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Navajos I Have Known

People were important to Will Evans. He often wrote in personal correspondence of the necessity of talking to interesting and significant characters who represented, in his mind, an era, lifestyle, event, position, or
quality. As a result of these interviews and encounters, the reader is introduced to a variety of individuals who provide a slice of Navajo personality
that spanned a hundred-year period. For the descendants of these individuals, what is recorded here is even more of a treasure.
Each of the following biographical sketches gives insight into important human qualities, as well as historic times and incidents. Take, for
example, the great faith of Ugly Man, who called rain from the heavens,
or Many Goats, who through ceremony and prayer, located a boy lost in
the mountains. What about the polygamous couple who, rather than face
separation, chose death together in a lonely hogan or Dan Pete, with his
infectious laugh and gift for storytelling that taught of special events during the period of Creation. His explanations of why things exist in their
present form provide understanding of Navajo customs and culture. Then
there were the kindness and service shown by Slim Policeman, who felt
that his efforts had gone unnoticed and unrewarded. His disagreements
with some of the more powerful leaders caused him anguish.
Indeed, if there is a single theme that courses through many of these
biographical sketches, it is that of conflict. Whether looking at Costiano and Blackhorse, whose sub-rosa resentment of the white community
occasionally flared into open agitation, or the trying period of the Long
Walk or the accusations and struggles with witchcraft, there appears to
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be little that was idyllic about these times. Bizhóshí and his sons engaged
in armed confrontation with Evans on a number of occasions and seemed
to represent the problems that many Navajos felt in adjusting to a changing lifestyle. Even Sandoval, who served as a policeman for the Shiprock
Agency, had his run-ins with the white community.
Each of these personalities, however, Evans treats with respect. Even
with those whom he seemed to have the greatest reason to resent he puts
into a context that helps the reader understand underlying motives. No
one is treated shabbily, although some were obviously not his favorites. If
he appears somewhat prejudiced at times, that too was a part of life and
a hallmark of his times.
Evans, by collecting these biographical sketches, has provided the
reader with a wonderful opportunity to listen to a trader’s thoughts on
people and events of a bygone era. Not without his own problems, he
gives his evaluation, which helps us understand the history of the Four
Corners region. Not as an anthropologist or historian, but as a conduit
for the people, he records the stories of humans living under difficult circumstances. And not as an outsider, but as a participant-observer, he tries
to present their point of view. He was a man of his times, who preserved
what he saw and heard.

Costiano
When establishing white communities close to Indian populations, there
always arose an individual who stood out above the rest. He was the one
who dealt with the white settlers in matters of interracial harmony, which
was not always friendly. But whether the negotiations were peaceful or
conflicting, one of the Navajos would arise to a position of prominence
and be remembered long afterwards for his part in these relations.
The pioneering and settlement of San Juan County, New Mexico, provides a good example of this. Ask any old-timer to think back to those
early days, and one name above all others will come to mind. His answer:
“Costiano.”
Costiano was, in many ways, a remarkable man. His name derives
from the Spanish “Costellano,” meaning a native of Castile, Spain, and
was probably given to him by the Mexicans of this area. The whites picked
up the Spanish name and changed the spelling but not its sound. In Navajo his name was The Talker [Adiits’a’í], which describes one of his accomplishments. He had a fair knowledge of English and Spanish, a little of
Ute and Paiute, and understood more than a little of two Pueblo dialects.
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Costiano in an early street scene taken in front of the Farmington blacksmith
shop. Captions written on the photo identify the following (left to right): Jake,
Lee, Brown—man with bike and man to his left are unidentified —Costiano, Dr.
Wallace, and H. Perce.

He was born around the time gold was discovered in California, about
1848–49, so was a lad of about fifteen on the Long Walk to Fort Sumner
and nineteen when he returned to the San Juan. He left no spoken history
of any outstanding events at Fort Sumner; but some Navajo elders told me
that for a young man, he was a great hunter at the Fort, tracked antelope
long distances, and killed them with bow and arrow. Navajo hunters occasionally slipped away from their guards and went on several days’ march
to the east looking for buffalo in hostile Comanche country. The boy,
Costiano, was also a good fighter when under the protection of his older
Navajo companions.
He was a member of the Red Goat Clan. Like so many of his tribe,
he was of mixed Pueblo and Navajo blood. His story begins at Acoma, the
Sky City of the Pueblo people, whom the Spaniards had a lot of difficulty
subduing. One Acoma family was more than unwilling to go along with
the Catholic priests, but one padre was determined to break their will
and convert them. There were two daughters in this family so their father
told them to go to Navajo country and join those people so the girls could
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worship in the old way as they wanted.
They made ropes of yucca fiber and buckskin, and one night the family let the sisters down through a crevice in the mesa. The two girls secretly and with some hardship made their way north to the Navajos. One
of them joined the people of the Zuni Clan [Náasht’ézhí dine’é] and faded
into history. The other sister went to a family of the Red Running into the
Water Clan [Táchii’nii] and told her story.
She said that she was willing to do anything the Navajo family wished.
She would help with the work and try to be a faithful daughter, and so
they took her in and raised her to womanhood. She eventually married
and procured a large herd of sheep, among which there were many red
goats. Costiano came from this marriage.
In the Navajo kinship system, the line of descent is traced through
the mother and not the father, which is sometimes confusing to white
people. Thus a child belongs to his or her mother’s clan and is thereafter
known by that clan name.
Costiano was small of stature, physically resembling Pueblo people.
But the Navajo blood flowing in his veins made him restless and dominant
over his associates. His sense of pride prompted him to slap his chest in
the presence of white people and exclaim, “Me Costiano. Me big chief.”
He was too, judging by the way he ruled over the San Juan group of Navajos. They were naturally wary of him, and his word was law. His main
power derived from his being a medicine man. Because he was skilled in
his work as a singer, he was called to many parts of the reservation and
was widely known.
There are many medicine men among the Navajos, some of them of
great power and skill. A person of Costiano’s mentality would never be
satisfied by anything of little consequence, and so he became a master in
the use of the Night Chant [Yé’ii Bicheii].
With the exception of the Mountain Chant, there is no other ceremony which approaches the Night Chant in importance and solemnity.
Its sandpaintings illustrate some of the most important events in the
religious beliefs of the Navajo. The sacred nature of these designs are
linked to the story of how the Navajos received them. Tradition tells how
Holy Young Man was caught up by lightning and carried onto a cloud
where he was taught certain songs and sandpaintings, which the Holy
Beings allowed him to bring back to the earth for the Navajos. The gods
gave him blessings and promises if he was faithful to the instructions he
received.
And so the Yé’ii Bicheii ceremony is considered so important and sacred that from earliest times, only a few people were initiated and could

People
Curley Jim, also known as Jim Curley, was named for his hair.

practice it. These were men of
standing and power.
Costiano, because of his
knowledge and dominating personality, assumed a position of
leadership that no one dared dispute. Some of his followers included Mormon Charley, Jose Antonio, Hastiin Bik’is, old Tótsohnii,
Shaky Head, who was big enough
to pick little Costiano up and
spank him if he dared, and others.
The younger fellows of this time
who survived are now gray-haired
men. One of them, Curley Jim, was a relative and served as Chief of Police
at Shiprock Agency.
Costiano got along fairly well with his white neighbors across the
San Juan River, but a man of his temperament could not fail to run into
an occasional problem. One time he tried to drive out the white settlers in the lower Waterflow valley, east of the Hogback, and also in the
Meadows north of the valley. He fought long and earnestly for this strip
of country but failed. He held no grudge, for he mixed freely with the
whites, who welcomed him into their homes whenever he felt the urge
to visit.
During the later years of his life, he lived across the river from Fruitland in the summertime and in the Westwater area during the winter. He
was personally known by almost every white man from the Hogback to
Farmington and Aztec. One night he appeared at a dance in the Fruitland settlement having had too much to drink. Many of the people were
frightened when he walked into the dance hall, but the leaders took him
out and told him to stay away until he was sober. This was perhaps his
only offense against the peace of the settlement and one which the people
overlooked because of his many friendly actions.
When I was a boy, I was invited into a hogan where Costiano was
making the sandpaintings of the Night Chant. I sat watching his work,
the large hogan packed with Navajos, who followed his every move as he
directed his assistants. Costiano was perhaps the smallest man present in
that group, but his personality, dignity, and knowledge were undeniable.
If one of his assistants made a mistake, Costiano snapped a sharp word at
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Two Grey Hills Trading Post, 1910, which Evans helped build. The photo is actually a postcard mailed to him.

him, and the correction was made, while the guilty party sat embarrassed
and shamefaced but smiling.
Another experience I had with Costiano occurred while I was working
at the Two Grey Hills Trading Post, which I helped build as a young stonemason and carpenter. This was a second trading post established at Little
Water a year before Sanostee was built.1 The dreadful winter of 1898,
which I spent at Sanostee in three feet of snow, cut deeply into Costiano’s
sheep and cattle, along with the rest of the animals of his people.
On this occasion, I was traveling north of Two Grey Hills, heading
for Fruitland to visit my parents and brothers and sisters. My pony belonged to Henry Noel, one of the partners at the Two Grey Hills Post. I
approached the San Juan River at a ford where the river passed through
a large gap in the Hogback before I crossed the river and headed east towards Fruitland about eight or nine miles away.
At the river, I drove my pony into the water at the same place we had
crossed several months before when I was heading south to Two Grey
Hills. The river was in flood; and when the pony went into the water, both
of us went under for a moment. My horse came up swimming strongly,
and I hung onto him with all my strength, remaining in the saddle. Costiano and his companions, standing in front of the old Hull and Baldwin
store east of the Hogback, recognized me before I went into the river.
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When they saw me go under, they came running to the north bank, where
Costiano stood shouting and pointing the way to get out of the water. By
that time my pony had gained his footing, but we were heading for quicksand; because of Costiano’s shouts and pointing, we made it to safety.
I very much appreciated this act of friendship, and I give my old-time
Navajo friend the credit for either saving my life or at least helping me
avoid serious difficulty. He knew the river as no white man possibly could.
He had crossed it a few hours before I did, carefully exploring his way
through the high water caused by rain in the mountains. I benefited from
his knowledge and experience.
Costiano passed away when he was about fifty years of age, around
1902 or 1903. He died near the old, now gone and nearly forgotten, Westwater Trading Post, six or seven miles north of Waterflow.2 Crossing the
wash, the road wound its way across the grassy flats called The Meadows,
came in sight of the river valley just after entering a pass through rockcovered hills, went down the old Coal Bank hill just west of the present
Zia Bar, then made its way southeastward into the Fruitland community.
At this time there was no Shiprock Agency, thus there was no road westward along the river. This northern route brought the pioneers into the
area where Costiano was so well known. The store operators supplied his
two widows, who were with him, with a new blanket, shirt, pair of Levis,
stockings, and shoes. His family had silver dollars stuffed into his pockets
before burying him in the rocky, rugged hills in an unmarked grave.
The traditional beliefs of his people appealed to him strongly, and
the passing of the old way of life of quiet isolation was a keen regret. But
he was far too intelligent to ignore the changes he could plainly see taking place. Many of his descendants have since attended the government
schools and are quick to take advantage of modern conditions. They are
beginning to feel like one educated Navajo told the Tribal Council some
time ago: “You old fellows don’t know anything. The white man, through
education, is producing the marvelous things of today. He makes trains,
automobiles, airplanes, and all the wonderful machines now in use. He
even makes most of the things you eat and wear, and you can’t even make
a small pin. We want education and educated men to look after our future
and affairs.” To this, Costiano would have only grimaced.

Black Horse
Black Horse was another Navajo who left a deep impression on me. He was
the virtual chief of the northeastern part of the reservation, his influence

Black Horse (left), an important Navajo leader, as he appeared in
1905. His influence ranged from Round Rock, Arizona, to Shiprock.
He was especially prominent in his attempt to prevent schools on the
reservation. To his left, in a blanket, is Taiyoonihi (Squeezer). Photo
by Simeon Schwemberger, used with permission of the Franciscan
Fathers and the Sharlot Hall Museum, Prescott, Arizona.
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being felt across the Lukachukai Mountains as well as in the Teec Nos Pos
area. Black Horse belonged to the Sand-hogan Clan [Séí bee hooghanii]
and lived in his camp in the Cove District near Red Rock, New Mexico.
In the 1880s and through the early part of the twentieth century, Black
Horse ruled his people with a firm hand. In 1900, I was still a clerk at
Sanostee. I was alone at the store most of the time, so had laid down some
strict rules to include no loitering after closing time.
Late one afternoon a tall, raw-boned, gray-haired Navajo rode up, accompanied by a bodyguard of four men. They dismounted in front of the
hogan we had erected some distance from the store for people who traveled a long way and wished to stay overnight. The tall elder left his horse
to be cared for by his companions and strode into the store. After buying
feed and groceries, which he passed on to his assistants, he said he was
Black Horse and wished to sleep in the store that night. I had previously
heard something of the old fellow’s history, but not as much as I learned
later. I replied in Navajo that the hogan had been built for his use and that
I could not possibly let him sleep in the store.
He insisted, saying that all the traders allowed him to stay in their
stores. Our discussion ended with the angry Black Horse consigned to the
common hogan. The night was not a comfortable one for me, an inexperienced youthful trader. However, the morning broke bright and pleasant
as Black Horse and his companions proceeded on their way to the Navajo
agency at Fort Defiance, Arizona. The next time he came through, the
owner was at the store and allowed Black Horse to sleep in front of the
counter on the bull pen floor but his ever-present cronies stayed in the
visitor’s hogan.
I had many other opportunities to study this important character in
Navajo history. Black Horse was a very tall man, perhaps six feet five
inches. Raw-boned, with not an ounce of surplus flesh on his massive
frame, he presented an imposing figure. Character marked his stern face.
He always wore his pearl-handled .44-caliber pistol strapped to his side,
the holster hanging from his belt filled with a bright row of cartridges.
This was more for ornament than utility. He also carried the old-time
“war bag” on his left side held by a narrow leather strap over his right
shoulder. Silver buttons lined the strap, each button having an inset of
excellent turquoise.
He wore the typical old-time unbleached white muslin pants, slit
from the knee down with the ends of his loin cloth hanging above the
front and back of his belt. Knitted blue wool stockings held in place with
garter straps of woven red and white wool covered his legs. These socks
had no heels or toes; a band under his instep held them in place inside

