’ to describe 
both the personal and societal movement toward wholeness. We come from Nature, Earth 
and the Universe [Little 2007].  

 

 

8 For additional insight into these issues from Native American scholars see Vine Deloria, Jr., William Baldridge, George Tinker 
and Robert K. Thomas (Pavlik 1997:54).  
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4.  Navajo Traditional Cultural Places and Other Significant Areas 

By Rebecca Austin and Orit Tamir 

4.1  Traditional Cultural Places 

In 1990 the National Register of Historic Places “Bulletin 38,” Guidelines for Evaluating and 
Documenting Traditional Cultural Properties, was issued. The bulletin defined traditional cultural 
property, “generally as one that is eligible for inclusion in the National Register because of its association 
with cultural practices or beliefs of a living community that (a) are rooted in that community's history, 
and (b) are important in maintaining the continuing cultural identity of the community” (Parker and King 
1990:1). 

“Traditional Cultural Significance” may make a property, or “sacred place,” as preferred by Navajos such 
as the Navajo Nation Historic Preservation Department [NNHPD], eligible for inclusion (NNHPD 
2018:33). According to Bulletin 38, “Traditional” refers to “those beliefs, customs, and practices of a 
living community of people that have been passed down through the generations, usually orally or 
through practice” (Parker and King 1990:1). 

“Most traditional cultural properties significant to Navajos are of the type commonly called ‘sacred 
places.’ Others are locations of other traditional activities, such as home sites and places where weavers 
gather plants for dyes” (NNHPD 2018:33). 

In 1992, Significant Traditional Cultural Properties of the Navajo People was issued by the Navajo 
Nation Cultural Preservation Department, authored by Judy Martin, with Robert and Steven Begay, and 
has become otherwise known as “The TCP Book.” It states that, “It is the responsibility of the Navajo 
People, the Navajo Nation, The Navajo Nation Historic Preservation Department, and developers to 
ensure cultural resources such as Traditional Cultural Properties (TCPs) are consistently protected in 
accordance with traditional Navajo cultural values and existing federal and Navajo Nation legislation and 
regulations” (Martin et al. 2002:4).  

“According to the Navajo Nation Cultural Resources Protection Act (CMY-19-88), cultural resources are 
any product of human activity, or any object or place given significance by human action or belief” 
(Martin et al. 2002:4). 

“Traditional cultural properties are considered eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic 
Places and protected under the National Historic Preservation Act, even when they lack clear evidence of 
human use. Such places are not likely to be detected by conventional surveys but through ethnographic 
research” (Martin et al. 2002:4). 

Defining TCPs and their significance “[…] depends on the community and its perspective. For example, 
the six Navajo sacred mountains [dził dadiyin naaznilgóó] are considered to be TCPs for all Navajos 
whereas an individual offering site may only be significant to an individual, clan, family, community, or 
ceremony” (Martin et al. 2002:6-7). 
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Sacred Geography 

The term “Sacred Geography “has been referenced as far back as 1824, when Thomas Tucker Smiley 
wrote a pamphlet describing biblical passages and their connections to place names and geography of The 
Holy Lands. Other authors used the term in a similar manner, “adjectively,” “sacred” with “geography,” 
into the 20th century in reference to other beliefs, such as European “Earth Mysteries,” regarding zodiacal 
alignments of prehistoric sites such as Glastonbury, Britain (Thorley 2016). Sacred Geography as a 
distinct concept, or conceptual idea was “an important intellectual development” (Thorley 2014:5). In 
1908 the first paper regarding “ethnogeography” of Native American peoples was published; this and 
subsequent reports on the topic described Native peoples’ intimate ties to their landscape (Thorley 
2014:5). As Deward Walker states, “In addition to being vital to ritual practice, sacred geography in 
Native North America is a source of religious meaning in group identity and group cohesion. Sacred sites 
in Native North America are invested through ritual with complex layers of religious meaning” (cited in 
Thorley 2014:5).  

Methodology 

This research for this section was initially based on categories of TCPs, or “sacred places” or landscapes, 
as described in Navajo Nation Traditional Culture Program publication, Significant Traditional 
Properties of the Navajo People” (Martin et al. 2001). It provided data that was useful for creating an 
outline of typology, or categories, upon which to conduct a literature review. Additionally, Jett (2009) and 
Roberts et al. (1995) were invaluable resources for creating a matrix for this report. The literature research 
was designed with a focus on providing a broad overview, utilizing both classic, early sources such as 
Van Valkenburgh (1941, 1965); Reichard (1950); and Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962), and recent 
contemporary accounts of Navajo sacred landscapes and the Navajo peoples’ relationship to the land. All 
the types of traditional cultural places described in this section may be found within or adjacent to the 
FBFA. 

4.2  Sacred Landscape and the Navajo Story 

The storied landscape of the Navajo covers 27,413 square miles in Arizona, Utah and New Mexico and 
sits atop the Colorado Plateau with a population of approximately 300,000 (NTD 2018). The current 
Navajo Nation is approximately half the traditional homeland of the Diné. Despite the many challenges, 
the Navajo people retain much of their traditional, ceremonial land-based culture.  

According to Frisbie and McAllester, Navajo culture features a “profoundly literary oral tradition of 
myths, prayers and song-poems” (cited in Jett 2009:29). These ritual expressions that include place names 
and descriptions serve to acknowledge and validate the importance of landmarks and the deeper meanings 
with which they are imbued, and provide the Navajo with “a mental map of their domain and reaffirms 
their possession thereof” (Jett 2009:30).  

As stated by long-time Navajo scholar Leland Wyman, “Place is of the utmost importance to the Navaho. 
The need is felt to recapitulate mythical toponomy and topography in song and prayer. The geographical 
details of long journeys of the protagonists of the myths almost literally bound the Navaho Country; at 
least they state its landmarks” (cited in Jett 2009:29).  
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“Traditionally the Navaho tribe has always been on the move. They love to travel yet feel a deep 
attachment to their present habitat. They have an extraordinary interest in geography. The number of 
place names in [oral tradition] and ritual is legion” (Reichard 1950:19).  

Navajo beliefs and oral tradition may be seen as pragmatic, relating “directly to the restoration, 
maintenance or acquisition of health, harmony, and well-being, and the evasion of evil, on this very real 
earth” (Jett 2009:30). The supernatural power which is seen as imbuing everything but as concentrated in 
certain places, objects, and acts, is mysterious--as electricity is mysterious--and can be dangerous; but 
neither mysticism nor a real interest in ultimate explanation enters into the [Navajo] concept of 
supernatural power--it is simply acknowledged as a force which exists and which must be reckoned with. 

Navajo preoccupation with the pragmatic and concrete is reflected, as noted, in the extreme emphasis on 
the worldly geography of [oral tradition], and specific places are considered to have greater or lesser 
sanctity (and, therefore, power) according to their prominence in [legendary] events and to the importance 
of the supernaturals associated with these localities. The power of these sacred places sanctifies the 
people, and it can be tapped for specific ritual purposes, mostly curing through restoration of harmony, by 
Singers [medicine men or Hataałii]9. But to the noninitiate Navajo, the power is dangerous, and sacred 
places are, for them, not to be trespassed upon [Jett 2009:30]. 

“Navajo stories of ceremonial origins refer early and often to landscapes remote and accessible all over 
the Colorado Plateau at a time without domesticated animals and non-Indians, when the great ruins that 
antedate A.D. 1300 were still in use—in other words, Precolumbian times” (Kelly and Francis 1998:147). 
The Navajo Nation land base embraces countless years of natural processes. Just as the land endures 
change, so do the Navajo people, who have also persevered as they live on and use their land for survival, 
ceremonies, and cultural stability. 

Some of these aspects of Navajo life can be identified by evidence left behind. Material 
culture such as pottery (ásaa’), structures (hooghank’eh), and tools (bee na’anishí) all 
indicate human presence whereas other cultural activities are intangible and are 
embedded in the landscape. Ceremonial offering places (yeel ínídaal’įįhgóó) and other 
sacred events/activity sites (náádahaghaahgóó) are spread across the landscape like 
weathered veneer, barely visible and in some places erased by the processes of time. 
Despite the impacts of these natural phenomena, Navajo people still respect and revere 
these places as sensitive and sacred. These places retain the spiritual power of sacred 
events that were performed/occurred there, despite the lack of physical evidence [Martin 
et al. 2002:4-5].  