125
red buckskin Navajo moccasins with soles of rawhide. His shirt, draped
over the waist of his trousers, was patterned calico and secured by a belt
of large hand-designed silver conchos, laced with intricate patterns and
studded with pieces of turquoise.
His hair was tied in a bob at the back of his head and secured by a
woven string of hand-spun, colored woolen yarn. A piece of turquoise
dangled from an end of the string, a fetish or guardian for some unseen
danger. Around his head was a folded, colored cloth band tied in a knot
on the left side, above the ear. This knot carried an ancient arrowhead,
also a protective fetish. Above this band Black Horse wore an immense
western-style black hat. His head was very large, requiring the largest hat
available.
Black Horse’s stern princely bearing was never mean unless angered
by what he thought an injustice. He was a pure-blooded Navajo of the
Black Mountain type, who were far different from the short and stocky
people on the borders of the reservation who had more Pueblo blood.
Black Mountain Navajo men were tall and rangy, the women large, fullbreasted, and not inclined to be pudgy. This segment of the tribe could
be easily identified.
To my regret I have little information about the events of Black Horse’s
life. He and his contemporaries have all died and told few of the things
that happened in those early days. He left several sons, big stalwart fellows, whom I knew well, but they were loath to discuss their late father’s
activities due to a belief which forbids discussion about the dead.3 Now
[1949], two sons are still living, but they are younger and know little of
his doings.
I have heard one story from the Navajos of a heated discussion Black
Horse had with a pompous and tactless Indian agent from Fort Defiance,
Arizona.4 The event is said to have occurred at Round Rock, Arizona, in
the early 1890s. The agent called Black Horse there to explain why he had
not brought his children to the community school at Fort Defiance. Black
Horse said that they were scantily clothed and had no shoes. The winter
weather was very severe, and he felt it was foolish to make the long trip
by wagon and horseback. The children would be in danger of perishing
when traveling through that mountain country. The agent insisted that
the children be brought to Fort Defiance, but Black Horse refused.
Words led to more words; tempers heated and finally Black Horse
reached out, grabbed a handful of whiskers on the agent’s face, jerked
them out of his chin, and strode angrily from the room. He and his escort
mounted their horses and headed home through the biting, cold weather
and across the snow-covered mountains.
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The Agent returned to Fort Defiance without the Black Horse children and minus a small handful of whiskers. I was told that these hairs
were given due honors in a victory ceremony, which Black Horse’s young
men celebrated following the confrontation. They were sure that Black
Horse had the better of the argument, and I am inclined to think they
were right.

Bizhóshí
Bizhóshí was a symbol of Navajo life from the past. He clung with stubborn loyalty to the old customs and legendary lore of his people and resisted the gradual encroachment of the white man. His name, Bizhóshí,
meant The Gambler; but he was also called Lightning, and I called him
“Missing Link.” The one outstanding thing to me about the old fellow
was his Mongolian appearance. He was not from that race although his
rugged features, drooping mustache, and baggy eyes resembled those of
Asians.
His ancestors lived in a small world which lay within the boundaries
of the La Plata, Mount Taylor, San Francisco, and Navajo mountains. The
rock outcropping known as the Hogback was the backbone of this world.
The Navajos of his day did not venture far beyond their region, with only
an occasional trip to the Jemez and White mountains.
The Navajos believe the creation of this world began atop Huerfano
Mesa, making San Juan County, New Mexico, the cradle of humanity. It
was there the Holy Beings created the sun, moon, and stars, then placed
them in the sky. Plant life originated when the gods buried seeds from the
mesa top and a fog watered them. This is also where First Man and First
Woman were created. Bizhóshí firmly believed and taught these things.
He also believed that Anglo ways were good for the white man but
never for the Indian. Native logic guided him in a code of rules and customs where unseen powers seemed to have no effect upon the white man
but were very potent in Navajo life. The things the white man could do
with impunity brought blindness, disaster, and death to his tribesmen.
For example, he taught that eating fish was harmful. He believed that
blindness struck anyone who looked at one’s mother-in-law. He cautioned
his people that eating pork, birds, or their eggs was dangerous and that
weaving sacred symbols into a rug caused blindness and death to the
weaver. There was no doubt that songs performed by certain chanters
caused the wind to blow or the rain to fall; and when a person met a bear
on a mountain trail, a certain song or fetish turned the animal away.
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Bizhóshí, a strong defender of the old way of life, as he appeared around 1930.
The Navajo rug on his shoulders is for effect in this studio portrait. Photo by William Pennington.

I remarked to him that the bear would normally turn aside because
of a natural fear of man, and that the wind and rain resulted from natural
forces and phenomena. He shot back at me, “That may be true for the
white man, but we are governed by other forces we dare not resist. We
cannot take the attitude you do because we are different. You do not occupy the same place in the scheme of things. We wonder why you ignore
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so many of the prohibitions which are so important and which bring evils
to us if we flout them.”
This was Bizhóshí, the tough, wiry little old man who became ferocious when aroused. Born two decades before the American Civil War, he
entered this world at a time when the tribes of Arizona and New Mexico
had just begun to emerge from primitive living conditions. No doubt the
old veteran had a share in the harrowing deeds of the Long Walk years
when Kit Carson captured many of the Navajos and sent them to Fort
Sumner on the Pecos.
The first time I really got to know Bizhóshí was in the spring after
that lonely Christmas I spent during the Big Snow. When Ed Dustin and
Joe Wilkins returned with supplies, we set about with renewed activity
to build a more permanent Sanostee Trading Post. The construction attracted a large crowd of Navajos, the Bizhóshí clan being well represented
and headed by the old man himself.
Bizhóshí told Wilkins he must stop his building at once because
the Navajos did not want a store in that area. Wilkins pulled his trading
permit out of his coat pocket and showed it. Bizhóshí roared that the
“Wááshindoon paper” meant nothing to him and that we must stop building. Wilkins and I paid no attention to him and kept working. Ed Dustin
sat on a nearby fence with a rifle across his knees. The situation became
tense. Men on horseback wheeled their horses and wildly shouted to each
other, while those on foot gestured and shouted at us and to each other.
Bizhóshí came alongside me and hissed a challenge in his native
tongue, which I understood but had some difficulty in speaking. I can
still visualize that fierce old fellow’s bristling gray mustache and his outthrust jagged teeth as he grated out his words with all the venom he could
muster: “If you don’t stop this work, I will slit your throat like I would a
sheep!” He emphasized his threat by jerking the edge of his hand across
his throat. To say that I was scared is putting it mildly, but Joe quietly
eased my anxiety when he said, “Let’s go ahead; they won’t do anything.”
We continued working. The shouting persisted for some time; but finally
the small mob disappeared, and we had no more opposition.
We discussed Bizhóshí and his group’s actions during our evening
meal and concluded that perhaps some of our distant competitors had
egged the old man on, seeing a reduction in their own trade. We learned
later that most of the Navajos in that area wanted a post. Their nearest
source of supplies was across the Lukachukai Mountains, a long tiresome
trip in the best of weather and nearly impossible in the winter.
We finally agreed that even those who objected were not against having a store near their homes, so we moved forward with our post.
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In his final years the old man had considerable trouble mounting and
dismounting his horse when going to a sing. Still, old age did not diminish
his power as a medicine man, and many older Navajos respected him for
it. He was too deeply set in his culture to change. “You white men have
your own laws and religion. I have mine. I do not ask you to accept mine.
We have our own ways, and we do not thank you for trying to change
them. We have the right to choose our way, as you do yours.” He was
right; his argument was constitutionally sound, but his influence made
it hard for those who wanted to Americanize the Navajos in one generation.
In the early days of trading and especially in new territory with
strange faces, it was hard to “keep books” on the customers. “Keeping
books” meant primarily accepting and handling pawn. It was common
practice for traders to receive items such as bracelets, rings, coral and
shell beads, turquoise beads, silver bridles, concho belts, etc., as security for merchandise advanced, until the owners were able to redeem
them. It was the general custom to advance about one-half the value of
the pawned item to assure its redemption. Only the retail prices of the
goods advanced were charged against the pawn with no interest added.
Thus, state and federal governments were not able to charge pawnbroker
fees against the traders.
At that time, the practice of using numbered brass tags for pawn had
not yet come into play. We recorded names, dates, and amounts of the
transaction on large metal-rimmed paper tags tied to the articles hocked.
It was somewhat ill-mannered and embarrassing to ask a Navajo his
name.5 Usually he answered, “I don’t know. Ask someone else.” I was able
to get some of the names of members of different families, but these were
strange to me at first, and it was difficult to coordinate the names with the
faces. To overcome this I gave people English names, sometimes based on
personal appearance or an oddity of character.
I had given a name to Bizhóshí quite a while before I learned his real
one. He was not hard to dub, and it did not take a stroke of the flat side
of a King’s sword to make it stick. When he was aroused, he was ferocious; but when relaxed he was an extraordinary little pixie-grown-tomanhood.
He wore a thin, grisly mustache, which did not hide the fact that he
looked as though every other tooth in his mouth had been knocked out
to make room for the others. He had an overhanging bottom lip, which
seemed to lower when he became angry. His small, beady eyes underslung with pouches, wrinkled skin, and general appearance gave him an
eerie look. He reminded me of pictures I had seen of primitive men, and I
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Little Singer participated in
the Beautiful Mountain conflict and later spent time at
the federal prison in Ft. Leavenworth, Kansas.

began calling him “Missing
Link.” And so thenceforth
he went down in Sanostee
Trading Post history by
that unusual name.
This
designation
did not end there. Missing Link had four sons,
whom we called “Big
Link” (eldest), “Middle
Link,” and “Little Link.”
Sandwiched somewhere in
between was Little Singer
(Hataałii Yazzie), a prototype of his father.
I “tangled” with two of the “Links” one summer evening. Life was
going on serenely at the post, with no trouble and business good. I had established and rigidly enforced the rule that sundown was closing time, all
year round. As the sun slipped behind the Lukachukai Mountains, a number of Navajos stood around in the store, finishing their trading, smoking
free tobacco, and chatting. I called to the crowd, “Let’s go. The sun is
down.” Reaching for the keys, I jumped over the counter into the bull
pen. There was a gate into this area, but we kept it locked. The Navajos
filed out through the door—all but one, Middle Link. He elected to stay. I
put my arm around his waist and said, “Come on ‘Son-in-law,’ let’s go.”
He was a big husky fellow and started to grapple with me. Big Link
stepped back into the store and tripped me while the rest of the Navajos
remained outside and kept hands off. There I was, down, tussling with
two of the huskiest Navajos in the valley, but Lady Luck was with me.
I grabbed Middle Link by the throat and squeezed. Seeing the opportunity, I gave Big Link a belly-warming sort of drop kick, driving him back
on his haunches and temporarily out of the fracas. Middle Link’s clutch
relaxed because of my grip on his throat, so I shook him off. Scrambling
to my feet, I jumped over the counter after the loaded rifle hidden under
it. The two Links undoubtedly sensed what was on my mind because
when I straightened up, the bull pen was empty. As I reached the store
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Bizhóshí and Little Singer sitting on wool bags outside the Sanostee Trading Post.
Frank L. Noel Collection (P-166), L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Brigham
Young University, Provo, Utah.

door to lock it, the Navajos mounted their horses and rode away. The
brief episode over, the evening shadows lengthened, and night fell quietly.
With some trepidation I slept outdoors, my usual practice, because
of the summer heat. Nothing happened. The Links did not return for
about two weeks. When they did, a big grin and a hearty handshake
demonstrated there were no hard feelings. From that time on, the entire
Link family gave us no trouble and was always friendly in their greetings.
However, the day after the excitement, I was told by Dan Pete, a Navajo
worker at the store, that the Links had held a council the previous night
with their friends to discuss whether they should kill or drive me off the
reservation. The group decided that the Links were to blame and that I
had not broken the peace or dignity of the community. They dropped
the matter.
The end of the Link dynasty was tragic. The old patriarch, Missing
Link, died many years ago. Not long after his death Big Link died in Sanostee Valley when the dirt roof of his hogan caved in on him while he
slept. Both Middle Link and Little Link died during the flu epidemic of
1918, along with hundreds of their people. Little Singer passed on a few
years ago, the image, in his old age, of his truculent father. The family has
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dwindled on the male side to a middle-aged son of Big Link and a younger
son of Middle Link, called by the unromantic name of Johnny Cow.

Ugly Man
Ugly Man [Hastiin Chxó’í], a great chanter and rainmaker, was a person
I shall never forget. One day at Two Grey Hills, this aging Navajo limped
into the store and up to the counter. The gentleman helped himself to
the free tobacco located in a small lard-pail cover nailed to the top of the
counter by many small nails and tacks driven through it. The points stuck
up through the bottom of the lid so that not all of the tobacco could be
taken at once. Each morning the contents of a small cloth bag of Dukes
Mixture or Bull Durham was poured into this container. Most Navajos
carried their own cigarette “papers,” made from the innermost husk of a
carefully selected ear of corn. The husks were cut and carried like a deck
of cards in a vest or shirt pocket.
Ugly Man had difficulty rolling his cigarette. His hands were gnarled,
fingers bent, arms misshapen, with poor control of all of them. His scarred
face was wrinkled, and he had a hole in one cheek. He finally finished rolling his cigarette, and I gave him a light. A thin line of smoke came through
the hole in his cheek, eddied around his head, then drifted toward the
ceiling. He paid no attention, continuing to smoke and puff. “Well,” I said
to myself, “here’s another story.”
Obviously, this man’s life had been hard. He was born on the Tohatchi Flats before the Mexican War when his tribe was small, but by now
he was about sixty-two years old. He spent his boyhood in extremely
primitive living conditions and often remarked that in his younger days it
was either feast or famine. The pointed sticks his people used for arrows
were not much insurance against hunger; even the ancient Anasazi Basketmakers had better weapons. If he had been fortunate to bring down a
deer or antelope, the family and neighbors held a continuous feast until
the meat was consumed. Then rabbits or prairie dogs sufficed for future
meals until a skilled hunter brought down another buck. When he was
a boy, his clothing was either hand-woven or made from animal skins.
I often wondered why these people did not pick up ancient arrowheads,
which were so plentiful in their land. Perhaps they could have fared better hunting and in battle had they used these razor-sharp points.
Ugly Man was in Kit Carson’s great Navajo roundup and went with his
people to the Pecos River, New Mexico, between 1864 and 1868. While
there, he made a lone raid away from Fort Sumner and returned with
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several souvenirs: his first scalp—a lock of Mexican hair—as well as the
dead man’s clothing and long butcher knife in a rawhide sheath. He was
esteemed for having great courage by taking the dead man’s belongings.
Navajos are averse to being near the deceased and wearing their clothing.
To do this was a blatant temptation of fate. The raid also netted him a
good horse and some fresh beef, a rare commodity. He showed the harvested scalp lock to a select few but adorned his medicine bag with it until
the day he died, when it, with other precious items, were consigned to a
secret place.
Several years after the return from the Pecos River country, an event
occurred which brought renown to the future rainmaker. Ugly Man’s father
was a well-known medicine man who understood the Fire Dance ritual,
known as the Mountain Chant. Late in November the father was conducting a Fire Dance on the mountain northwest of where the Tohatchi Indian
School now stands. Ugly Man and a friend left their hogan on Tohatchi
Flat and walked up the canyon toward the ceremony. As they passed a
clump of scrub oak, a bear rose up on its hind legs and with little warning attacked Ugly Man, who was in the lead. The youth drew his butcher
knife from its sheath and defended himself the best he could, while his
companion ran quickly to the Fire Dance and told of the attack.
A rescue party raced down the trail and, to their surprise, found the
bear lying dead. Ugly Man also appeared dead, but members of the rescue
party discovered he was alive though unconscious and terribly mangled.
He had stabbed the bear in a vital spot, but it had survived long enough
to bite and maul him. The men made a litter of oak poles and blankets to
carry the young man to a hogan near the Fire Dance. Crude but careful
nursing and the prayers of the singer brought the sorely wounded boy
back to life.
But what bad shape he was in! His arms were twisted and bent, one
leg healed crookedly, and his features became a crude caricature of the
once handsome, bronze face. The bear had bitten him about the head,
and the razor sharp fangs had pierced the boy’s cheek. This wound healed
around the edges, but the open tear never closed.
From this frightfully crippled condition he was given the name of Ugly
Man. But his scary appearance did not keep him from fame and fortune.
By killing the bear he became well-known, and his appearance reminded
others of his valor. Their faith in his powers increased, and as time passed,
he became the most famous singer in that part of the reservation.
Rainmaking was his special gift, but in years of severe drought his
people became impatient with him. “Wait, wait,” he would say, “the
time is not yet. I must sing to the God of the Waters a little longer. I
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shall make the medicine of the Waterway ceremony, and soon you will
see the thunderclouds rise above our mountains. And when Black Wind,
God of the Storm, shoots his arrows of lightning, thunder will roll along
the hills and valleys, and soon rain will fall. The parched corn and dry
soil will quench their thirst.” Ugly Man was a student of nature and its
moods. When the time was ripe and the gods appeared willing, he began
his rain chant and one more success was added to his list of achievements.
One time he was called to a certain place to sing for rain. The people asked him if he really could bring them the sorely needed moisture.
“Well, if I don’t,” he said, “you can kill me.” This seemed fair enough. He
unrolled his medicine kit and took out his charms and medicine rattle,
then selected a young girl to be blindfolded in a very peculiar manner.
He took a piece of the flank of a freshly butchered goat, tied this over her
eyes, and told her to go forward, feeling her way. When she came to a
certain plant, which she would recognize by the texture of its foliage, she
was to pluck some of it and bring it back to camp.
Ugly Man began his chant about the time she started, and his song
guided her back to the camp. The rainmaker took a portion of the plant
from the girl, chopped it with a hand-chipped spear point, placed it in
water, drank a portion of it, and sprinkled the rest to the four directions.
Next, he blew small quantities of sacred yellow corn pollen in the same directions, speaking a prayer as the pollen flecks floated toward the ground.
He then settled down, with eyes closed, medicine rattle in right hand,
beating the rhythm of the chant for rain. After hours of singing he announced a shower would come in two days; sure enough, it rained.
Ugly Man performed other rituals and miracles. He could make the
yucca plant sprout, grow, and bloom in a short time, and feathers dance
on the edge of a board in the Fire Dance. These acts of magic are almost
extinct now, but in his day the rainmaker was the foremost exponent of
the art. Here is a chant for rain.
Navajo Rain Chant
Far as man can see
Comes the rain,
Comes the rain with me.
From the Rain Mountain
Rain Mountain far away
Comes the rain,
Comes the rain with me.
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Amid the lightning,
Amid the lightning zigzag
Amid the lightning flashing,
Comes the rain,
Comes the rain with me.
Amid the swallows
Amid the swallows blue
Chirping glad together
Comes the rain,
Comes the rain with me.
Through the pollen
Through the pollen blest,
All in pollen hidden
Comes the rain,
Comes the rain with me.
Far as man can see
Comes the rain,
Comes the rain with me.

Ugly Man was a kind fellow, but his speech was odd because of his
facial disfigurement. Those who knew him delighted in imitating his
peculiar speech, but everyone holds his memory in awe. Other powerful
singers were Bizhóshí, who had many followers and led by the undisputed force of his personality. Long after his physical decline, he laboriously packed his leather medicine bag with sacred items, mounted his
favorite pony, and rode long distances to heal a patient. There was also
Many Goats [Tł’ízí Łání] of the Toadlena district, Smelly Water [Hastiin
Tó Niłchxon] of Sanostee, and Tall Singer [Hataałii Nez] of Teec Nos
Pos, all of whom were outstanding figures of their time. I think of Ugly
Man and these other chanters as men of great faith. The Navajos still
rely daily upon medicine men, but modern singers seem to not have
the great faith of their elders, although they carry on the traditional
practices. Their contemporaries cling to the belief that they still retain
ancient powers.
Of course, there were other prominent figures who were not medicine
men. Manuelito, called by some the last war chief of the Navajo, was very
powerful in his area, until his last years, which were marred by too much
alcohol. Black Horse was highly esteemed in the northern area, retaining

People
his dignity and power until his death. Today [1937], there seems to be no
outstanding personality with the power to lead his people.
Perhaps the future will produce one who will govern his people with
wisdom and prudence. The reservation is made up of a number of areas
separated by geographic obstacles and educational limitations. Sectionalism is rampant, particularly between the northern and southern peoples.
It will take a keen mind and level head to guide the future of the Navajo
through the crises which loom in the future.

Fat One and Son of Fat One
Neesk’áhí, The Fat One, was a medicine man and warrior of note, having
killed Utes, Mexicans, Comanches, and at least one white person. He was
a tall, fleshy, powerful man and a remarkable example of physical fitness.
In later years, as he increased in girth, he obtained the name “The Fat
One.” He was well known in the Fort Defiance area and was the leader of
the band of Navajos who tried to hide between the rocky walls at the head
of Canyon de Chelly when Kit Carson rounded up the Navajos and forced
them to Fort Sumner, New Mexico.
For twenty years after his return from the Pecos country, Fat One
presided as head man of his community and practiced as a medicine man.
He not only understood the Shootingway, which he inherited from his father, but also the Enemyway, the Evilway, and the Chiricahua Windway.6
This gave him a wide range of activities. In 1888 he died, revered by his
nation.
His son, Neesk’áhí Biye’, then a youth of about eighteen, had learned
medicine lore ever since early boyhood and, despite his youth, was ready
to carry on his father’s practice. When I knew him, he was a peaceable
man of about sixty, a gentleman in his humble way, and had never shed
blood, though he came from a long line of warriors.
His gift as a medicine man was not confined to that of merely administering to the needs of the sick. He combined a fair knowledge of
the medicinal properties of natural herbs with that of the manipulation
of certain fetishes; he was at once physician, high priest, and historian.
A medicine man of his caliber was thoroughly trained in traditional lore.
He learned the story of creation, the work of the gods before the advent
of man, the bringing forth of animals, the medicine songs, and the art of
sandpainting.
Like other medicine men, Fat One’s Son had to first establish his reputation by performing an outstanding feat of healing before calls for his
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Fat Medicine Man, or Fat One
(Neesk’áhí) and his youngest
son, Frank Allen, in 1920.

assistance increased. He
did this by bringing back
to health a young woman
who had been poisoned by
witchcraft.
At that time Navajos believed implicitly in witches,
who might be a medicine
man gone wrong. A favorite method of bewitching a
person is to project a poison dart, through supernatural means, over a distance. Anyone unfortunate
enough to be disliked by a
witch is liable to become
the victim of a long sickness
and painfully prolonged or
short but dreadful death
unless some medicine man
counteracts the powerful spell.
Not long ago, a medicine man returned from federal prison at Leavenworth after serving time for a revolting crime. The Navajos of his area
were glad to see him go, not so much because of his crime, but because
he had acquired a reputation as a dart-thrower and witch, of whom they
were supremely afraid.
Fat One’s Son had to treat a young Navajo woman who was sick and
near death. She remained very ill even though her people had tried every
medicine man around, using all their resources to no avail. No chanter
seemed to have the right “medicine.” When one man’s songs failed, they
tried another, but there was no relief. Her family had heard of young Fat
One’s Son and sent for him as a last resort.
Upon arriving, he diagnosed the problem as some witch having shot a
poisoned dart, perhaps from some other part of the reservation. Fat One’s
Son lost no time in putting his sacred objects from his medicine bundle to
work, some of which he had obtained from his father. Before the Fat One
died, he taught his son how to break the spell of this kind of witchcraft.
For twenty-four hours the son sang these songs, drew a sandpainting,
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placed standing feathers, scattered corn pollen to the four corners of the
earth, and administered sacred cornmeal.
The song which Fat One’s Son sang was a peace song, a chant of the
mountains. The ordinary medicine song is not only an appeal to the gods
but also contains a note of defiance to the powers of the destroyer. This
peace song was of a different nature, pleading for peace on behalf of the
suffering girl. He sang and worked, stopping at intervals to eat. The notes of
the chant drowned out the moans of the sufferer. The rough pole-and-dirt
medicine lodge became a temple of faith, and before his mind’s eye were
the Holy Beings from the past. His faith buoyed his spirit, and he asked
that an eagle be killed and brought to him. Early the next evening, the
peace song ended, and it was time for the manipulation of his fetishes.
He called for the slain eagle and opened its intestines with the sharp
edge of a large obsidian arrow point. Taking out the gall sack, he poured
the contents into a gourd drinking cup, mixed it with a little water, sprinkled pollen and a pinch of sacred corn meal, and gave the bitter potion to
the patient to drink.
Results came soon. The woman vomited violently, spewing a large
quantity of black slimy stuff, which Fat One’s Son identified as the poison
the witch had injected into the woman’s body. She immediately felt better, and by morning was able to get around. She was now a living example
of the power of the Fat One’s Son, whose fame spread over the northwestern part of the reservation. Whenever a case of sickness baffled a local
medicine man, the people sent for him. He had remarkable success, losing only a few of his patients. Desire for further success grew into using
different songs.
As he aged and his fame became secure, his influence increased
among the people. His word and advice was peaceful and well accepted.
His wife and daughters were expert weavers, who specialized in producing copies of various sandpaintings which he created. To other Navajos,
copying these sacred designs carried serious risks, as the actual paintings
in sand must be erased before the sun sets to avoid dire consequences.
If the sacred symbols were made permanent, as in a blanket, the weaver
could become blind and suffer an early and painful death. These women
were taking terrible chances, and other Navajos looked with awe upon
them and feared for their welfare.
One day Fat One’s Son went to the trader and said, “During the period of many sleeps my women have made Yé’ii Bicheii and sandpainting
blankets to sell to you. My wife’s health is not good. She is failing. I fear
the efforts of the sacred designs, and I will hold a sing for her benefit. Will
you help me?”
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This Yé’ii rug shows Holy Beings associated with the Yé’ii Bicheii ceremony held
in the winter. These figures are sacred to the Navajos and elicited a sharp controversy when traders encouraged their depiction on rugs.

The trader said he would and gave a liberal supply of coffee, sugar,
flour, and baking powder to the old man. The food helped him feed the
company which is always present at a sing.
Fat One’s Son did not use his peace song this time. Instead, he sent
for a famous medicine man from across the mountains, and for three days
they sang, used their sacred objects, and created sandpaintings. Relatives
provided a continuous feast for visitors. They consumed a fat horse, several goats, and two or three sheep, along with the flour, coffee, and sugar
donated by the trader. At the end of three days, Fat One’s Son said, “It
is finished. The medicine has worked. My women will be protected. The
medicine tells me more. Many times we will sleep before the heavens will
pour refreshing rains upon the earth. In our sandpaintings we have used
an earthen bowl in the center, filled with water, to represent the fountainhead of all waters which the Holy Beings have given us. The sand picture
of the various forms of plant life taking root at this central fountain is
symbolic of the dependence of all life upon the great source of water.
I have noticed, my children, that the water placed in the little earthen
bowl quickly dries up and disappears. This is the sign of a long spell of dry
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weather. If the water had remained in the bowl, rains would shortly come
and refresh the earth.”
The old man’s prophecy proved true. One of the driest years followed,
and many of the springs disappeared. But the sing proved beneficial to Fat
One’s Son’s wife. She continued to weave sandpainting blankets; and she,
her daughters, and daughters-in-law were preserved from evil by his powerful medicine. When he dies, there will be no more medicine blankets
from the looms of his women; their protection and shield will be gone.
Now [1928], the years rest lightly on him. He is still vigorously practicing his medicine, his fame undimmed, and his dignity impresses those
who know him. He is one of the very few of the last great historians of
his tribe. Because of this, he has given me the legends and traditions of
the elders in detail. His people will be indebted to Fat One’s Son for this
valuable contribution.