 

 

9 Hataałii, [Singers or Medicine Men], train rigorously as apprentices for many years usually with paternal kinsmen, until able to 
perform a complete ceremony on their teacher. Most of these medicine people, but not all, are male (Linford 2000:18).  
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“When Navajos go near sacred places they will visit the shrines and leave offerings. Some shrines lie on 
the summits of mountain peaks; others are found deep in canyons, in rock crevices or by springs and 
streams. They are located wherever events of great mythological significance are thought to have 
occurred” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:204). 

Ritual practices are also commonly associated with agriculture. Seeds and pollen are frequently utilized 
and combined with soil and stones and given “magical treatment” along with prayers and songs for 
purposes such as increased harvest, relief from dry spells and to prevent early frosts (Kluckhohn and 
Leighton 1962:204-205).  

Although there is an abundance of TCPs within the Navajo Nation, not every landscape feature is a place 
of cultural significance. On the other hand, Navajos generally believe: 

‘The whole land is sacred.’ This statement evokes how soil, moisture, air, and light in human hands 
become food that in turn becomes the people’s flesh and blood. It also evokes the social relations between 
mortals and the immortal ‘Holy People’10 whose outer forms are landscape features, animals, plants, the 
atmosphere, and celestial bodies. The statement is so succinct that many miss its powerful meaning. On 
this land are certain places of special power, where special processes and events—echoes, a miraculous 
escape from enemies—make the immortal people most evident or accessible to mortals, and the mortals 
who live on the land have a political right to use these places for communication with the immortals in 
ways that sustain both.  

Many Navajos believe that the whole earth is alive with socially interacting mortals and natural forces 
animated by human-looking immortal “inner forms.” These places of special power are the most alive, 
and stories usually go with them. People visit these places to connect with their power. They use 
ceremonies to establish proper social relations with the Holy People who are, or have been, evident there. 
These places are sacred in the broadest sense of the word—they anchor the ways of Navajo life, the 
stories about the origins, and correct pursuit of those ways [Kelley and Francis 1994:1-2].  

For many decades there has been extensive research published on Navajo ceremony, but few “have 
studied the link between the Navajos’ religion and the land in which they live. Perhaps this is due to the 
enigmatic relationship between places and ceremonialism” (Linford 2000:17). Typically, Navajo place 
names are linked with oral tradition, the stories of The People, rather than commemorating events or 
ceremonial figures, or Navajo persons. For example, “one paragraph of one legend in a single ceremonial 
refers to more than twenty places,” with no reason that is obvious to the non-Navajo. “[T]he true 
significance of such associations can really be perceived only by those who still hold to traditional Navajo 
values […]” (Linford 2000:17). 

 

 

10 “Although the physical forms of the Holy People are no longer present, the supernatural inner forms of the sacred beings 
remain and it is with these that the Navajo communicates” (Vannette 1986:8).  



Prepared for the Former Bennet Freeze Area Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan  
Environmental Assessment 

Final Archaeological and Ethnographic Literature Review for the Former Bennett Freeze Area 
July 2020 

-75- 

Places have preeminent importance to Native Americans. “Franz Boas (1901-02) suggested that 
investigating their geographical nomenclatures is one of the most effective methods of exploring the 
mental life of the Indian peoples” (Linford 2000:22).  

According to Basso and Hoijer, “Even the most minute of occurrences are described by Navajos in close 
conjunction with their physical settings, suggesting that unless narrated events are spatially anchored their 
significance is somehow reduced and cannot be properly assessed” (cited in Linford 2000:22).  

In researching the book Navajo Sacred Places, conducting interviews and listening to stories of the then-
current inhabitants of Navajo Nation, Kelley and Francis were told of 164 important places in and nearby 
their research area, which averaged out to a location about every 26 square miles (Kelley and Francis 
1994:40). However, this was based on a limited parameter of ethnographic research and the authors went 
on to state that their experience and other studies strongly indicate that tens or even hundreds of 
thousands of special places exist on the reservation.  

Navajo people have utilized place names in land claims court cases, besides in ethnohistorical and 
ceremonial contexts. “Because the ceremonies are considered to be as old as Navajo culture itself, 
ceremonial significance of a location has been offered as substantiation of the antiquity of Navajo 
occupation” (Linford 2000:22).  

Sacred places share one or more common characteristics, according to Watson (1964): “A location 
mentioned in the Origin Myth or in Chant Legends; a place where something supernatural happened; a 
site from which plants, herbs, minerals, and water possessing healing powers may be taken; where man 
communicates with the supernatural world by means of prayers and offerings (cited in Vannette 1986:21-
22).  

Damage to Sacred Geography  

According to anthropologist Dr. Trudy Griffin-Pierce:  

The Navajo universe is […] filled with significant land forms that are the sites of 
legendary incidents that invest these land forms with great emotional meaning and 
enduring psychological significance, bonding the Navajo to their homeland. Each of the 
four sacred mountains11 has its own story of mystical creation, its own spiritual powers, 
and its unique purpose in relation to the Diné. Other landforms index moral stories that 
remind the Navajos of the proper way to live their lives [Griffin-Pierce 1997].  

 

 

11 References to the exact number of sacred mountains vary, but are generally given as four or six, although some sources 
claim seven or more. For more details see the following section in this report “Sacred Mountains.”  



Prepared for the Former Bennet Freeze Area Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan  
Environmental Assessment 

Final Archaeological and Ethnographic Literature Review for the Former Bennett Freeze Area 
July 2020 

-76- 

She goes on to quote Pulitzer Prize winning Native American author M. Scott Momaday, describing his 
amazement after picking up a Navajo hitchhiker who was able to name every geographic feature in the 
area:  

“I never encountered a more highly developed sense of place. I was left with the 
impression that this individual was exactly where he belonged: he could never be lost, for 
he knew precisely where he was in relation to this rock, that tree, that range of mountains 
in the distance, the sun and moon and stars. He stood at the very center of Creation” 
(Griffin-Pierce 1997:4-5). 

Dr. Griffin-Pierce’s research on Navajo Sacred Geography concerns how deeply the psychological well-
being of tribal members is based upon connection to their homeland, and the hardships encountered when 
separated from it. “A finely tuned sense of place” is prominent, particularly within traditional Navajo 
people, and when separated from their homeland it may result in psychological trauma. Those who are 
more acculturated to a “modern” western lifestyle may also still experience this type of “emotional 
desolation” (Griffin-Pierce 1997:4-5). A Navajo professor at a major university in the Southwest 
confided, ‘When I am lonely, the mountains call me” (Griffin-Pierce 1992:199, cited in Griffin-Pierce 
1997:5). “Being outside of the boundaries of the four sacred mountains means being away from a vital 
source of spiritual strength” (Griffin-Pierce 1997:5). 

It follows, that damage or desecration of sacred landmarks would likewise have a deep impact on the 
Navajo people. “Because sacred places are foci of power, the destruction or desecration of a sacred place 
can remove a source of power formerly tappable for good and can also release dangerous power” (Jett 
2009:36-37).  

It is said of some precariously standing pinnacles of rock, for instance, that if they should fall, disaster 
will ensue. Some sacred places have been defiled or destroyed by humans--mostly by Anglo-Americans, 
but even by so-called progressive tribal authorities. Roads have been cut, mines established, and 
electrical-transmission lines and communication towers erected on sacred places. Some volcanic features 
have been blasted and hauled away for road metal. Lake Powell reservoir has penetrated the opening of 
Rainbow Bridge. A ski area has been established on the San Francisco Peaks. Navajo religion is still 
widely practiced, and naturally the desecrations described here have caused much anxiety to many 
adherents of Navajo religion, and some attribute contemporary signs of social disintegration to these 
desecrations. In 1978, the federal government adopted the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, 
intended, among other things, to foster preservation of Indian sacred places; however, the law lacks 
"teeth," and Indian leaders are pressing for more effective safeguards in law. For some years, the BIA 
contributed to sacred-place preservation on the Navajo Reservation, and more recently the Navajo Nation 
(Tribe) has, especially through its Historic Preservation Department, been giving serious attention to 
protection of sacred places, so vital to Navajo religion and to native psychological security within a world 
in flux [Jett 2009:36-37]. 

One recent example of distress and conflict within the Navajo Nation generated by planned construction 
upon sacred territory was the years-long controversy over tourist development at a site that is considered 
of paramount traditional importance, the intersection or “Confluence” of the Colorado and Little Colorado 
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Rivers [for more details see the following section in this report: “Canyons, Mountain ranges, Mesas and 
Other Prominences (such as Arches and High Points)”]. 