Faith, an Episode
During the summer of 1923, a mysterious rumor spread among the Navajos on the northeastern part of the reservation. They believed a flood was
about to occur and that the people should flee to the mountains for safety.7 For days many of the People trekked from the lowlands to the summits and slopes of the Lukachukai Mountains. Day and night this steady
stream of men, women, and children, with their sheep, goats, horses,
cattle, teams, wagons, and ever-present dogs, crossed the bridge over the
San Juan River at Shiprock.
In a few days the lowlands were deserted. By common consent the
people declared a holiday spent feasting, dancing, and horse racing on
the mountainside. They also held a ceremony to pray for their deliverance from the impending doom. At one campsite on the mountain was
Shawl [Dáábalí] and his family from Sanostee Valley. Some white people
had named him “Chinaman” because of his facial characteristics which
suggested a connection.
One day some people held a ceremony in a canyon some distance
from the Chinaman’s camp. He sent his six-year-old son along with his
older brother to round up enough horses to travel to the ceremony. The
boys walked a long distance from camp before seeing a herd of horses
across a clearing in the forest; however, they belonged to another family.
By this time the smaller boy was getting tired. Older brother decided to
go alone and find the horses, so told the boy to go back. He instructed
him to keep to the trail they had followed which would lead him directly
to camp.
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Hastiin Dáábalí, sometimes called “Chinaman,” lived in the Shiprock area and
survived the flu epidemic of 1918. Photo by William Pennington.

After they parted, it began to rain; and in the storm that followed,
the younger boy became confused, roaming in the opposite direction.
His brother found the horses and returned early in the evening only to
discover that his little brother was missing. A party of Navajos hunted
until dark but could find no trace of the lad. For the next two days, parties scoured the canyons and hillsides, searching everywhere, but found
nothing, not even a footprint.
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The Walker family, children of Jesse Hunter Walker and Loretta Hunt, at a family
reunion at Will Walker’s store, Kirtland, 1929. Left to right: Frank, Elzie, Ella, Will,
John, Loretta Hunt Walker, Sarah Walker Evans. Photo by Richard P. Evans.

Now, the Navajos were aroused, and since supplies were getting low,
they sent word to the Walker family, traders at Sanostee, telling them
of the predicament. The Navajos respected the Walker brothers, John
L. and the older W. J. called “Will” [brother of Sarah Walker Evans].
John was known over a large portion of the northeastern part of the reservation as the Man Who Moves Slowly [Hastiin Házhó’ógo Nahanání].
He was quiet and unassuming, with never a harsh word of criticism for
anyone.
John immediately saddled his horse, loaded a pack animal with supplies, and traveled to the mountains to join the hunt, leaving Will to man
the post. For two more days the search continued without success. The
Navajos became discouraged and were about to give up; but John urged
them on, reminding them that no clothing or bones had been found and
that the boy might still be alive. He promised to send for more supplies if
necessary, insisting the search continue.
During the hunt, medicine men worked day and night singing and
praying. The songs were prayers of hope and beseeched the Holy Beings
to assist in the search. The hunters would search for a few hours, come in
and feast for a time, help in the sing, then return to look for the lost boy.
By this time the old one-eyed medicine man, Many Goats [Tł’ízí Łáni],
had come from Toadlena. The Navajos had great faith in his powers, and
although the situation seemed desperate, the feasting and singing had
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given them determination to press on.
While the sessions of prayer and ceremony continued, the Navajos did
not permit John to witness the actual ritual, but they anxiously sought his
advice and followed it. On the fifth night, the concentration of the prayer
became intense. People packed the medicine lodge, and the devotion of
the medicine men reached a new height. The songs and prayers of the
previous four days and nights finally concluded about midnight. There
was silence for a time, and then the one-eyed one spoke, “In the morning
we shall have word of the boy. I want you to have your horses saddled and
ready to leave at the first sign of day. If you will go to the place I indicate,
you will find him. A Holy Being has shown it to me in a vision. That is
all. I have spoken.” A low hum of voices followed the awed silence as all
departed to get a little rest before daylight.
In the morning, just as the search party prepared to mount their
horses, a voice called from a nearby elevation. It was an uncle of the lost
boy declaring he had found fresh tracks. With a shout the party started off
in the direction of the voice and the place designated by the old medicine
man. On the far side of a clearing there stood a fallen pine tree. The party
halted some distance away, and the leader blew a medicine man’s whistle.
The boy’s head appeared above the log. The leader dismounted, told the
party to remain in place, advanced a few steps, and again blew the medicine whistle. The boy stood up, the upper part of his body showing above
the log. The man started talking to him and slowly advanced, talking to
him until he reached the log.
The little fellow seemed rather dazed and somewhat wild but allowed
the leader of the party to take him, ending the six-day hunt. The lad was
in good physical condition. The Navajos at first believed the bears had fed
and cared for him, but later told the story the boy had shared. He said
that an old woman, one who had been dead for several years, came and
looked after him and fed him.
When the party reached camp, they placed the boy in a mud bath
and, after washing and clothing him, made corn meal gruel. They allowed
him to suck a little of the gruel off his mother’s finger, feeding him by degrees until he was able to take stronger nourishment. Today [1938], he is
a healthy twenty-one-year-old man.

Tragedies in Navajo Land
Another young man I remember very well was Theodore; I think Mrs.
[Mary] Eldridge gave him that name.8 He was quiet, unassuming, never
raised his voice, and had a smile for everyone he met. His features and
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build revealed Pueblo descent somewhere along the line. His youthful appearance belied his age.
Theodore had a small farm on a flat near the foothills of the mountains below Toadlena, west of Bennett Peak, right on the trail from Two
Grey Hills to Sanostee. In front of his well-made, two-room log house were
two beautiful maple trees growing in the yard. I often stopped and visited
with him while I traveled this trail, resting from the saddle at his halfway
place between the two posts. He had access to a fairly good stream of water coming from the foothills, where he raised fine crops of Indian corn,
squash, and melons. He owned another hogan on the mountainside above
Toadlena, where he spent part of his summer.
Theodore also had two wives and, by doing so, ran afoul of Uncle
Sam’s regulations. His first wife was nearly his age, but his second one
was young. One day a Navajo policeman from the Shiprock Agency rode
to Theodore’s place on the mountain. The officer told him that he had
been sent to bring him and the younger wife, Theodore’s favorite, to appear before the agent at Shiprock. “All right,” replied Theodore, “you go
back, and I’ll saddle our horses and start right away.” He kept only part
of that promise. The two saddled up and rode down the trail which led off
the mountain. Each carried a quilt and woolen blanket tied in a roll to the
back of the saddle, while Theodore carried his rifle in a scabbard.
Somewhere along the trail they came to a vacant hogan, tied the
horses to a hitching pole, went inside, and made a bed of quilts and blankets on the floor. Theodore unsaddled the horses, shot each one in the
head, and carefully laid the saddles alongside the animals where they lay.
His young wife lay down on one side of the bed where Theodore shot her.
Then he lay down beside her and shot himself. This was a fearsome thing
to do; but love remained to the end, and he had cheated the white man’s
law. Death had not separated him from his beloved young wife, as they
sat astride their spirit horses, wending their way northward to the home
of their ancestors’ spirits.
Another love tragedy occurred north of the Sanostee post, just below
one of the sandstone ledges which gives the valley its name. I knew the
people involved but was not at Sanostee when it happened. My brothersin-law, John and Will Walker, were running the store; and their mother,
Loretta, was spending time with them, having left her home in Kirtland
for a visit.
A young Navajo, called Chatterer [Ha’diłch’ałí] because of his incessant talk, desired the hand of Hastiin Washburn’s [a Navajo] daughter.
Chatterer was already married but wanted this young woman as another
wife. I knew the Washburn family well and remember Mrs. Washburn’s
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hearty laugh. Occasionally she would come into the store and bawl me
out, scowling heavily and pretending that I had done something wrong.
Then she would burst into a hearty laugh, pointing her finger as if to say
“See what a donkey I made out of you!”
The Washburns’ daughter was very good-looking, as was the rest of
the family, but I do not know if she had any romantic feelings for Chatterer. Her mother resented his attention toward her daughter, disliked his
hanging around, and detested his incessant gabbing. He came frequently
to the house, trying to get the girl to elope with him, but Mrs. Washburn
always drove him away and told him not to return.
One day Chatterer buckled on his pearl-handled .44-caliber pistol and
rode to the Washburn home. He again pled for the girl to go with him and
again her mother ordered him to get out. Instead of leaving, he pulled the
gun and shot Mrs. Washburn. Her daughter dashed out the door past Chatterer and ran across the field; he stepped outside and shot at her. She fell
and lay still. Thinking he had killed her, he ran to a deep ditch, dropped
into it, and followed it for a short distance, where he shot and killed himself. Here was the score: his wife and two or three children were at home,
fatherless; Mrs. Washburn was dead; but her daughter was only superficially wounded. A short stay at Shiprock Hospital put her back on her feet.
The grieving Washburns left Mrs. Washburn where she fell, according
to Navajo custom, boarded the doors and windows of the hogan, and deserted it, never to return. The house still stands, and Mrs. Washburn lies
undisturbed inside her home.

Sandoval
“Old Man Sandoval!”—that is what his son, Hans Aspaas, called him.9 It
is uncertain where Sandoval received this Spanish name, but when his
friends referred to him by it, it always came out sounding like “Sen-dawahl.” In Navajo, he was called Tall Grass (Tłóh Nineezígíí). He once told
me that he was of Hopi and Navajo blood. In stature he was short and
stocky. Neither he nor any of his immediate family is big, husky, and rawboned, which is the old Navajo appearance.
Sandoval was born about ten years before the Long Walk and incarceration of the Navajos at Fort Sumner in 1864. As a boy he used
his bow and arrow to bring home small game to add to the family’s
food supply. Rabbits were a necessity for food because antelope and
deer were steadily disappearing due to continual hunting pressure. His
family was fortunate to occasionally bag an animal of this size. After
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Sandoval, of Hopi-Navajo descent, was an excellent farmer,
silversmith, policeman, and
judge at the Shiprock Agency.
Courtesy of Museum of Northern Arizona Photo Archives,
Earle R. Forrest Images (MS
43, Neg. #497).