A tram that would transport up to 10,000 people daily into the Confluence, along with a “mega-
development” tourist installation, “The Escalade,” was proposed, but finally rejected by the Navajo Tribe 
in 2017 after much contention; and then a tourist heliport was proposed for the same area. According to a 
reporter for the Navajo Times: 

It was only a matter of time, perhaps, before the breathtaking triangular cliff jutting 
between the Colorado and Little Colorado rivers was discovered.  

With the Bennett Freeze thawed, one might argue, it's only logical for the cash-strapped 
Navajo Nation to ponder the tourism possibilities at one of its most spectacular corners. 
But the handful of traditional shepherds and college-educated returnees who populate the 
area wants the tribe, and the federal government, and the tourism companies, to keep one 
thing in mind.  

‘To you, its spectacular scenery,’ said Delores Aguirre, secretary of Bodaway-Gap 
Chapter's land use planning committee and a grazing permit holder at the confluence of 
the two rivers. ‘To us, it's our backyard’ [Yurth 2010]. 

“Diné spirituality is somewhat localized, and Betty Reid, who was reared at the Confluence and currently 
resides there, “fears [that even the] majority of Navajos […] do not understand the sacredness of the 
confluence to the people who live there” (Yurth 2010).  

Noise impacts to TCPs are considered significant according to The National Register of Historic Places, 
Bulletin 38. A reporter for Navajo Times stated that 13 helicopter tour flights occurred directly overhead 
within two hours on a Sunday that were loud enough to be disruptive, during the land use meeting on site 
discussing the proposed heliport (Yurth 2010).  

The Hualapai tribe already operates one of the busiest heliports in the world from their reservation at the 
Grand Canyon West, with hundreds of tourist flights into the canyon daily. The tribe also operates the 
“Skywalk,” a see-through horseshoe shaped structure that extends out from the rim of the canyon. That 
area of the Canyon near their reservation has been referred to as “Good Morning Vietnam” due to the 
amount of flight noise (Dungan 2017). Las Vegas also has a thriving business flying tourists over the 
Colorado River, Grand Canyon, and confluence areas. These sacred lands are currently experiencing 
heavy noise pollution, and lacking adequate regulation, this will only increase in the future (Dungan 
2017).  

4.3  Types of Traditional Cultural Properties within the Landscape, that 
May or May Not Show Signs of Human Activity  

Sacred Mountains 

While none of the sacred boundary mountains are located directly within the FBFA, the San Francisco 
Peaks to the south are nearby. To the Navajo, the most sacred of places are mountains. “Mountains, 
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though places, [may be] classified as deities,” according to Gladys Reichard, author of Navaho Religion 
(1950:452). There are four mountains roughly corresponding to the cardinal points of the four directions 
that symbolically define traditional Navajo territorial boundaries, in addition to central and “doorway” 
peaks. Some of these locations are technically not within present-day Navajo Nation and some locations 
may have changed over time as the Navajo migrated (Jett 2009:31). Navajo oral tradition contains “seven 
or more mountains but attempts to identify them with actual elevations are more or less futile” (Reichard 
1950:20).  

“The four sacred mountains, along with other well-known mountains […] comprise a 
category of general public sacred places that are recognized widely by Navajos 
throughout the reservation. They are frequently used for religious purposes by persons 
living in close proximity […] as well as others who live great distances away “(Vannette 
1986:20).  

Wilson Aronilth, Jr., a Navajo educator explains: 

“Our Navajo spiritual and social laws are represented by the sacred mountains, as well as 
the four seasons and the four parts of the day. The foundations of our rules and laws for 
our lives are within our sacred mountains, the four seasons and the four parts of the day. 
The sacred mountains were placed here to give us the understanding of our strength and 
courage. They shield us from evil, harm, and danger […] 

Here are our sacred mountain names: 

1. Sisnaajiní - EAST (was adorned with white shell) [Blanca Peak in south-central Colorado]. 

2. Tsoodził - SOUTH (was adorned with turquoise) [Mt. Taylor, near Grants, NM]. 

3. Dook’o’oosłííd - WEST (was adorned with abalone shell) [The San Francisco Peaks, near 
Flagstaff, AZ].  

4. Dibé Nitsaa - NORTH (was adorned with black jet) [Hesperus Peak, in the La Plata 
Mountains, Southwest Colorado]. 

5. Dziłná’oodiłii - DOORWAY (was adorned with soft goods) [Huerfano Mesa southeast of 
Aztec, NM]. 

6. Ch’óol’í’í - CHIMNEY (was adorned with hard goods)” [Gobernador knob, northern New 
Mexico, not far from Huerfano Mesa] [Aronilth 1992].  
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These sacred mountains were placed here for us. We think of them as our home, as the 
foundation of our Hogan12 and our life. There is life inside these mountains and there is 
life on them. This is how the sacred mountains sit for us and we adorn ourselves just as 
they do, with white shell, turquoise, abalone shell, black jet and other precious jewels. 
Our sacred mountains have always blessed us with values of good things of life. This is 
how they regulated our lives from the beginning. These mountains keep us healthy and 
strong. Because of them we grow and we have prospered. They gave us water to drink 
and food to eat. They gave us a home, shelter, and they dress us. This is our belief and 
understanding as a Diné [Aronilth 1992].  

“The traditional Navajo ancestral home is the area encompassed by the four sacred mountains but it’s 
‘heart’ is at Gobernador Knob” (Carey 2013). There is a symbolic connection between sacred mountains, 
such as the conical Gobernador Knob, and hogans, the primary, traditional mound shaped Navajo 
dwelling (Blake 2001:719).  

According to professor of geography Kevin Blake, “A resurgence of Navajo identity based on traditional 
sacred geography has occurred in recent years. In part this is indicated by the teaching curriculum in 
Navajo schools, which includes a section on the locations of the sacred mountains, and it is also 
manifested in Navajo visits to the sacred peaks. In each case, knowledge of exactly where the spirits rise 
is elemental to place attachment” (Blake 2001:721).  

For Blessingway13 rites and general blessings, Hataałii (and, often, individual families) 
keep soil from these sacred mountains in their […] mountain-soil bags; and stones, herbs, 
and water are also sometimes collected on the mountains for ceremonies. Hataałii should, 
in principal, revisit the Cardinal Peaks every 12 years to rejuvenate the Blessingway 
prayers. The mountains "belong" to all Navajos, and the soil bags ensure their owners a 
beneficial partnership with the inner spirits of the mountains [Jett 2009:31-32]. 

Said one Hataałii,  

In accord with [the holiness of the Mountains] do we live. Those of the People who 
possess livestock possess it by virtue of the power derived from the soil of the Sacred 
Mountains. And we who are medicine men, this is our way. We have the Mountain 
Prayers and the Mountain Songs” [Young and Morgan, cited in Jett 2009:32].  

 

 

12 The construction of new hogans dwindled during the 1900s, but a revival in hogan construction began in the late 1990s on 
the Navajo Reservation due to a variety of collaborative projects.  

13 Blessingway ceremonies are conducted to ensure well-being, to place the participants and subject of the blessing in good 
standing with the Holy People--therefore helping to ensure health, and prosperity (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:212). 
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Water that is gathered for ceremonial purposes is known as “collected-waters” and must be gathered after 
a pilgrimage to the top of the sacred mountains or to the oceans” (Reichard 1950:151). 

Canyons, Mountain ranges, Mesas and Other Prominences (such as Arches and High Points): 

The Grand Canyon [Bidáá’ Ha’ azt’ i’, “Railroad ends,” or more literally, “Something the railroad 
extends in a line to its brink” (Linford 2000: 83)] is on the western edge of the Navajo Nation and the 
FBFA. The Navajo name reflects the coming of the railroad, and Linford remarks that it would be 
interesting to know what the Indian people called it previous to that event. Bodaway-Gap Chapter of the 
Navajo Nation’s western boundary is along the canyon and includes the Colorado River-Little Colorado 
River Confluence—one of the most remarkable locations within Grand Canyon (For more details see the 
Bodies of Water, Springs, Rivers and Washes Section).  

The Navajo Nation includes The Grand Canyon Tribal Recreation Area. It consists of 303,667 acres and 
is west of U.S. Hwy 89 and extends to western Navajo Nation border from near Lechee to The Gap on the 
eastern side of the Colorado River.  

Ceremonial legends do not stipulate locations in relation to the legal boundaries of the 
canyon. What can be said is that the Navajo view the general area of the Grand Canyon 
as part of their traditional sacred place use area. Holy People have visited this place and 
some are said to still reside in the canyon system (Vannette 1986:50). 

The Canyon was first utilized by prehistoric people over 13,000 years ago. At least nine contemporary 
Native American Tribes, including the Navajo, are recognized as claiming strong cultural ties to the 
canyon by the NPS (USGS 2011). Grand Canyon National Park contains more than 4,000 documented 
prehistoric and historic sites, and about 420 of these sites are located in proximity to the Colorado River. 
In addition to archaeological sites, cultural resources along the Colorado River corridor include historic 
structures and other types of historic properties, as well as biological and physical resources that are of 
traditional cultural importance to Native American peoples such as springs, unique landforms, mineral 
deposits, native plant concentrations, and various animal species (USGS 2012).  

The NPS survey, which was done along the river and not the upper terraces of the canyon, did not find 
very many sites that were definitively Navajo, but “absence of evidence may not be evidence of absence” 
(Kelly and Francis 1998:147). The “scarcity of sites” was unexpected considering the “intensity of 
Navajo occupation in and around the canyon indicated by previous ethnohistorical and other studies” 
(Roberts et al. 1995:16). There are several factors that could account for the lack of identifiable Navajo 
material remains (Roberts et al. 1995:17).  
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A survey of ethnographic resources14 in and around the Grand Canyon has found 29 that are significant 
cultural properties to the Navajo that include: “ceremonial sites, landscapes, grazing areas, plant and 
mineral collection areas, and trails” (Ferguson and Hedquist 2010). A number of these resources are 
found in the western territory of the FBFA.  

The Navajo Nation traditional land use area was larger than that awarded to the tribe by the U.S. 
government during the Indian Claims Commission. Although not included in the judicially determined 
lands, “this traditional land use area constitutes an ethnographic resource. The ethnographic resources of 
the Navajo Nation have significant historical and cultural meaning for the Navajo people” (Ferguson 
2010:29). 

Ethnographic resources link Native Americans to the Grand Canyon region in the past, present, and 
future. The places, landscapes and natural resources that constitute ethnographic resources have been used 
by Indian tribes for centuries to nurture and sustain their unique cultural lifeways. These ethnographic 
resources continue to be used in religious pilgrimages and cultural activities that are integral to the 
continued existence of Indian Tribes. Damage to the physical and spiritual integrity of these resources 
will endanger the cultural survival of the tribes they are associated with. As one Southern Paiute elder 
explained, “If these sites are destroyed, we will no longer culturally exist as a people, they are culturally 
relevant to our existence” [Ferguson 2010:1].  

“Considering the richness and depth of Navajo tradition about and physical presence in the Grand 
Canyon, most literature and interpretive programs are woefully silent on the importance of the Grand 
Canyon to Navajo people” (Roberts 1995:55-56). Sottile and Dahlgren spoke to a man, who said, "It is 
my church, it is where I say my prayers. It is where I give my offerings. It's where I commune with the 
holy ones, the gods that walk along the canyon," said Yellowhorse, a member of the Navajo Nation (cited 
in Fencl 2015:8).  

The Grand Canyon has long been a place of refuge and sustenance for the Navajo people: For gathering 
plant foods; the north rim was a favored hunting ground for deer and wild horses; and “in the winter of 
1863-4 great numbers of Navajos, fleeing Kit Carson’s New Mexico Volunteers and raiding Utes, 
traveled west taking refuge in the canyon” (Linford 2000:84).  

According to Navajo beliefs, after journeying through several underworlds, the present Navajo world 
began here at the Place of Emergence. This, the fourth world, is known as the “glittering world” due to 
the abundance of water. The People discussed ways to make the world habitable. After much talk, they 
decided that rivers, creeks, and streams would be created to drain the world, which in turn would become 
the “veins” of the earth. The Colorado River is one of those drainages. Talking God and the Evening God 

 

 

14 Ethnographic resources in this case are those cultural resources recognized by the National Park Service as they pertain 
to traditional uses associated with land incorporated into the National Parks. Many of these resources are eligible as TCPs 
“as significant districts, sites or objects” (Ferguson 2010:1).  
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became advisors to the people and under their direction the world was created as it is today. Some say the 
Humpback God created the Grand Canyon (Roberts et al. 1995:21). 

It is said Humpback God (aka Hunchback God) stood in the center of the world and dragged his cane to 
create the canyon, others said that he used his horns. “The old men used to say that a ram used his horns 
to plow the earth to create this canyon” (BH in Begay and Roberts, field notes, 1992, cited in Roberts et 
al. 1995: 21). “The Humpback God is manifested by bighorn sheep and mountain goats. Regardless of 
how the canyon was created, the Navajo people were here during the creation of this world as it is today 
and thus they still have the stories and remember the creation” (Roberts et al. 1995:21).  

Besides harboring the Colorado and Little Colorado Rivers, the Grand and Little Colorado Canyons are 
the home of many Navajo deities, or gods, including Fringe Mouth God, Water Monster, Salt Woman, 
Humpback God, Water Horses and Black God (Roberts et al. 1995:23). 

4.4  Traditional Cultural Places in the General Region of the FBFA 

The following Navajo sacred places include some sites known and used on a more regional level. “People 
in other locales often are aware of these but tend to use their own regional places rather than those located 
far away” (Vanette 1986:20).  

The Bodaway Mesa, the Coalmine Canyon area, Echo Cliffs, Willow Springs and other similar places are 
all examples of sacred sites sharing multiple attributes. “They are places mentioned in legend; places where 
something supernatural has happened; and at all of these sites, either plants and herbs or minerals and water 
possessing healing powers may be taken […] Prayers and offerings are made at nearly all sacred 
locations”(Vannette 1986:31). 

Besides Grand Canyon, other canyons hold traditional meaning, such as Coal Mine Canyon [Honoojí] on 
the edge of the FBFA, which features “scenery similar to Bryce Canyon National Park in Utah […] The 
fine, many-hued sands and shales are greatly favored by Navajo Medicine Men for sand paintings” (Linford 
2000:69). The story of this canyon includes visitation by the Holy People who are in essence still present 
“and the entire canyon is considered sacred” (Vannette 1986:32).  

Many other prominent features in the land are considered present or former homes of supernatural beings: 

“[…] and are also perceived of as petrified Holy People or as sites of specific mythic events. Places 
of high elevation comprise the vast majority of these sacred locations. Only a few canyons, such as 
Canyon de Chelly in Arizona and Mancos Canyon in Colorado, are specifically sacred. A very few 
caves are also holy, as are Rainbow Bridge and perhaps all other natural arches, which belong to 
the Wind People” [Jett 2009:34]. 

Gray Mountain [Dził Łibáí] also known as Coconino Point or Plateau, was “first entered by Navajos about 
the middle of the nineteenth century” (Linford 2000: 69). It was previously known as “the winter retreat of 
many of the Little Colorado River Navajos who leave the treeless barrens of the river valley for the 
abundance of fuel which grows on the summit of the mountain. There was a great deal of trouble between 
the Navajos and white stockmen over certain springs on the south side of the mountain, but an Executive 
Order of 1916 and additional purchases by the Indian Department have given the Navajos a secure hold on 
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the eastern section of the plateau” (Van Valkenburgh 1941:47). “Holy People are still believed to be at this 
location. Stone offerings and prayers are made at this place, and numerous medicinal plants are also 
gathered here” (Vannette 1986:32). This is the location of legendary events.  

Bodaway Mesa is a mesa within the Bodaway-Gap Navajo Nation Chapter and is the location of the junction 
or “Confluence” of the Colorado and Little Colorado Rivers (Dził Łibáí Bikooh, Gray Mountain Wash) 
“one of the most inspiring views in the Navajo Country […] where 3,000 foot cliffs drop down to the rivers” 
(Linford 2000:41). It is an area with a high concentration of places of prayer and offering, and Holy People 
left ceremonial objects in “many locations” after visiting a number of sites (Vannette 1986:50).  

Shadow Mountain, in the FBFA near Cameron, Arizona, is a “roughly circular peak […] and home of 
Navajo leader Big Horse for a time” (Linford 2000: 130). It is mentioned in a variety of sources in 
connection with ceremonies such as Coyote Way, Enemy Way and Mountaintop Way. “It also figures in 
[…] stories of Changing Woman’s15 trip to the west and of the migration of the Western Water Clan people” 
(Roberts et al. 1995:92). Holy People made and visited this place as explained in the Monster Way story 
[…] and this is said to be the place of First Fire. Medicines are gathered here […] (Vannette 1986:33). 