hunters brought in large
game, all hands set about
jerking meat when the
weather was favorable
for drying. During winter
months, the people took
advantage of natural refrigeration. Wanton waste
of any part of their scanty
meat supply was strictly
prohibited.
At this time there were not the countless sheep and goats that there
were in later years. Hunting small animals became not just a diversion
but a stark necessity. Even so, there were unavoidable periods of want
and distress. Older people now look back on these hard times with feelings of thankfulness for the sheep and other animals which eventually
came to them in abundance. Youngsters who hear these stories of famine
and deprivation accept them with the callousness of youth who have not
survived the trials.
In the spring, Navajos planted small patches of corn where the ground
was flooded by the diversion of water from small streams or in sandy
areas where rainwater was retained after flowing down from the hills. By
breaking the top crust, soil moisture was carefully preserved, preventing
rapid evaporation by holding water around the roots of each plant. Plows
were unknown in Sandoval’s youth; Navajo farmers planted squash, corn,
and other vegetables in moist holes dug with a pointed stick.
This was part of the primitive life Sandoval had before he went on the
trek with his mother and siblings to Fort Sumner. They all went on foot,
with only the doubtful luxury of one horse to carry the few crude possessions they owned. The scorching stretches of trail blistered and burned
them, and they had little means of carrying water, adding to their suffering. Throats dried and lips cracked. The route of march took them across
the Continental Divide, on the eastern side of which they encountered
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extensive lava beds that cut their moccasins and feet to ribbons. Family members spread out on either side of the trail to hunt for game, but
earlier marchers had depleted the animals, while the troops that escorted
them had limited rations to dole out.
Sandoval provided a vivid description of the trek. When the marchers
reached a point on the trail where they could see the Pecos Valley and
the camps at the fort ahead, the young man felt as though he could not
take another step. They pressed wearily on, some of them taxed physically and emotionally to the point of death. The prospect of internment
saddened and depressed others.
The following four years were trying. Common ailments were rampant; contagion spread and took its grisly toll. Abject poverty set in, while
government officials attempted to feed and clothe eight thousand prisoners from distant bases of supply with wagon trains that were too slow. The
captives chafed miserably under these restraints.
In 1868 the tribal headmen signed a treaty that freed the people to
make their way back to their beloved homeland as best they could. Sandoval had somehow grown to be a husky lad of fourteen. When the people
returned, they found the supply of game more to their liking; the four-year
respite from heavy hunting had brought a large increase. Sandoval and
his family headed for their old homeland on the plains and ravines just
south of the Mesa Verde plateaus. As they crossed the San Juan River, he
spotted, stalked, and killed an antelope on the future site of the Shiprock
Agency. Large game at this point was indispensable for food and clothing,
since there were not yet traders in this area.
Life settled down again to the old way. Early in 1870, pioneer wagons began crossing Navajo land. Small towns sprang up in the San Juan
Basin; cattle drovers and sheepherders arrived; and the Navajos began to
acquire a few animals. They learned how to care for them; Sandoval was
among those who caught on quickly. The art of weaving became prominent now that wool was available. Sandoval encouraged his daughters to
become skilled weavers and good homemakers. As the ever-venturesome
whites pushed across the borders of Navajo land, products of Indian art
and skill became commercialized, allowing the Navajos to take advantage
of goods becoming available in increasing variety.
The old years of grinding, abject want began to fade. The products
of the loom became known far and wide. Lambs and wool in their proper season were sold or traded for food, clothing, and building materials
to make existence more pleasant. A Navajo family could return home
with a feeling of safety for the future, as the flocks and herds added a
reassurance the old days never promised.
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During this period of change, Sandoval reached young adulthood, his
voice being frequently heard in the councils of his people. He was considerably younger than Bizhóshí, Black Horse, Costiano, and other forceful
leaders, yet they always gave his views consideration. If he had become a
singer, he might have gone far, but he left that profession to others of the
tribe. The chase, however, intrigued him, and he was often found on the
game trails of the hills and plains.
He did not resist the encroachments of the white race as bitterly as
others. He plainly saw that with growth of inter-racial commerce the old
days of feast then famine—with more famine than feast—would dwindle
into the forgotten past. More than once he told me that the coming of
the white man was no calamity; no times of oppressive hunger had come
since the Anglos’ arrival even though all the game had been killed off.
Old Man Sandoval was a shrewd dealer, but a kindly leader of his clan.
He managed to establish rapport with the whites, although there were times
when settlers of the San Juan had to deal with his strong character. In those
days there was no Shiprock Agency, and no agent to arbitrate differences
between the two races. The reservation headquarters was at Fort Defiance,
Arizona, and travel by horse or wagon was three or more days away.
He had the reputation of knowing much, possibly more than other
Navajos, of the lore and legends of the tribe. He could relate stories handed down by his ancestors and give a good description of the beliefs of the
cliff dwellers. Through his Hopi lineage he was undoubtedly a partial heir
of that interesting race of people. However, as a young man, Sandoval
seemed to have little belief in the old gods and sacred possessions of his
people. Sometime in his later years, Bishop James B. Ashcroft, an old
friend, baptized him into the Christian faith as a “Mormon.” Many of
his sons continued to practice the traditional Navajo religion, but one
of them told me that Sandoval said that if they decided these teachings
and ceremonies were not for them, they should join the Christian faith at
once. I have known this family for a good number of years, and they are
fine people. Sandoval’s wife and children have been honorable in their
dealings and deserve kind words.
The winter of 1898–1899 was the most severe in the memory of the
pioneers of northwestern New Mexico. Ice on the San Juan River was
twelve to fifteen inches thick, and the river was completely frozen over.
Wagon drivers, who usually had to struggle up the steep grades of Harper
and La Plata hills, took advantage of the thick ice and hauled their heavy
loads of coal over the ice, entering the river at the old Woolery place and
getting back on the road at the Troy King ranch. This was the first winter
highway on the river that is recorded.
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The February following that great snow, Sandoval was involved in an
incident with my father, Thomas Evans, and my brother, John. They had
started on a trip to Bluff City, driving a team and wagon. They entered
the reservation at the Hogback and reached the future site of Shiprock
Agency early the first evening. A grove of cottonwoods and a few deserted
hogans stood there at the time. John led the horses to the river for water,
but because the ice was still very thick, only a small opening of water
showed here and there. Somehow one of the horses got away and plunged
into the river. After a fearful struggle, the animal reached the opposite
bank.
Next morning Sandoval and another Navajo appeared at the camp.
He admitted having the horse but protested that he could not return it
because of the dangerous condition of the ice, even though he and his
companion had just crossed it. Sandoval was plainly stalling. A nice fat
horse was a great temptation in a land of winter-starved ponies, and the
white travelers realized that they had no way of recovering the horse
except at great risk from the ice and a struggle with the Navajos. Giving
up, John rode the other horse back to Jewett Valley east of the Hogback,
where he obtained another one. They returned, bringing the wagon back
to Fruitland.
On the way home they visited with a great missionary to the early
Navajos, Mary Eldredge whose mission buildings still stand east of Hogback Ridge. She was doing a splendid work there and earned the love and
respect of the Navajos. John and Thomas told Mrs. Eldredge how they had
lost their horse. Her only comment was “That old rascal; I know him” and
immediately sent a young runner to retrieve the animal. In due time the
runner returned, bringing Sandoval and two or three other Navajos. The
proper owner received his horse back after the payment of a small fee for
“expenses.” Sandoval explained the delay of two or three days in returning the animal because it had strayed and was difficult to find.
In 1903, the government began the Shiprock Agency on the San
Juan River. Sandoval’s efforts during this early period bore fruit. He had
worked long and hard for the establishment of a school and agency at
Shiprock and, in doing so, met much opposition from the traditionalists.
One diehard opponent earned a lifelong title because he opposed the education of Navajos in white men’s schools; his name became “No School”
[Dooda’Ólta’]; I never did learn what his real name was.
Since Sandoval developed a certain spirit of cooperation with the government authorities, the agent eventually appointed him to serve on the
Navajo police force. He fearlessly assisted in bringing some of the worst
offenders of the tribe to justice. Sandoval was the one in charge of the
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police who arrested Little Singer’s wives, creating the incident which
flared into the Beautiful Mountain Uprising. Later, he became chief of Navajo police, not only gaining the confidence of his superiors by his courage and strict attention to duty, but also because of his great influence
among his people as an outstanding leader.
Once Anglo entrepreneurs discovered oil a few miles southwest of
Shiprock and the tribe formed a council, the latter began to handle business and the issue of oil leases. A division among the people arose, becoming particularly intense between the delegates from the San Juan and
the Fort Defiance area. The younger council men from the San Juan,
who were former students or “school boys,” felt that the older statesmen
from Fort Defiance, under the leadership of Chee Dodge, seemed more
concerned about their own area than that of the tribe. Those from San
Juan believed that since the oil came from their region, the others should
not dictate what ought to be done with it. Whatever the merits of that
position, Sandoval saw fit to cast his lot with the Fort Defiance delegates
because of his long friendship with Chee Dodge. This cost him a loss of
prestige with his people; in fact, he almost became a pariah among them.
With the passage of time, this animosity spent itself, and his people again
accepted him as a leader.
Several of Sandoval’s sons and daughters and a number of grandchildren, even to the third and fourth generation, have completed schooling.
To the extent that these younger ones are aware of his work, they appreciate the old man’s efforts.
One of his sons, Hans Aspaas, was a product of the Indian School
at Carlisle, Pennsylvania. He was a member of the football team that included the illustrious Jim Thorpe. Hans was a dependable worker, a genial
friend, and worked for the Indian Irrigation Project at Shiprock. He cut
his finger on rusty wire, the resulting infection quickly turning into blood
poisoning. Without the antibiotics which we so casually use today, Hans’s
life ebbed away in agony. Had he lived, he would have had an excellent
chance of becoming a leader of his people.
Sandoval Begay was Sandoval’s eldest son. He worked as a laborer
during the summer for a number of years at Mesa Verde National Park.
Many Navajos worked there, repairing older buildings, erecting other
structures, and doing general maintenance work. Each evening they performed native dances for the benefit of tourists. They danced excerpts
from the Nightway and became immensely popular at the nightly campfire talks. The dancers always passed the hat for contributions after each
performance. The team of dancers divided the proceeds equally, providing a tidy sum for each man at the end of the season.
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Sandoval’s son, Hans Sandoval Aspaas, attended Ft. Lewis College in Colorado,
the Carlisle Institute in Pennsylvania, and later worked at the Shiprock Agency.
He died from blood poisoning after scratching his hand on a rusty wire. Courtesy
of Museum of Northern Arizona Photo Archives, Earle R. Forrest Images (MS 43,
Neg. #502).

Sandoval Begay worked as a foreman during the daytime and was
an active participant in the dancing at night. His wife and children remained home during the summer, so before departing for Mesa Verde, he
would come to the trading post and ask us to let his wife have anything
she needed while he was away. His honesty knew no equal, so we always
agreed to take care of her. Every fall he paid his account and always had
plenty left over to see the family through the winter.
One autumn day Sandoval’s son came to the trading post and requested the amount of his wife’s bill for the summer. She was never a foolish
shopper, asking only for essentials. We checked the books; her account
came to seventy dollars for clothing and groceries over a three-month period. We told him the amount, but he did not inquire into her purchases;
he trusted us and we trusted him. From under his jacket he pulled a bandanna handkerchief stuffed with coins. His only request was that he open
it in private. That granted, he untied the corners of the handkerchief
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and rolled out an assortment of small change—dimes, nickels, quarters,
pennies. He had more than enough to pay his bill, with a considerable roll
left over when he retied the corners of the bundle.
Old Man Sandoval lived beyond the allotted three score and ten years
before he died. He was buried in his beloved hills, in a grave hidden away
from others. According to the old Navajo way, his saddle was “killed” by
mutilation so that its spirit would be ready for use on his spirit horse,
which had been killed nearby. Sandoval rode on to whatever awaited him
in his next life.

Slim Policeman
Slim Policeman [Siláo Ałts’ózí] was directly connected with the captivity
at Fort Sumner and the Long Walk, but he remembers nothing about it
except what he has been told by his parents. He has since become widely
known on the northern Navajo Reservation as a member of the police
force, appointed by Superintendent William T. Shelton, founder of the
Shiprock Agency.
At the beginning of the Navajo captivity at Fort Sumner, Slim Policeman’s father and mother were a young married couple. His father was already a medicine man of growing fame and ability and was known as Tall
Water’s Edge People [Tába˛a˛há Nez], the name indicating his clan and also
his stature. The family belonged to the Bitter Water [Tó dích’íi’nii] Clan.10
The name of this clan originated during the wanderings of a large family,
some of whose members camped near a small lake. The water tasted bitter, and so that branch of the family became known as People of the Bitter
Water. Another part of the family moved near the same lake. When they
tasted the water, they pronounced it salty and became the Salt Water [Tó
dík’ó˛zhí] Clan. Another group came in and scooped all the water out of the
hole thinking that it would return as sweet water. Because of this they were
named Tó Káán [Scooped Water]. Yet another group came in, scooped out
the water, and smeared themselves with the mud, receiving the clan name
of the Mud People [Hashtł’ishnii]. A final party camped on a grassy spot near
the spring and their descendants are called the Meadow people [Haltsooí
Dine’é]. Thus, five clans became established, all belonging to the same family group. After they separated, each formulated rules concerning their social
status with the others. Members from these clans do not intermarry and, according to tribal customs, are required to marry into unrelated clans.
Slim Policeman’s parents told him he was around a year old when
his parents and the other Navajos left on the long march back to their
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Slim Policeman was a
year old when the Navajos
returned from four years’
internment at Fort Sumner
on the Pecos River. He later served in the Shiprock
Agency police force.