The Gap is the only natural passage in the Echo Cliffs (the crest of which is known as Hamblin Ridge) onto 
the Kaibito Plateau for some distance, and it became the location of the Gap Trading Post in the 1870s. 
Echo Cliffs was the site of events involving the Holy People, “and certain sacred beings still live in the 
cliffs” (e.g., the Wind, Ye’ii, Mirage People). Prayers, offerings and plant gathering is done in this location 
(Vannette 1986:32). 

Another striking landform in the FBFA area are the Elephant’s Feet [or, Elephant Legs], twin pillars of 
sandstone that have figured in Navajo culture as a landmark for over a century. “Tonalea Chapter is 
currently in the process of getting the right-of-way which includes the rock formation from the Arizona 
Department of Transportation, for possible development as a tourist attraction” (Yurth 2014). Travel of the 
Holy People is associated with this landmark, and Giant Snake is said to have “entered the ground at this 
point” (Vannette 1986:36).  

Springs, Rivers, Washes and Other Bodies of Water 

Even though the Navajo Nation encompasses majestic and spectacular vistas, “[…] the environmental 
hazards are enormous: the ruggedness of the country, its depleted soils, treacherous frosts, and scanty and 
undependable water supply” (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:47).  

“Water, so precious in dry Navajoland, holds an important place in the scheme of sacred 
places.  To a great degree, the larger the water body, the more sacred it is. All springs 
seem to partake  of the sanctity of water to some extent and seem to be connected to the 
water-flooded underworld, and geysers are particularly powerful. Offerings of turquoise 
and other materials are made to springs, and springs are often mentioned in the itineraries 

 

 

15 Changing Woman is an eminent deity who is said to have created humans from her own skin (Reichard 1950: 58).  
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of mythic heroes. ‘Wild water’ from certain springs and potholes is used in the making of 
ritual masks.” [Jett 2009:35-36] 

There are a number of springs within and adjacent to the FBFA. Perhaps the most unusual is Blue Spring, 
“said to be the most voluminous spring in Navajo country. Strangely, the water of this spring is indigo blue. 
Its stream is said to be three feet deep” (Linford 2000:95). Navajos reported to ethnographers in 1988 that 
they gather ceremonial water here (Roberts et al. 1995:79).  

Another spring in or adjacent to FBFA is Tanner Springs (Navajo: K'ai' si'ani, Setting Willows) and is 
known as the location of conflict with cowboys over water rights (Van Valkenburgh 1941:127). 

“This locale is one of many mentioned in the hero’s search for his family in the Navajo’s Rounded Man 
Red Antway Myth” (Wyman 1965, cited in Linford 2000: 135). The Bodaway-Gap area also contains 
Hidden Springs and Willow Springs which was an important stopover for Navajo migrations and was an 
early farming area. In the 1980s locals reported that “they gather ceremonial water and plants from here 
and leave offerings with prayers” (Vannette 1988, cited in Roberts et al. 1995:89). “Lakes are viewed with 
awe, and many of them are thought to be, or to have been, inhabited by Water Grabbers or other monsters” 
(Jett 2009: 35).  

The four rivers are “protective boundaries” of Diné Bikeyah (Navajoland) (Jett 2009: 35-36). 

[The] four rivers that bound the Navajo land in the cardinal directions […] are the Rio 
Grande to the east, the Little Colorado River to the south, the Green/Colorado rivers in 
the west, and the San Juan to the north. Traditional Navajos and Hataałii make offerings 
to both the mountains and rivers for the well-being of the Navajo People. The six sacred 
mountains and the four rivers are revered and are significant to all Navajos and in all 
Navajo ceremonies [Martin et al. 2002:8].  

The Colorado River and Little Colorado Rivers are considered by Navajo to be of divine creation, 
powerful deities, and are alive (Fencl 2015). The Navajo Nation includes the Little Colorado River Gorge 
Navajo Tribal Park. It consists of 360,992 acres.  

“The Colorado River, the Little Colorado River, and other waterways in the region figure prominently in 
oral traditions and cultural practices of tribes” (Ferguson 2010:7). The Colorado and Little Colorado are 
also the sources of water used in ceremony (Roberts et al. 1995:62-63). The Confluence of the Colorado 
and Little Colorado Rivers additionally plays a prominent role in Navajo oral tradition, including the 
origins of Beautyway and Nightway ceremonies, and a legendary meeting of the Holy People Salt 
Woman and Changing Woman (Roberts et al. 1995: 80).  

“Confluences are points of sexual concourse between the male and female members of pairs of rivers. 
The Colorado, a female, is the River of Everlasting Life. At her junction with the male Little Colorado, 
the conjoining of the waters gave birth to the deity Salt Woman (there are sacred salt caves in the 
vicinity)” (Jett 2009:35-36).  

In 1994, Alfred Yazzie stated that the junction of the rivers “holds spiritual values of protection against 
evil and its aggressions. The site is considered a very sacred place” (Roberts et al. 1995: 81). The 
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interconnectedness with other rivers, such as the San Juan, the Green River, and the Little Colorado, are 
all a part of this creation. They keep the people and earth alive and are a part of the larger landscape we 
call Navajoland. 

The Colorado River is comparable to the sacred mountains that define Navajoland. The rivers have a gender 
identity. Generally, the Colorado River is male because of its force, whereas the Little Colorado is identified 
as female because of its gentle blue color and smooth flow (at least for a good part of the year) (Roberts et 
al. 1995:22).  

Wilson Aguirre, member of an extended family whose grazing permit includes the Confluence overlook, 
explained:  

The Little Colorado - which flows underground for several miles before emerging and 
converging with the Colorado - is a female entity. The much larger, roaring Colorado is 
male […]. The place where the two rivers mate is a place of intense creative energy, and 
for generations the denizens of the cliffs above the spot have prayed and left offerings 
[…] (Yurth 2010).  

The gender of the rivers is the subject of differing opinions, as the previous comments show, but 
according to another Navajo interviewee, in Begay and Roberts’ field notes:  

The Colorado and the Little Colorado River are both holy rivers. There seems to be some 
confusion as to which is male and female, but it doesn’t really matter. The medicine men 
know the stories to the river and they know the sex of the rivers. The rivers offer us 
protection. We pray to them and make offerings so that we may live a long and beautiful 
life [cited in Roberts et al. 1995:22].  

“Many prayer offering places are located along the Colorado River and along the canyon rims. Ideally, 
offerings should be made into the river [but, due to necessity] offerings can be made from the rim.” 
(Roberts et al. 1995:62). Many Navajo ceremonies are associated with the Colorado River, such as 
Nightway, Plumeway, Windway, Upward Reaching Way, Mountaintop Way, Hailway, Gameway, and 
the Wind’s home is said to be nearby (Roberts et al. 1995:62-63). 

The Colorado River is a source of spiritual renewal for Navajo people who offer prayers or ritually 
journey into the canyon gorges, or for those who hike into the Marble Canyon tributaries. Navajos have 
been depending on the Colorado River in Glen and Grand Canyons throughout history as a source of 
physical and spiritual sustenance. As Navajo history reveals, the river takes care of the people, it bounds 
the Navajo world and protects its inhabitants. In this way, the Colorado River, the canyons through which 
it flows, and the plants and animals it supports are a “cultural resource” in the most holistic sense 
[Roberts et al. 1995:55-56]. 

The Confluence is on the western edge of the FBFA. It had been the subject of impassioned controversy 
over the previously mentioned proposed development plans for “The Escalade.” This location is revered 
by not only the Navajo but also Hopi, Zuni and other tribes (RRFW 2017).  
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“Families who fought for seven long years against outside developers who wanted to take 
their homeland away from them to build a tourist resort at the eastern edge of the Grand 
Canyon celebrate[d] the death of the proposal […]  

The Escalade would have removed sovereignty from the Navajo Nation for 420 acres, 
prevented residents from using their land for traditional grazing, displaced others, 
threatened sacred sites, and built over burial grounds of ancestors. Hopi and Zuni tribes 
joined in the opposition, which swelled to include more than 65,000 others from around 
the world, as well as the National Parks Service.” [STC 2017]. 

Members of the Save the Confluence group, addressing the defeated plans for the Confluence Escalade, 
said the Confluence was the wrong place for development, "It's not for an outsider to tell me what is 
sacred [...] I say it is sacred because I go out there and pray and give my offerings, not because it is on 
some map or written in some book" (Crawford 2014, cited in Fencl 2015:8). “Save the Confluence was 
organized as a response by Navajos who had been exiled from their land for nearly 50 years under The 
Bennett Freeze” (STC 2017).  

Bodaway-Gap Chapter of the Navajo Nation was one of the most impacted areas of the Bennett Freeze, 
with almost 83 percent of the chapter land base in the FBFA (Bodaway Gap Chapter Website 2018). The 
chapter features many prominent land features, including; Echo Cliffs, Shinumo Altar, Limestone Ridge, 
Hidden Springs, the Junction, Tooth Rock, Tanner Wash, Moenkopi Wash, Hamblin Wash and The Gap. 
“The following communities within the Chapter were affected by the former Bennett Freeze: Cedar 
Ridge, the Gap, Hidden Springs, the Junction (U.S. Highway 89 and U.S. Highway 160), a section of the 
Little Colorado River Valley Gorge, and the residents along the Colorado River” (Bodaway Gap Chapter 
Website 2018).  

The Grand Falls of the Little Colorado River are located within the Painted Desert region of the Navajo 
Nation adjacent to the FBFA. They are taller than Niagara Falls at 185 feet, approximately 15 miles 
downstream of Leupp. The falls roar with water primarily in the spring after snowmelt, and sometimes 
during summer monsoon season, but are otherwise dry. The falls are known for many tiers of rock with 
cascading water and the rainbows cast off from spray. “During the flood season the Little Colorado River 
is so filled with suspended mud that a damp red dust rises from the churning falls” (Van Valkenburg 
1941:69). There are a variety of Native American sites, including at least one shrine and some pit houses 
near the falls (Van Valkenburg 1941:69). 

Other water features within the FBFA are known as “tanks” and are watering holes (sometimes catch 
basins for rain or snow runoff) used historically by Navajo people, such as McClellan Tank (Linford 
2000: 105). There are also Cottonwood Tank (T'iss sitani, Lying Cottonwood), “a natural, ephemeral 
reservoir” and Limestone Tanks (Tsinyaa Ńt’i’í, under trees extending) at Limestone Ridge, an oasis and 
watering hole on the old Mormon Trail (Linford 2000: 71, 105). Shinumo Wash (Tó hajisho’) was a 
source of water when none could be found along the rim of the canyons (Roberts et al. 1995: 68). Navajo 
interviewees described watering livestock; that there are a series of pools and when one would go dry 
they would have to carry water up from the lower pools (Roberts et al. 1995: 68). “Many people used 
goatskin bags to do this, and would literally drag the water from one pool to the next. That is why it got 
its name, Tohijisho, [sic] ‘dragging up water’” (Roberts et al. 1995:69).  



Prepared for the Former Bennet Freeze Area Integrated Natural Resource Management Plan  
Environmental Assessment 

Final Archaeological and Ethnographic Literature Review for the Former Bennett Freeze Area 
July 2020 

-87- 

Moenkopi Wash, another significant water feature, is also within FBFA, and is one of the major 
tributaries of the Little Colorado River. Dinnebito Wash (dine'bito', Navajo's Spring) is another tributary 
to the Little Colorado River that runs through FBFA. Historically a Navajo leader named Hasthin Natenih 
constructed numerous diversion dams and ditches to direct the alkaline waters of the Dinnebito, which 
were inevitably washed out by flash floods. Eventually, in 1937, the Indian Irrigation Service installed a 
reinforced concrete diversion dam that enabled farmers in the area to utilize it for over 200 acres of crops 
(Van Valkenburgh 1941:54-55).  

Caves 

There are few notable caves to be found in literary sources regarding Navajoland, although there are 
numerous overhanging alcoves of rock in Navajo territory that are sometimes referred to as caves and 
may have been used as dwellings.  

Salt (’Ashiih) Cave is within or adjacent to the FBFA and is significant for its association with traditional 
ceremony, its utilization by Navajo and Hopi, and the obtaining of minerals. Salt deposits have been 
located in this cave near the junction of the Little Colorado and Colorado Rivers in Coconino County, 
Arizona (Van Valkenburgh and Kluckhohn 1974:106). According to Maxwell Yazzie, Charley Begay, 
Son of Silversmith, and other Navajo, this salt deposit is associated with the Navajo Salt Woman 
Tradition16. Before descending the salt trail that heads into Tanner Canyon, near the Hopi Watchtower, 
located at the eastern end of the Grand Canyon National Park, the Navajo make a stop at a rock upon 
which there are certain markings. This rock is symbolic of the Salt Woman.  

After prayers are made for the success of the trip, the Navajo descend into the bottom of 
the Grand Canyon. At a certain formation, resembling a dyke, they stop and make an all-
night camp. At daylight the Navajo start toward the salt cave, which is in the Little 
Colorado River Gorge above its junction with the Colorado River. At the cave, from the 
ceiling of which hang white and blue salt stalactites, salt is collected. Return must be 
made to the camping place in the Grand Canyon before night. On the next day, the 
Navajo come out of the canyon. At Salt Woman’s Rock they make offerings of salt. The 
remaining salt is used in Navajo ceremonialism. Old Navajo sites located to south of Salt 
Woman’s Rock [Van Valkenburgh 1974:106 & 113].  

“This source of salt is in the mouth of a large cave in the Little Colorado River Canyon […] in which salt 
crystals hang from the 50-ft ceiling like stalactites[…] The salt from the mine was used on food and for 
ceremonial purposes” (Linford 2000:95).  

Trails 

 

 

16 Salt Woman emerged from the early, lower worlds along with First Man and First Woman. “She moved around with her salt 
deposits, which are interconnected by pilgrimage routes described in ceremonial stories” (Kelley and Francis 1995:125).  
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As stated by Ferguson, “trails […] connect ethnographic resources and physically integrate them into 
cultural landscapes” (2010:7). Some of the significant trails within or adjacent to the western FBFA 
include: Desert View-Tanner Trail, Bitter Springs hunting trail and a number of livestock and hunting 
trails that have long been in use (2010:29-30). Trails that lead to the salt sources in the western 
FBFA/Little Colorado River Gorge-Grand Canyon area, including Desert View-Tanner Trail, are also 
considered sacred (Roberts et al. 1995:64, 107). That particular trail is reported to have been used, “long 
before the Navajo went to Fort Sumner” (Roberts et al. 1995:64). Other trails of cultural significance 
along the Little Colorado River Gorge include “Trail Blasted to Watering Hole” and, “Difficult Place to 
Get Water” (Roberts et al. 1995: 69). And, frequently, trails feature shrines, often in the form of stacked 
rock cairns.  

Navajos believe the human life cycle is a “walk” through time (Reichard 1950:37) “He travels a ‘trail’ is 
repeatedly symbolized in sandpainting and ritual. A major purpose of the ritual is to carry him safely and 
pleasantly along this road from birth to dissolution” (Ibid.). There is a ritual expression, “May the trail be 
in pollen17” that is a plea for a happy and peaceful life (Matthews 1902, cited in Reichard 1950: 252). 
And what is referred to as “’the most universally understandable of all Navaho [sic] ceremonies [is one 
that] concerns the blessing of man’s trail from life to death” (Wheelwright 1942, cited in Reichard 1950: 
325). So, besides utilitarian purposes, trails may hold symbolic meaning, and association with specific 
cultural uses and traditions concerning clans and migration, landmarks, deities, wildlife, areas for 
gathering food stuffs and ceremonial substances, ceremonial locations, or be related to other phenomena 
(Linford 2000:47).  

Rock Art 

The Colorado Plateau has an abundance of paleoimagery, or rock art. Much of the pictographic and 
petroglyphic Dinétah Navajo era rock art is believed to have been created in the 17th and 18th centuries 
(Rogers 2003:252). Scholarly interpretations of the meaning and purposes of rock art range from theories 
of shamanic imagery and practice which indicate altered states of consciousness, versus purposeful 
creation of art to express cognitive themes or narratives; in other words, non-hallucinatory illustration of 
tribal stories or legends (Kitchell 2010).  

“Certain rock-art panels… have sacred connections, and others are considered dangerous and evil” (Jett 
2009:34). Located in the FBFA in the Bodaway-Gap Chapter is:  

“one of the finest and largest series of inscriptions in the Southwest. These petroglyphs 
completely cover a number of large smooth boulders for some 75 feet. It is said that these 
date from the 12th century until modern times and are still used as clan symbols for Hopis 
traveling to the Hopi Salt Mine in the gorge of the Little Colorado River. This is, 

 

 

17 Pollen is believed to bring blessings and symbolizes various elements of well-being such as prosperity and happiness (Matthews 1902, cited 
in Reichard 1950:251). 
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according to Navajos who have descended the dangerous and long trail, not a mine, but a 
large cave […]” [Van Valkenburgh 1941:139].  