homeland. He was a very
sick child and was not
expected to survive the
arduous journey. As the
tiresome trip extended
from days into weeks and
months, the health of the
boy deteriorated even
more. The military furnished the parents with a
wagon to carry the ailing
infant; but the jolting was
too severe, so his parents
took turns carrying him in their arms, walking behind the vehicle.
By the time they reached Fort Defiance, the youngster was exhausted. Following two or three days’ rest, the parents started traveling again.
At the noon camp on the first day, the baby seemed to be in the last stages
of life. The father and mother discussed the problem, deciding if they
should wrap the child in a bag and leave him, as is the custom when an
individual is near death. If they took him and he passed away, the father,
in preparing the body for burial, would become unclean and four precious
days would have to be spent in a cleansing ceremony.
They decided to leave the infant since they believed he was going to
die anyway and they had quite a distance to go before reaching the San
Juan country. Perhaps it would be best to leave the baby to expire and
hurry on to the home country which they were so anxious to see once
more. It has long been a Navajo custom to carry a dying person outdoors
when death seems imminent. Before resuming their journey, however,
the parents wrapped the little one in some old bags. The mother kissed
him tenderly and laid him on a pile of ferns under a tree. They both
kneeled beside him, the father offering a simple prayer before starting off.
They could hear the feeble cries of the child, their only offspring, as they
slowly moved down the trail. The mother could not stand it, asking that
the weary team be stopped. Tearfully she ran back, took the infant in her
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arms, and resumed taking turns with her husband carrying their baby
until they camped for the evening.
There was another party just ahead of them, and they saw its smoke.
Encouraged, they traveled farther and camped with the others. These
Navajos had killed some game and invited the struggling couple to a feast
that night. The grandfather of the child was in this group and berated the
young couple for attempting to leave the child where it would become the
prey of wild animals. He told them that the infant still had a chance of
becoming a man, perhaps a useful one at that. He then took charge of the
baby, holding a ceremony of songs and prayers throughout the night.
Since the grandfather was a medicine man, he sent the father out
to gather some cactus apples and remove their thorns. He squeezed the
juice of the fruit into a small clay pot which he placed on the ground in
the center of a group of medicine men. They sang a long four-part chant
over the clay pot. When the singing ceased, amid intense silence, the
grandfather dipped his finger into the cactus juice several times and encouraged the ailing infant to suck it off. This unique way of administering
the medicine took effect. Shortly the dysentery which had been bothering the child began to ease its grip, and in a day or two, the child began
recovering.
The delighted parents gave a wayside thanksgiving ceremony, the father in his role as budding medicine man, taking the lead. They then
continued happily on their wearisome journey. Thus the child, which had
been left by the roadside to die, finally recovered and became known as
Tall Edge of the Water People’s Son and later as Slim Policeman.
Although the Navajos never heralded Slim Policeman as a great man,
he worked quietly and efficiently for the good of his people. He has an
unassuming character, which, over the past thirty or forty years, has led
and guided their destiny. He did not always work in harmony with the
leaders of his day because he felt that they were not always on the side
of peace and good will. He was contemporary with such men as Black
Horse, Bizhóshí, Ugly Man, Yellow Horse, Costiano, and a few others in
the tribal limelight. Of course, Black Horse and Bizhóshí were generally
against white men. They never became reconciled to the dominance of
“Wááshindoon.” Ugly Man, Yellow Horse, and Costiano were more conciliatory. Slim Policeman was somewhat younger than these men and did
not have the influence they did. He gained it later.
Since he grew to manhood, Slim Policeman has lived near Shiprock.
He knows every foot of the territory surrounding it and has roamed it by
walking, on horseback, and in a wagon. He looks upon this pile of stone that
rears its pinnacles into the sky with feelings both of awe and safety. Awe
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because of the legendary stories connected with it and a sense of security
because the rock seems to stand guard over the destinies of the Navajos.
He told me one time of an exciting experience he had, which occurred quite awhile before the establishment of the school at Shiprock.
Three white men wanted to start a trading post at Beclabito [Bitł ááhbito’]. A crowd of Navajos were there, including Black Horse and his followers. They objected very strenuously to the establishment of a post, laying
most of the blame for the coming of the white men on Slim Policeman.
They censured him very strongly for being a friend to these foreigners,
taunting him and asking him how much money he had received. Black
Horse became extremely angry and threatened to kill him and the white
men if they did not leave.
For some time Slim Policeman said nothing. The Indians kept circling, waving guns, sticks, or anything they could find to threaten him.
Finally he got angry and said, “All right, go ahead. Kill us if you want. All
you men look for is trouble and if you are not careful you’ll get plenty of
it. Why don’t you go ahead and kill us? Then you will have more trouble
than you can take care of. We are not afraid to die. Go ahead.”
This seemed to have a sobering effect upon the mob; soon they scattered and were gone. The white men left too and never came back, thinking they did not want to start a store at that point; they had had enough.
Later, however, they decided they would like to open one at the mouth of
Red Wash, where it empties into the San Juan River. When they talked to
Slim Policeman about it, he told them he would help. They held a meeting
with the Navajos, who decided they did not want a post there either; the
men abandoned the idea.
Slim Policeman has also been an advocate of schools for Navajo children. While still a comparatively young man, he became interested in
them for young Navajos who lived along the San Juan River. At that time
the only schools available were the ones at Fort Defiance, Arizona, and
Fort Lewis, situated just a few miles south of Hesperus, Colorado. Fort
Lewis had originally been built as a U.S. Army post and was in direct line
of wagon and pony-rider communication with Fort Defiance.11 The old
road ran through the Meadows, north of Fruitland, into the Jewett Valley,
the old ford of the San Juan River being near the Taylor ranch in the valley. It then followed up the eastern foot of the Hogback, across country
to the Two Grey Hills section, over Cottonwood Pass, down the canyon to
the present site of Crystal, past Red Lake, and on to Fort Defiance.
After the pacification of the Indians, Fort Lewis was abandoned
by the War Department and turned over to the Indian office, which
established a school there. The children did not like the location, and
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many ran away, some of the deserters suffering much on the trek home
in the dead of winter. The altitude and extreme winters caused a heavy
death toll, principally from pneumonia. For that reason the Navajos
loathed sending their children there. Slim Policeman had often accompanied representatives from Fort Lewis when they were gathering children for the school; he was also one of the first to recognize the necessity of providing education nearer home, where the winters were not as
rigorous.
One day the Indians of the Shiprock area held a meeting. Slim Policeman spoke, saying, “Why have we not shown more interest in those
things as time has gone on? Our children are running away from Fort
Lewis. Some of them get lost; some of them lose a hand or foot from
freezing. We should take more individual interest and get together and
work for a school in our home country. Two of us can go to Fort Lewis to
talk to the superintendent. We will ask him to write a letter to Washington, requesting a school in the Shiprock country, where our children will
not run away and suffer from the cold weather as they do now. Let’s do
something.”
The group delegated him and Yellow Horse to go to Fort Lewis and
talk with Superintendent Willam M. Peterson.12 They had a long talk with
him; in fact, they had several meetings and told him of the difficulties,
how they would like to have a school on the river where the climate was
milder, and why the children would not suffer so much. They insisted
that the children would be more content and less apt to run away. Mr.
Peterson listened, treated them very kindly, promised he would write to
the Indian Office in Washington, and asked them to come back in thirty
days for an answer.
Slim Policeman and Yellow Horse returned on horseback to Fort Lewis a month later. There they received a favorable answer and promise
to build a school on the San Juan River at Shiprock. However, owing to
much red tape, they had to wait two years before a realization of their
dream occurred. At the end of that time, Superintendent William T. Shelton came to the river and picked out the site of the present school. It
was another two years before the builders had a structure that allowed
students to attend.
Once the organization of the new school was complete, Superintendent Shelton called Slim Policeman into his office and had a long talk
with him. He told him that he had realized for some time the good work
his Navajo friend had done for the establishment of the school and his
people. Shelton said he wanted to continue these good efforts by asking him to become a member of the Navajo police force. Slim Policeman
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accepted the invitation and soon received his name. He served for eight
years, retiring when he felt that he had fulfilled his duty and that the job
should go to a younger man.
Years later, in speaking of his efforts towards the betterment of the
Indians, he displayed a note of disappointment. He said, “I feel that I have
done all I could towards helping my people, but no one says anything
about it. I am hurt because of this neglect, that I have not received due
credit for my work. People ignore these things, and my heart is sore and
hurts because of it.” Perhaps some day he will receive credit for what he
has done.
Slim Policeman was never a well-known person like his father but
did do a little singing for a number of years. At one time he owned considerable flocks and herds and was independently wealthy according to
Navajo standards. But drought and the government’s reduction of livestock brought him almost to the point of penury. He has had three wives
and sired many children. The last wife was a young woman whom he had
taken as a child with a promise to the dying mother that he would raise
and take good care of her. When she was about eighteen years old, they
were married and one child, a boy, resulted from this union.
This December-May marriage, however, did not last. Disregarding
the home ties, the younger woman eloped with a fellow nearer her own
age. This has since become a source of regret to Slim Policeman. He
feels that he was poorly paid for his care and nurture of the young woman. Now the old fellow lives practically alone, except for the occasional
visit of his young son, who is attending school at Shiprock. He raises
a little crop on his farm allotment and sings once in a while to earn a
few dollars; he manages to eke out a scant existence. He is always in
attendance at ceremonies, whether he takes an active part or not, and
is devout in his allegiance to traditional beliefs and the old school of
Navajo thought.
His life nearly spans the years of warfare in the 1860s to the present
time of peace and expansion. He has been a peacemaker, not because he
was born and reared in times of peace, but because he wasn’t. But he had
the good judgment to realize that opposition to superior numbers is futile,
that the best course is one of cooperation and of taking advantage of the
advent of the white man.
When asked what he thought of conditions now compared to the olden times, he said, “There is no use talking about it. Our younger people
may not know, but I know we are better off even though we have lost
some of our old liberty. None of us would care to go back to the primitive
conditions which existed when I was a boy. There is really no argument,
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no other way to look at it. I have worked long and hard to better the
condition of my people. I have done all I could to help them realize the
advantages of schools and what the white people, through the government, have tried to teach us. I ask no reward but that my people will
give me credit for doing these things. I am sorry that they have forgotten
them, and my heart is sad because of it.”
In closing, I want to relate an episode in which I told a fib to Slim
Policeman and never corrected it. Perhaps his descendants who read this
can tell him the truth. While I helped record information for the Navajo
Census of 1930, I made this mistake. One morning it happened that the
first home I visited was that of Slim Policeman. After I filled the family list
with the information I wanted, we sat around talking about other things.
I had learned from reading the newspapers of an impending eclipse of the
sun that morning. Knowing the belief of the Navajos that Owl sometimes
foretold things, I looked at Slim Policeman and told him that an owl told
me something the night before. He stared at me and asked, “What did the
owl tell you?” I pointed to the sky where the sun would be around 10:00
a.m., made a loop of my thumb and forefinger, designating that spot, and
answered, “The owl told me that when the sun reached that spot this
morning, a great black something would gradually cover the sun. Then it
would gradually leave.”
I had just barely made the announcement when the eclipse began.
Slim Policeman looked at me in astonishment. He hung his head in
thought, muttering words of wonderment, and shook his head. What a
wonderful thing it was that the owl should tell me of a thing that actually
happened.13 I did not let on that I was only joking, nor have I told him
since. I hope this will serve as an apology for my perfidy.

A Dedicated Medicine Man
I contracted to build a school for the children in the Tohatchi area and
hired many Navajos to work with me. I knew the Navajos to be hard workers and almost immune to the hot sun and backbreaking labor. The erection of the stone base for this school would be no small job, the foundation
being nine feet high at the eastern end and two feet at the western end.
Built on a low spur of hills which splayed out from the Chuska Mountains,
the building’s stone foundation and walls were joined with plain mud mortar. Cement just cost too much.
We made adobes on the bank of Tohatchi Wash near a low bench
of rich soil, just below the school grounds. It was easy to turn the water
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from the wash onto this soil to soak it in preparation for making large
heavy adobe bricks, 6 x 12 x 4 inches. We used primitive methods, not
even having a homemade horse-driven mill, found in settlements along
the river. So we dug a pit about ten or twelve feet in diameter, created an
earthen dike to hold the water around the edges, shoveled soil back into
the pit, and let the mud soak all night. Next morning the saturated earth
was ready for mixing. My Navajo helpers rolled up their trousers, stepped
into the pit with bare feet, and tramped through the mud, kneading it to
make it ready for forming.
We moved the molding table close to the pit where a worker shoveled mud onto the table. The wooden molds formed two adobes. I did
the shaping, slapping the doughy mud into “loaves,” which were placed
in the mold. Then two workers removed it from the table to the drying
yard, where the bricks were pushed out onto the ground to dry and cure.
The men were also required to quickly sand the molds on the return trip
to the table.
The trick to dumping adobes out of the mold is to avoid disturbing
the fragile ones already drying in the yard. The bricks had to be turned
so they would dry uniformly and not develop cracks; so we turned thousands of adobes, and while not at all difficult, it is backbreaking work
since one has to remain bent over for a long time.
Every afternoon we dug earth and shoveled it into the pit in sufficient
quantity for the next day’s run. I calculated how many adobes we could
make in a day and knew how much earth was required to soak overnight.
Sometimes we had more than two thousand of these large bricks in the
drying yard.
A good adobe molder was supposed to be able to fill a form with a
couple of armfuls of mud then rake off the surplus with both thumbs
quickly enough to keep the two bearers busy. We found plenty to do during the day’s work. Not only did we mold and move the bricks, but there
was the digging and filling of our mud pit, trampling and mixing the mud,
turning the drying adobes, and stacking the dried ones to make room in
the yard.
The workers seemed to enjoy trampling and mixing the mud. They
often relieved their efforts by singing songs that provided a rhythm. It was
music to my ears. The plaintive tone, the melodies sung in a minor key,
have never ceased to charm me. One of the songs which appealed to me
is called the Zilth Neyani [Dził’ líł’íní], or Prayer to the Mountains. The
words “beauty” and “beautiful” are repeated many times in this songprayer and in other Navajo chants. I found the simple repetition irresistible. It goes as follows:
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Reared within the Mountains!
Lord of the Mountains!
Young Man!
Chieftain!
I have made your sacrifice.
I have prepared a smoke for you.
My feet restore for me.
My legs restore for me.
My body restore for me.
My mind restore for me.
My voice restore for me.
Restore all for me in beauty.
Make beautiful all that is behind me.
Make beautiful all that is before me.
Make beautiful my words.
It is done in beauty.
It is done in beauty.
It is done in beauty.
It is done in beauty.

Those were busy days, with a lot of hard work. My helpers and I lived
life to the fullest in the sun all day long and the great open spaces of Navajo land.
While I labored at Tohatchi, I learned something of the ways of medicine men. A short distance from the school, in a crudely built stone hut
surrounded by a few peach trees lived Fast Running Horses [Bilí˛˛i Néiltihígíí]. He and his wife had a son about six or seven years old. One warm
afternoon the lad was playing among the rocks, having a good time near
the hogan. After a while he came crying into his home, complaining of a
severe pain in his stomach. He cried himself to sleep but awoke a short
time later, still complaining of great pain and asking for a medicine man.
The boy’s father had already sent for a famed singer, Tall Man [Hastiin Nez]. Like other Navajos of that time, Fast Running Horses became
alarmed at the first sign of illness. He felt that some unknown but dread
evil might have caused the boy’s illness. He depended heavily upon the
singers to discover the evil influence and break it.
Tall Man arrived several hours later with his medicine bag, a large
deerskin pouch which held a number of smaller bags containing several
herbs he had collected and dried from the mountain. Finding that the boy
was in great pain, the singer mixed one of the herbs with water and gave
it to him to drink.
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It was a very bitter plant used in a cleansing rite in which both males
and females sit in a close circle inside the walls of a hogan. A bright fire
burns in a central pit and all present are stripped to the waist. A small
mound of sand is placed before each person; a hole is made in the sand in
a conical cup shape. The singer gives each person a portion of the bitter
herb mixed in water to drink. Each man and woman joins in a song led by
the singer, but they soon lose interest in the chant as they vomit profusely
into the heaps of sand. The belief is that by sitting in front of a warm fire
and sweating, plus drinking the bitter herb, the body is cleansed inside
and out, but the atmosphere is almost unbearable.
Soon after Fast Running Horses’s little boy drank his potion, he vomited freely and often, but nothing came up but what he had eaten before
the attack of pain. Tall Man said he was sure no one had shot a poisoned
dart at the boy. So he began an all-night chant, stopping occasionally to
arrange his eagle feathers in the sand floor before him and to roll a cigarette. He was laboring to have something come to his mind to aid him in
finding the source of the lad’s trouble.
Nothing came. At daybreak the boy still suffered. In reply to the singer’s questions, the lad said he was running over the rocks, tripped, and fell
on a jagged stone which had hurt his stomach. The singer replied that he
did not believe this was really the cause of the trouble and began to question the mother, asking if something had happened to her even before the
birth of the child, which might have had a bewitching effect. She could
not think of anything at first, then recalled that while she was still carrying the child, she was riding along a trail one day when her horse shied
and almost threw her off. Looking about she discovered the cause; a large
green lizard had darted across the path and startled her sleepy mount.
That was it! The mother felt certain the lizard was the cause of the
boy’s illness! Tall Man now knew what to do. Mister Bull [Hastiin Dóola],
who was a neighbor, had been assisting the singer. Mister Bull was sent
out to a certain place to dig some roots about the thickness of a man’s
thumb and about three times as long. I knew at once what the roots were:
Canaigre or Sour Dock [Rumex hymenosepalus]; I had known of it since
I first came to the San Juan as a boy.
Bull came in with four of the roots. The singer selected the largest
and began peeling off the dark covering. Believing that no white man’s
steel should touch this object, he used a serrated obsidian knife to shape
the root into the form of a lizard. Then he powdered the sticky effigy with
some of the abundant green shale he found on a hillside, and the object
began to look something like a green lizard. In its head he placed two
pieces of turquoise for eyes and a row of red beads for a mouth. Along its
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belly he put a row of white shell. The lizard was now re-created and ready
for the ceremony.
The singer sat cross-legged facing east. He placed the carved root in
front of him and sprinkled it with sacred corn pollen after surrounding it
with four eagle feathers. He placed one feather to the north, the others in
the remaining cardinal directions. Then Mister Bull and Tall Man sang a
chant, asking for relief of the boy’s suffering.
Next, the singer spoke prayers, which the boy’s mother repeated word
for word. Under the direction of the singer, Mister Bull took the lizard into
the hills, where he broke it in two and buried it under the rocks. They repeated the ritual four times. While completing the fourth lizard, the little
boy fell asleep, but when he awakened hours later, he was free of pain.
Tall Man’s prayer was answered. Breaking the lizard effigies in two had
broken the spell and its influence, which had been dormant for a number
of years. The lizard would never trouble the family again. This is how Tall
Man explained the situation to me, and I respect his belief. I tried much
later to find one of the broken images but failed. It is just as well that I did
not. What right had I to pry into the sanctity of his belief?

Dan Pete
Among the many Navajo friends who first come to mind is Dan Pete, who
worked with me during the early years at Sanostee. He was a jolly little
fellow, singing as he chopped firewood, carried domestic water from the
wash, sacked wool, baled pelts, and carded blankets.14 Always ready to
joke or tell a tall tale, he followed either with a hearty laugh. Pete laughed
much and talked more. He also enjoyed smoking and was happy to keep
his own tobacco in his pouch and use the free tobacco doled out in the
lard-pail lid on the counters while working at the store.
Dan Pete was an apprentice medicine man. He attended all the sings
and ceremonies in the district and was usually a leader in the group of
singers at these occasions. He possessed a good knowledge of his people’s
myths and traditions, though his reputation as a practicing medicine man
was purely local, simply because he was overshadowed by such stalwarts
as Bizhóshí, Ugly Man [Hastiin Chxó’í], Many Goats [Tł’ízí Łáni], Be Dugal Chun [Mustache Smeller], and others. But as a sandpainting artist,
he was expert. There were very few sandpaintings within his home area
that did not bear his deft touch. From his experience in sandpainting, he
learned the stories and personalities he depicted, giving added fervor to
his work.

Dan Pete freighted supplies to Shiprock from Gallup for Evans. To
dress up for this photo, taken in 1940, he borrowed “something to
make me look better.” He is wearing beads, a silver concho belt, and
a bowguard or k’eet’oh lent to him from the Shiprock Trading Company. He died in 1945.
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It was a treat to watch Pete deftly trace the lines of colored sand comprising these religious pictures. He rarely made an error; but when he did,
he quickly corrected it, muttered a wisecrack, then ended with an infectious laugh. He maintained a ceaseless chatter as he worked, punctuated
occasionally by a hearty guffaw.
Pete dressed as a traditional Navajo of his time. His hair was tied in a
bun, his trousers were made of unbleached muslin with slit legs, he wore
a loose shirt of printed calico, and a homemade vest, which he rarely
removed. In its many pockets he carried matches and other valuables.
He also wore the traditional Navajo “war bag,” a stiff leather pouch about
four by six inches with a wide flap over the front panel that sported a
large silver concho. The shoulder strap, decorated with handmade silverdomed buttons, was worn over his left shoulder, holding the bag about
waist high.
This pouch contained a cloth sack of Bull Durham smoking tobacco, a
number of corn-shuck cigarette wrappers, and sometimes a pack of commercial cigarette papers. There was also a pair of tweezers made of a strip
of tomato can, bent into the proper shape for Pete to pull his scanty facial
hair. He and his friends spent many an idle hour sitting or reclining, swapping stories, and plucking their sparse beards with these tin tweezers. If
they had no tweezers, they used natural ones: the thumbnail and the nail
of the third finger. They were effective, feeling for a whisker, locating it,
gripping and then pulling it.
Contrary to popular belief, Navajo men are not beardless. While their
facial hairs are not generally heavy, they are obliged to keep them under
control by plucking. Whiskers on the chin can be pulled with little pain,
but hairs on the upper lip are another thing. I have watched Pete many
times, crooning some sort of squaw dance song, come to a sudden stop
and grimace with pain when his tweezers pulled a hair on his upper lip,
then resume singing as his fingertips searched for another whisker.
Pete would go along “shaving,” while some acquaintance told a story,
grunting at the end of a phrase as if to say, “Interesting, very interesting,
go ahead with your story, I’m with you.” He kept himself well groomed
in this manner without using a mirror, although he carried a small round
one in his vest pocket.
My friends also spent much time in seeking out and destroying lice.
Men, women, and children took turns in “reading” heads for vermin. Lice
and bedbugs were quite prevalent in those early days and were a source
of great torment to the people. I watched one woman squat in the shade
of the store with a little girl beside her. She was searching the girl’s head
carefully, parting her hair a lock at a time. When she found a louse, she
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picked it out and cracked it between her teeth, while the little girl watched
several bugs in the upturned lid of a baking powder can. The Navajos took
readily to combs with their fine metal teeth [that] we sold in the store.
One day I watched Hastiin Tapaha “reading his shirt,” which he did
in an unusual way while he sat in a clump of tall greasewood. He removed
his shirt, turned it inside out, and bit each seam as he moved it from
one end to the other. His teeth were even and flattened from years of
eating gritty cornbread, ground from flour prepared with a stone mano
and metate. This technique with his firm, flat teeth must have been very
effective in smashing the bugs that lived in the folds of his shirt. Pete had
another way of destroying lice. He crushed them between his thumbnails,
and the stains of these “executions” remained on his nails for days at a
time. Fortunately, the government conducted an extermination program
for vermin many years ago so that now the Navajos and their homes are
clean and remarkably free of body vermin.
One morning, business was at a low ebb. I had filled a few empty shelves
and used the old-fashioned turkey-feather duster here and there, but the
work was pretty well done. Pete had his morning chores finished and was
sitting cross-legged on the bull pen floor, smoking a cigarette rolled from
Duke’s Mixture tobacco set out for patrons. He was alternating his attention between his cigarette and the sand box spittoon, while crooning some
Navajo melody. I listened to him for some time, pleased with his excellent,
high counter-tenor voice and his plaintive melody in a minor key. Finally
I interrupted him, saying, “Pete, why are you singing and what is the song
about?” He smiled, showing a perfect set of white teeth.
“Yesterday (Sunday),” he said, “I went up on top of the mountain. I
was very pleased with everything there. The lakes and little ponds are full
of water, the springs are running fast, and there is good grass for the sheep
and cattle. Many berries and acorns will fatten Grandfather Bear this fall
so he will not bother our flocks. We will have a good summer. My song
was one of thanksgiving to the Great Ones of long ago, for their good ways
toward us. It is a blessing to them for what they have done.”
I replied, “I am glad you express yourself that way. I am happy to
know just how your people feel about those things. You remember that
some time ago you told me that you would tell me the story of how the
Shiprock moved. It is a quiet morning; nobody is around to bother us;
why not tell it to me now?” Pete took a long pull on his cigarette and
squinted through the smoke as it rose in front of his face. “All right, I will
tell it.”
“You know, my friend, that the People call Shiprock the ‘Rock with
Wings On (or By) It [Tse’bit’a’í].’ Long ago, the old men tell us, this rock
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stood in the land of the Utes near Sleeping Ute Mountain. It was so high
that jealousy arose between it and Ute Peak, especially when clouds settled low on each of them with just their tips showing above. They quarreled about which one reached higher into the sky.
“Sometimes Child of the Wind (usually referring to a whirlwind)
would swirl along the foot of one of the rivals and whisper, ‘You are the
highest!’ Begochidi (one of the capricious gods) whispered to the other,
‘Not so, you are the higher!’15 These two seemed to take delight in stirring
one mountain against the other.
“Year after year this went on as the snow of winter followed the
warmth of summer. They never reached an agreement. One day, a great
leader named Nah O Kanh Gahilgiih [Nihookáá’ Yigałígíí] was visiting
Talking God [Hashch’eelti’i], another of the great ones, on the north bank
of the San Juan River. Talking God is the god of the Mountain Chant and
is sometimes called Dawn Boy.
“The river was in a great flood. The water reached all the way to the
hills which line the San Juan Valley. Nah O Kanh wished very much to
cross the river and return to his people but could not get across. Talking
God said, ‘I’ll tell you how to get across. Climb on Shiprock, and we will
make it fly you over the water.’
“Nah O Kanh looked up at that high rock and shook his head in doubt,
but he had to cross the river, so he climbed up the pinnacle. Then something happened. There was a great rumbling and roaring. The ground
shook. The great rock twisted itself loose from its resting place and flew
into the air. Its two great wings and tail, that are still there for everybody
to see, churned the air into a mighty wind that bent the tree tops to the
ground. Great gusts swept over the cottonwoods and bent them like a
hard wind blows the grass on the flats.
“The rock flew higher and higher and Nah O Kanh squeezed himself
into a small crevice to get away from the strong wind. High above the
place where it now rests, it flew like a great eagle searching for prey.
Four times it circled and then descended, swiftly at first and then more
slowly as it neared the ground; finally it settled gently with its wings outstretched where it still stands.
“My friend,” said Pete, after a pause for a few puffs on his cigarette, “that
is the end of the story. Some day I will tell you another about that great rock
which says it was a boat a long time ago. And I will also tell you why Navajos
do not eat fish and also how there came to be Utes.” This was the first of
many stories I heard from Pete and a number of other Navajo friends.
Pete’s other story about Shiprock explains how it once stood in a
land far across the Wide Water (ocean). The people who lived there also
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This aerial view of the Shiprock formation shows the three major
dikes fanning out from the main volcanic plug. These dikes are what
Dan Pete described as the wings and tail that allowed the formation
to fly to its present location. Photo by David J. Evans.

recognized the rock as a landmark, just as others do today, and held it in
great veneration. For a long time the People were at peace with their neighbors and prosperous and happy. But evil times fell upon them, and they
were beset by enemies and threatened by extinction. In desperation they
climbed into the cracks and crevices of the rock and began to call upon it
for protection, but having no idea how that protection would come.
Then the rock began to move, continuing when it reached the shores
of the Wide Water. It came across the water until it arrived at its far shore.
It did not finally stop until it reached Navajo country where it came to
rest. The People climbed down from the rock then spread throughout the
land.
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In 1911, just ten years after Pete told me the story of the flying rock,
the San Juan River had a great flood, which extended literally from hill
to hill. But Shiprock did not move. Evidently Nah O Kanh had no further
business on the north side of the river.
One day, a short time after Pete had related his story of how Shiprock
flew, I walked out of the store into the warm sunshine to get a breath of
fresh air. I found him seated in the shade around the corner, “reading
his shirt” and conducting slaughter with his thumbnails. He was deeply
absorbed in his task, and each time his nails caught a hapless louse, his
face puckered to suggest that his work was serious and strenuous and his
enemy difficult to exterminate.
As I watched him, I could not help smiling. Suddenly he became
aware of my presence, looked up, and chortled that infectious laugh. “My
friend, you white people do not seem to have to do this. Maybe they do
not like you as much as they do us.”
I replied, “Well, Pete, we do all we can to keep ourselves clean. We
bathe and keep our clothing washed all the time, so we do not have these
pests to pass on to each other. We get them only when they crawl off you
fellows in the summertime. Someone may lean on the counter, and a pest
will drop off his shirt or blanket, then it crawls across and gets on my
sleeve as I lean on the opposite side of the counter. But the cootie usually
lets me know he is on my neck or shoulder right away, and washing in
boiling water usually takes care of him. Cleanliness is the secret of louseless-ness.”
“Yes,” said Pete, “that’s true; but we have little water and little chance
to keep clean.” He added, “My friend, I have been wondering if lice have
smaller lice on them. It seems as though one thing lives upon another.
After all, we are only lice upon the body of Mother Earth [Nahasdzáán].
Would it not be a terrible thing if old Mother Earth had a big pair of thumbnails to crush us poor humans between!” Pete laughed uproariously and
thought that a great joke. Then I reminded him of his promise to tell me
the story of the Utes’ origin. He replied that he would, but first he would
tell me the story of Mother Earth and her husband, the Sky [Yá’aash].
Earth and Sky are pictured in sandpaintings as two very corpulent
figures with heads, arms, and legs. They stand side by side with the right
wrist of one crossing the left wrist of the other. This denotes the relationship of the two in a spirit of friendship and interdependence. The large
rounded body of Mother Earth has a white background and in her navel
small colored rings in the four sacred colors representing the fountains
of waters.
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Will Evans painted this mural of Mother Earth (Nahasdzáán) and Father Sky
(Yá’aash), under Fat Man’s supervision. Approximately sixty other depictions of various sandpaintings by Evans remain in the L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold
B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah. Photo by Richard P. Evans.