Resources and Gathering Areas 

Plants for medicine and food, and fields 

Vegetation is considered a function of the revered deity Changing Woman’s annual rejuvenation, and the 
“dress” of the earth and the mountains. It is a “gift bestowed at creation” (Reichard 1950:22). Plants are 
also regarded as having supernatural powers (Vannette 1986:8-9). 

“The Navaho [sic] have a sentimental attitude toward plants, which they treat with incredible respect. 
However, in contrast to the numerous etiologies of corn, accounts of the origins of particular plants are 
few” (Reichard 1950:22-23). Humpback God, mentioned previously as the creator of the Grand Canyon, 
has a hump on his back like a game animal that is made of “clouds containing seeds of all types of 
vegetation” (Reichard 1950:24). Also, the Grand Canyon was a favorite place for fall camping when the 
pinyon crop was in (Linford 2000:84).  

“Ritual often demands rare or remote herbs, minerals, or animals, known to exist only in restricted and 
isolated spots” (Reichard 1950:151). It follows that many places within Navajo territories are places of 
cultural significance regarding the collection of the wide variety of plants and substances.  

The two main categories of plant use for Navajo are for food and medicine/ceremony, although frequently 
those categories may be combined. Plants utilized for food are commonly known by Navajo people and 
include fruits, nuts, berries, and besides typical foliage, sometimes roots and stalks of plants. Medicinal 
plants can be categorized as general and specialized, according to common usage, for example, juniper for 
stomach aches, “the knowledge of its use is not restricted…” In contrast, plants in the Specialized 
Medicinal subcategory require specialized knowledge and offerings and they must be administered under 
the careful guidance of a practitioner (Roberts et al. 1995:99). This type of ritual use is generally passed 
on from medicine people to apprentices or family members. “[This] would include secret sacred names, 
places to collect these plants, who can collect them, what other plants can be used with them, when to 
collect them, and so forth” (Roberts et al. 1995:99). An example would be using Ghost Plant or Devil’s 
Weed (Artemesia arbuscula) for blackening the patient during Evil Way ceremonies, including the 
Enemy Way (Winter et al. 1993: 350). “The Holy People gave blackening to Earth People to protect them 
from evil spirits” (Reichard 1950:627).  

Plants are considered people by the Navajo:  

… and like people, they move around, they are female and male species, and to collect 
them, you must know and talk with them. Even the use of plants in the food category 
involves prayers and offerings, which are also essential with plants in the medicinal 
category. To know plants is to be familiar with the landscape, the seasons, the 
cosmology, the history of the area, and the movements and genealogy of your people. 
Plants are what kept people alive. In the old days, if the corn didn’t grow or a drought 
occurred, or an enemy descended on you, knowledge of plants would guide you to water, 
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provide nourishment, and indicate the time of the season. Like ceremonies, knowledge of 
plants encompasses all of these disciplines [Roberts et al. 1995:99-100]. 

Minerals 

When Navajo were interviewed concerning the sacred nature of the Grand Canyon, sources of salt were 
frequently the focus of conversation (Roberts et al. 1995:23-24). 

“The salt is sacred. There is a lot of teaching associated with collecting salt. For instance, 
you shouldn’t say, ‘I am going to get salt, or I am going down the Salt Trail’ while 
having no intention to go. The salt is very sacred and you must not endanger yourself like 
that. When you go down the salt trail you must make offerings at all the right places. You 
have to take your own water and food. Your lunch should be corn food, preferably white 
corn food, maybe mush or bread. When you get to the salt mine you must make an 
offering there and also on the way back up. When you are down there, you must think 
holy, do not think or say bad things. The salt is sacred and a gift from Salt Woman. The 
canyon itself is a home for the Holy People, they live in the canyon and all the side 
canyons. That is why when you are at the canyon, or in the canyon, you must prepare 
yourself. You may injure yourself physically or spiritually if you do not keep your visits 
holy” [Begay and Roberts field notes, 1992, cited in Roberts et al. 1995:24]. 

Other Navajo interviewees from Roberts and Begay’s field notes (1992) told that the salt is in a cave and 
“sticks out like icicles, until they reach the ground and then it spreads out. Some of the salt is in pools of 
water. To make that salt, you just reach into the water and scoop it out; that salt crumbles and is heavy 
when you carry it” (cited in Roberts et al. 1995: 24). Other people confided what hard work it was, that 
even small salt bags were very wet and “heavy to carry” and that the salt was both red, and clear white, 
and had to be laboriously separated by color upon their return. One interviewee said,  

The salt in the canyon is hard to get. The canyon is steep and it is hot [...] I went to get 
cured by the salt. My legs had been bothering me for some time. After we did our 
offerings, we bathed in the water and on the return trip our aches went away. The salt is 
holy and can cure you of your illnesses” (CT in Begay and Roberts field notes, 1992; 
cited in Roberts et al. 1995:25). 

According to Navajo tribal member Renae Yellowhorse: 

“We use salt for many of our ceremonies, collected from the salt caverns (near the Little 
Colorado River and the Colorado River Gorge), which is another connection to the land 
here. At a baby’s first laugh—it’s not really a ceremony, it’s just what we do—or at a 
woman’s transition, we put salt in the red dirt and medicines and have her wear that 
during the four days that the transition happens. Those are all driven by women. A lot of 
those ways have been broken or are no longer observed because they were interrupted by 
the Bennett Freeze” (Buono 2016).  

“The salt sources, or mines, in the Little Colorado River canyon and the ‘Hopi’ Salt 
Mines in the Grand Canyon have significant places in the ceremonial traditions and oral 
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history of the local communities and across the reservation. The trails that lead to these 
sources are also sacred” [Roberts et al. 1995:107-108].  

As the Deity Salt Woman traveled around Navajoland she scattered parts of herself as she went. “In 
essence, then, salt becomes Salt Woman; she is mother to the Navajo people, and that is how salt is 
addressed when it is being collected” (Roberts et al. 1995:108). 

Red Ochre (Chííh) is collected for a variety of purposes and is found mainly along Salt Trail Canyon. It 
can be used for ceremonial paint, in puberty rites, and as a sunscreen (Roberts et al. 1995: 108).  

Quartz crystal (Sehzad andine’) can be found in the Grand Canyon area and can be cut to serve as pipes 
and other implements (Roberts et al. 1995: 108).  

White clay (Dleesh) can also be found there and is a food source, eaten raw or mixed with another 
ingredient (Roberts et al. 1995: 108).  

The previously mentioned Shadow Mountain is also a source of sulfur “for use in Night Way and Enemy 
Way ceremonies” (Roberts et al. 1995:92).  

Tar seeps are also known as resources for medicinal material and are used in ceremonies such as Night 
Way, Wind Way and Shooting Way (Winter et al. 1993:351).  

Animals and Fish 

A large variety of wildlife has been traditionally and is still collected for use as food and in ceremony and 
for tools by the Navajo people (Roberts et al. 1995:109). Some of the animals utilized include bighorn 
sheep, deer, mountain lions, wild horses, foxes, beavers, eagles, owls, red-tailed hawks, vultures, various 
colorful songbirds, vultures, butterflies and crows (Roberts et al. 1995:109). 

“Navajos were hunting on Bodaway Mesa and in the Gray Mountain/Shadow Mountain areas and were 
crossing the Colorado River to hunt […] Many other identified trails were used for hunting or figure in 
specific traditional historical accounts of hunting, especially related to the stories of Changing Woman’s 
travels to the west” (Roberts et al. 1995:109).  

Fish do not figure into Navajo cultural history with any prominence, although fishing stories were told to 
ethnographers by some of those interviewed (Roberts et al. 1995:109). Birds, reptiles, and insects figure 
into the Navajo pantheon as they are considered to possess supernatural power (Vannette 1986:8-9).  

Other Types of Sacred Geography  

Places identified as loci of Deities such as: Thunder, Lightning, Wind, Snakes: 

“Navajo traditional history tells us that all things were created and placed on the earth by 
the Deities. Navajos revere and consider the earth and universe as sacred…Within the 
overall sacredness of the earth and the universe, there are specific places within 
Navajoland that are considered by Navajo people to be highly sensitive. These regions 
are subject to Navajo traditional laws which require these specific places to be protected 
and ideally kept in their pristine context. These locations are sources of power which are 
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used for protection, healing, stability, and the continued existence of harmony/balance of 
all Navajo people.” [Martin et al. 2002:4-5].  

Landscapes are “strongly associated” with Navajo oral tradition regarding the Holy People (Kelley and 
Francis 1994:2). “Indeed, especially when Navajos passed down their chronicles mainly by word-of-
mouth, the landscape provides a material anchor for those stories and thereby stores them. The landscape 
is a physical link between people of the present and their past” (Kelley and Francis 1994:2).  

Besides the complex pantheon of supernatural beings and Holy People, “[Navajo] informants […] 
repeatedly indicated that mountains, plants, reptiles, insects, birds, and natural phenomena such as the 
wind, lightning and thunder have supernatural power” (Vannette 1986:8-9).  

Volcanic craters are one type of sacred landscape typically associated with Salt Woman (Kelley and 
Francis 1994: 125). 

An example of little known places within the FBFA that are associated with the Holy People, according 
to Navajo oral tradition, are a spring and trail in a tributary of the Little Colorado River that leads to the 
Salt Mine (that has no English name, known as Tó bíhooyéé’ which translates as “Difficult place to get 
water”). It’s on the western edge of the FBFA, and a Water Monster is said to have had its abode there 
(Roberts et al. 1995:69).  

The Blessingway Rite holds a “central position” within Navajo ceremonial culture. It is said to have first 
been performed by the Holy People on the event of the creation of Navajo as the present Earth Surface 
People (Vannette 1986:9). Through the Blessingway ceremony the Navajo people maintain a harmonious 
relationship with the Holy People. “This harmony ensures that the needs for health, well-being and 
security in life will be met” (Vannette 1986:9). 

Referring to this ceremony, Father Bernard Haile, states:  

“..legends, songs, and prayers are chiefly concerned with the creation and placement of 
the earth and sky, sun and moon, sacred mountains and vegetation, the inner forms of 
these natural phenomena, the control of he-and-she rains, dark clouds and mist, the inner 
forms of the cardinal points and like phenomena that may be considered as harbingers of 
blessing and happiness” [cited in Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:212-213].  

Some examples of sacred places in the FBFA area include The Old Wagon Trail, or Gap, in Bodaway-
Gap Chapter, and is said to be visited by Holy People and is an offering place, according to Vannette 
(cited in Roberts et al. 1995: 89). In the same Chapter, Shinumo Altar (Dził Łichí’ í’), is a “Wind Home, a 
prayer offering place and a place for gathering medicine” (Roberts et al. 1995:85). Gray Mountain, (Dził 
Łibáí), is also known as the site of Fire Dance and the original Mountaintop Way ceremonies by the 
immortals (Roberts et al. 1995:86).  

The Navajo Emergence Place 

There doesn’t seem to be a consensus regarding the exact location of Navajo Emergence (Reichard 
1950:15). There are various accounts, one of which locates the event near the sacred mountain of the 
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north, Hesperus Peak, (Dibé Nitsaa), in southwestern Colorado, possibly issuing from a high-altitude lake 
(Jett 2009:32).  

Gray Mountain (Dził Łibáhí) is also mentioned in connection with the Emergence Story. A rock on the 
mountain “shows marks of raindrops that fell after the people came up through the Emergence Place” 
(Roberts et al. 1995:86).  

The Confluence of the Colorado and Little Colorado Rivers also figures in some Emergence Stories 
(Roberts et al. 1995:80). As late as 1993, “local people stressed the cultural importance to the Navajo of 
the river junction zone, including the emergence place, which they called Tooh Ahidiilínígi Hajíínáí” 
(Kelley and Francis 1993, cited in Roberts et al. 1995:81).  

Other Sacred Landscapes may include: clan origin places, ceremonial sites and offering places; as well as 
locations that are significant in “Navajo traditional (oral) histories, Navajo ceremonial histories, Navajo 
clan histories and the overall histories of all Navajo people” (Martin et al. 2002:5).  

One such example of a culturally significant landform in the FBFA is Black Point, (Tsézhin Deez’ áhí) a 
massive lava flow, or volcanic monocline that intersects with the Little Colorado River south of Cameron, 
AZ (Linford 2000:39). “Navajo traditions give this as a stopping place of the Western Clans on their 
migration to Navajo Mountain” (Van Valkenburgh 1941:13). “This point was a traditional stopping place 
of the Western Water clans between the Moqui Buttes and Navajo Mountain. Navajo sites in vicinity” 
(Van Valkenburgh 1974:183).  

Echo Locations 

The Echo Cliffs within or adjacent to the FBFA is one such example of an echoing landform. It is a 40-
mile-long, 1,000-foot-high ridge of red sandstone cliffs that were named by John Wesley Powell’s men 
after hearing the reverberations of a gunshot (Linford 2000:76).  

Some other landscape features that may be places of cultural significance include  

“Talking Rocks, which convey human words to Deities; Natural Discolorations of rocks which have 
supernatural power, and places where an apparition or other supernatural event occurred” (Martin et al. 
2002:6). There is also Dinosaur Canyon/Dinosaur Tracks (Tsenidoolzni, Upward Projecting Rocks Strewn 
Along) located in the FBFA. “At the base of a great escarpment composed of Navajo sandstone […] on a 
slab of white calcareous sandstone dozens of footprints of the three-toed biped dinosaurs are preserved. 
These tracks are called by the Navajos, Tsidii nabitiin (Bird's Tracks)” (Van Valkenburgh 1941:55). 
There is also a partial articulated skeleton and fossil eggs at the site. While no information was 
forthcoming on traditional beliefs other than the Navajo name for the tracks, it seems likely significance 
is given to such an anomalous and mysterious feature of the landscape.  

Historical Locations 

These may include places associated with important Navajo people or family shrines. Family shrines 
“[…] are places that are used intensely over time by multiple generations within a kin group. Family 
burial grounds, locations where important ceremonies have been held, some plant gathering places, family 
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water sources, and other places of power that are known only to a small group and passed on from one 
generation to the next are examples of this category of sacred places” (Vannette 1986:21).  

Places that have played a part in the life cycle of an individual (Martin et al. 2002:6) 

Horse corrals are commonly used in ceremonies where a newborn’s umbilical cord is placed, “so that it 
will anchor the person to the home and land. Damage to the corral may thereby harm the person (through 
the traditional principle that two objects once physically connected can in the future exert influence on 
each other at a distance)” (Kelley 1993, cited in Winter et al. 1993: 319).  

Other natural features in the landscape may have some significance, such as lightning struck trees or 
rocks and unusual rock formations: 

Objects that have been struck by lightning take on a ceremonial import and are used in ritual preparations 
for healing. Certain preparations for a sweat lodge ceremony are required to be collected “in the vicinity 
of a tree struck by lightning,” whereas a lightning struck rock, when placed on a fireboard, facilitates 
starting the fire (Reichard 1950:717, 727).  

Tooth Rock (Tsé awók’ izí) or Missing Tooth Ridge, in Bodaway-Gap Chapter, is a row of rocks atop a 
ridge that has a gap that resembles a missing tooth. Vanette (1988) mentions this as an offering place 
(cited in Roberts et al. 1995:93) and local people refer to it in orienting discussions of other places in the 
landscape (Roberts et al. 1995:93) 

There is a rock that is said to be shaped like a human on Shadow Mountain that is sought out for 
obtaining rock that is powdered and used in unspecified ceremonies (Roberts et al. 1995: 92).  

Archaeological sites may be considered Navajo Traditional Cultural Properties (TCPs)  

This classification is closely tied to which medicine person is consulted (Martin et al. 2002:6). 
Archaeological TCPs include sites that may have been blessed or where ceremonies [Náádahaghaahgóó] 
may have occurred. These can be associated with the following type of sites: hogans, houses, 
sweathouses, game corrals, eagle traps, trail and other shrines and rock art (Martin et al. 2002:6). “Some 
prehistoric ruins […] are scenes of legendary battles and raids or other events, and Anasazi ruins in 
general are thought to be foci of power” (Jett 2009:34). 

The Hogan, or home place, “is most commonly seen today with a (female) rounded top, but the earlier 
style was called a (male) conical forked-pole hogan because of its construction method [using poles] 
(Blake 2001:719).  

A short version of the Blessingway is often given to dedicate a hogan, and […] hogans 
are also the locations of most curing rituals, such as the Nightway. Even if they are not 
used for formal ceremonies, the fact that they are blessed means that most hogans carry a 
sacred power that endures after abandonment and should not be violated, lest it harm the 
families who created them (Winter et al. 1993:318). 
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