Radiating from these rings to the cardinal points of the compass are
four sacred plants. In one direction the corn plant spreads its broad leaves,
its roots close to the fountains. In another direction, the roots and stalks
of the bean plant; in another the roots and tendrils of the squash plant follow their course; and finally, there is the native mountain tobacco plant
smoked in ceremonials.
Father Sky is drawn in a background of black. In his body is shown
the Sun, Moon, Big Dipper, North Star, and others. The rainbow spans the
space between his feet and is also shown between the feet of Earth. Earth
and Sky are as man and wife. In the past, during the passage of many
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seasons, their relations were cordial; only occasionally would a minor
spat arise, just as among people, but these were not serious, being quickly
settled.
Then a real crisis arose. Pete did not know the nature of it, but said
that Earth became very angry and told Sky she would have no more to
do with him. He begged and pleaded and tried to make peace, but Earth
turned a deaf ear to his words so firmly that he shrugged his shoulders
and in their language said, “All right, if that’s the way you wish it, we shall
see what we shall see.”
After a while, Mother Earth noticed that Father Sky was sending no
rain to her, which was unpleasant but not yet serious. But as the plants
began to suffer and the trees dried, their leaves dropped. Herbs and brush
drooped to the ground, and the grass turned yellow and seemed to be
dying. Now Mother Earth became alarmed and realized that she must do
something and quickly. She began to make advances toward the Sky and
finally got him to listen. She poured out her soul to him, explaining how
she was sorry and would be more sensible in the future; she had learned
her lesson. Then Father Sky spoke: “All right; I will take your hand again,
and we shall be good to each other.”
After this reconciliation gentle rains fell upon the earth, vegetation
restored to life, and nature was happy. The pair have been firm friends
ever since. Sometimes Father Sky forgets to rain upon the earth, but this
is by mistake; sooner or later he gets around to it, and she smiles up at
him as only Mother Earth can.
Pete’s story of the origin of the Utes is a simple one but gives insight
into the attitude of the Navajos towards them. Though they live within
bordering reservations, they have been enemies for a good many years
and have not intermarried very much. There are many stories of the early
days when well-armed Utes raided the Navajos, who had mostly primitive
bows and arrows. They were no match against Ute rifles.
The Southern Utes seem to be rapidly dwindling. They number only
in the hundreds, where the Navajos have grown into many thousand. Pete
said that the Ute language was not extensive when compared to the Navajo, which seems to grow to cover each new situation.
He began, “Long ago there lived a man with a wife and daughter.16 The
girl developed into a beautiful but lonesome young woman. The parents
worried about her because there were no young men in that part of the
country, and her mother was particularly anxious for her to marry a worthy young man and have a home of her own.
“One day her father told her mother he was going away for awhile. If
any worthy young man should come to visit them, she was to let him take
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his daughter. Later the father returned, but the girl was still single. Soon
the father became ill; but before he died, he asked his wife and daughter
not to bury him in the rocks as was customary. Instead, he wanted his
body placed in the branches of a large tree which stood at a distance from
their home.
“He then pretended to die, so the women placed his body in the tree.
A few days later, a man came to the home and immediately set to work
helping the women. He chopped firewood, carried water, and hoed corn.
It was not long before he asked the widow for her daughter, and she replied, ‘Yes, you seem to be all right. I have always wanted her to have a
good man. You seem to be just that.’ So they were married. One day the
bride was combing her husband’s hair with a grass brush so she could tie
it up into a hair bun, when she discovered a wart on the back of his neck,
exactly like her deceased father’s.
“She told her mother of her discovery, and both became suspicious.
The mother asked permission to comb his hair. Then both women knew
he was the girl’s father, who had feigned death and disguised himself so
that he could return to marry his beautiful daughter. The women were
furious, driving him away with curses, sticks, and stones. Later, his child
was born to the young girl.
“Neither mother nor grandmother wanted the child because of the
circumstances of birth, but they also did not wish to destroy him, so
they carried the baby away from the home and placed him in a badger’s
hole. Owl came along, found him, and took the child home to his wife.
After discussing the situation, they decided not to eat the boy but raise
him. They hunted diligently for the proper food and fed him until he was
twelve or thirteen years old.
“The youth, Boy Raised by Owls, learned to make a bow and arrow
and to hunt, bringing food to his owl foster parents. But once he grew
to manhood, he tired of living with them and struck out on his own. He
wanted to associate with others like himself and to go into the world to
learn.
“As he passed Huerfano Peak (Dził-Hanáádlí˛, “Place of Creation,” or,
in Spanish, Huérfano, “the Orphan,” because this mesa stands alone on
the prairie), he found some ironwood brush. Cutting some of its boughs,
he made a bow and several arrows, then fashioned some stout shafts,
which he carried with him.
“Not long afterwards he reached Big Sheep [Dibé Ntsaa (Mount Hesperus, Colorado)], where he met Big God [Yé’iitsoh]. This big oaf knew
nothing of hunting and subsisted on nuts and berries. Boy Raised by Owls
tried to teach him to hunt but had no success; the fellow simply could not
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learn. So in disgust Boy Raised by Owls left Big God to his nuts and berries
and went westward towards Furry Mountain [Dził Dítł’ooii (Blue or Abajo
Mountain, Utah)]. He found no people there, but in camp that night, some
of the ironwood staves he carried turned into human beings.”
I asked Pete who these people were, and he replied that they were
Utes, adding, “That is why Navajos believe that Utes are crooked in their
dealings. They came from those ironwood sticks, which are never really
straight and so [are] unreliable. Boy Raised by Owls was no longer alone.
He stayed there some time with the ironwood people before returning to
the place he was raised.”
As I heard these stories, I remembered that the Navajos were reluctant to tell them to people not of their race. But I had gained Pete’s respect
and friendship and had little trouble in having him teach me. He was a
natural, avid storyteller. I also learned that the recounting of these stories
was indulged in only during the summer months, between the last frosts
of spring and the first frosts of autumn.17 Otherwise, it was taboo during
the winter to discuss these things. When I tried to get an explanation of
this practice from different medicine men, the only answer I got was “Our
fathers told us so.” It being summertime, I made use of this opportunity.
Pete said he would tell me the story of how deer, once tame, became
wild. He said that it was rather odd to tell deer stories while there were no
deer on the reservation or near it. Of course, in the old days there were
plenty of them on the mountains and antelope in the valleys. But with
the advent of the drought years, these animals had either drifted to better
grazing areas or had been exterminated by the ever-growing tribe.
An occasional small group of these fleet animals attempted to cross
the reservation from some mountain range to the south toward the lofty
hills of Colorado, but they rarely left the confines of Navajo land. Some
crafty hunters would bring an end to the migration. I saw mute evidence
of this one summer when riding along a trail in the Lukachukai Mountains. Reaching the camp of Benito, one of our customers, I found that he
had stretched a rope between two pine trees. On this rope were hanging
the skins of three grown deer, a buck and two does, as well as a fawn. He
said he found the deer browsing in the forest, heading north, and that the
fawn was unborn when he shot the mother.
This same Benito was in the habit of bringing wild turkeys to the store
each Christmas. There were a few wild turkeys on the mountain during
the early days at Sanostee Trading Post. Today they are extinct in the
Lukachukai Mountains and have been for several years.
Pete’s story of how the deer became wild is as follows. “In the old
days, when the Boy Raised by Owls was living, as a youth, the following

173
incident occurred. When he became twelve years old he made a bow and
arrows. From then on he provided meat for his foster owl family. He had
good luck for some time, but one day he could find no deer and went
home without the usual supply of meat.
“He was sad and hungry, as were his foster parents. They hooted
among themselves and decided that the young man must try his luck
again the next day. So he did. But after hunting far and wide, he still had
not killed anything and was tired and sad. About the middle of the day”—
and Pete made a circle of his thumb and forefinger, lifted it towards the
heavens, indicating the position of the sun at that hour of the day—“the
boy saw a crow. He had heard from the owls that the crow had a lot of
knowledge and could tell many things besides just cawing.
“‘They tell me,’ Boy said to the crow, ‘that you fly everywhere, that
you go all over the country and see everything.’ Crow said not a word, but
when Boy asked the question four times, the bird answered, ‘Caw, Caw.
Yes, I know where the deer are. I will take you there.’18
“Crow flew from tree to tree, waiting for Boy to catch up. Finally they
reached the home of Monster Slayer, firstborn of the Twins and child of
the Sun. Monster Slayer was the one who killed the great winged creatures who once nested on top of Shiprock. He also rid the Navajos of other
terrible man-eating creatures.
“Crow took Boy some distance from the house to a large stone corral
filled with deer. Monster Slayer had gathered all of them in that section
of the country and placed them there. Crow told Boy that these animals
were tame and that if he opened the gate of the corral, they would pay no
attention to it, stand around, remain quiet, or lie on the ground. He also
said that if the boy wanted the deer to leave the corral and scatter, he must
get the gall from a dead buzzard and touch their noses with it. ‘Then,’ he
said, ‘you will see what happens.’ Boy hunted around the forest and at last
found what he wanted. Returning to the corral, he saw Crow sitting on top
of the fence, with the gate of the corral mysteriously fastened. There were,
however, four stone skinning knives, one of black, blue, white, and yellow,
hanging nearby. Crow told Boy to strike the gate with each of the knives in
turn. When he did this, the gate flew open, and he walked in.
“As he touched the noses of the deer with the buzzard’s gall, they became very wild, snorting and stomping. Then away they went, out of the
corral, running in every direction. Boy returned home on the trail he had
taken with Crow. Thereafter, wild game was plentiful. ‘That,’ said Pete, ‘is
the story of how game became wild.’
“In days past, deer were the same as sheep, and antelope were like
goats, except that they were wild. The Navajos were very sorry to lose
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the venison and antelope meat they once had. To get it now, they have
to go into the white man’s country, where I know we are not welcomed.
Of course, we have mutton and goat meat, and we like it very much. But
our ancestors lived on the wild meat, and we still have a lingering desire
for it.”
“Speaking of meat,” I asked, “why is it that Navajos do not eat fish,
fowl, or eggs?”
“Well,” he answered, “there are long stories behind these things, and
perhaps sometime I will tell you. This much I will say now. There have
been stories told of the Navajos killing Cliff Dwellers and casting their
bodies into the San Juan River and that we believe these bodies turned
into fish. This is not so, my friend. I have never heard my people tell such
a story.
“I think,” continued Pete, “that it is because of the time when a great
fish swallowed Chee-Kent-De-Ghunnie, a character from the past, when he
waded too far into a lake. In fact, the story says he was swallowed by four
fish in succession, as he cut his way out of each of them. There was one
fish that was white, another blue, another yellow, and one that was black.
“The reason for not eating fowl or any winged creature is because of
the story of the great winged monsters that once lived on Shiprock and
created such havoc among the Navajos. This is why eggs, coming from
feathered creatures, fall under the taboo.”
Several years after I had heard the story of why deer became wild, I
met Pete in Shiprock on the first day of the nine-day Yé’ii Bicheii ceremonial at the annual all-Indian fair. He was glad to see me and I him as we
shook hands warmly. His laugh was as infectious as ever, and his somewhat toothless grin comical but pleasing. The years had dealt kindly with
him, except that the white man’s sweets had been harsh on his incisors.
“Pete,” I said, “Have you been doing any singing and sandpainting
lately?”
“Yes, I have,” he answered. “I have just returned from Toadlena, where
we performed a ceremonial which took us several days to complete. I am
sure you know Mister Pinto Horses [Hastiin Łi˛˛iłkizhí]?”
I knew him because this was during the pre-trucking days, when
teams and wagons hauled freight to trading posts, mostly by Indian outfits. Pinto Horses hauled a large portion of the supplies from the river to
the post at Toadlena. He was patient and reliable, making his trips regularly, rain or shine, wind or snow, until . . .
“What happened to Pinto Horses?” I asked.
“Well,” Pete answered, “he was in bad shape. He couldn’t eat or sleep
and was in a very nervous condition. In fact, he was almost scared to
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death. He thought he was going to die right away. He called in Many Goats
[Tł’ízí Łani], the chief medicine man in that region, who sent for me to
assist in the sandpaintings.
“When I arrived at the hogan, the people were almost ready to begin
the ceremony. Many Goats had spent most of the previous night singing
in preparation for the event. The sick man looked very bad and was quite
worried.
“What was the matter with our friend, Pinto Horses?” I asked.
“Well, as you know, he was a longtime freighter for the trader at Toadlena. Several days ago he was making a return trip to the post and was
on the last lap of the journey when darkness overtook him. He had left
the canyon above Tocito, and was climbing the heavy grade to Toadlena.
As he passed a large grove of pinon trees, an owl hooted. Soon another
answered and then another. He told me that it sounded as if there were
several of them in the clump of trees. They hooted back and forth, talking
in owl language that seemed to carry a message.”
“In those days Navajos seldom traveled after dark. However, this night
the moon was shining, and Pinto Horses had decided to keep going until
he reached home. It was a strange night. The eerie shadows under the
trees, the pale moonlight, the hooting of the owls, and the surrounding
emptiness had a magical effect upon the lonely traveler.
“But what bothered Pinto Horses was what he thought the owls were
saying. It seemed as if they hooted, ‘Pinto Horses, come, come, come.’19
As he traveled on, it seemed as if the invitation became more eager, and
at the same time he became confused and frightened.”
“Don’t you think he became sleepy and that the sudden hoots of the
owls startled him so he thought they were saying things to him?”
“Perhaps,” Pete answered, “but, he said that he knew they were talking to him. He thought they were carrying a message to him from his
ancestors. We believe that owls carry messages to us. We have been told
this by our fathers for generations, so Pinto Horses became very alarmed.
He was frightened to the point of illness, being sickened in his mind. He
drove home as fast as the team could take him while still pulling a heavy
load. However, he had four horses and immediately, on reaching his hogan, he sent his son on horseback to bring the medicine man, old Many
Goats, to start a sing. Many Goats saddled his pony and soon arrived, then
sent for me.
“I reached there fairly early the next morning with my supply of colored sands for the sandpaintings. We requested a supply of clean sand
and prepared for the first painting. The sand, spread out on the floor
of the medicine hogan provided a smooth surface for the laying of the
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colored pictures. In the meantime Many Goats resumed the singing, aided
by the Navajos who had gathered to watch and give assistance. They offered prayers to the Holy Beings for the preservation of Pinto Horses’s
life.
“We sang the songs of the Shootingway ceremony, made the proper
sandpainting, and completed it in a half-day. In the afternoon we had more
singing. During the main ceremony, we sang lengthy songs of prayer, after
which we placed Pinto Horses naked, except for a loin cloth, in a sitting
position in the center of the painting. After the songs and prayers, he got
off the picture, which we destroyed with the flat piece of wood used to
pound tightly the yarn when weaving blankets.
“This batten scraped the colored sands into a heap in the center and
they were then deposited on a blanket or robe and dumped outside some
distance from the hogan. This is always done because sandpaintings must
not be left after sundown. Otherwise they would lose their healing powers, and the Holy Beings would be very displeased. The singing continued
long into the night with a few intermissions for rest and refreshments.
“Next morning Pinto Horses was still feeling bad, showing little, if any,
improvement. So that day we used the Evilway songs and sandpainting.
The same routine during the evening and night brought only a little improvement. We continued the ceremony and songs during the third day
and night. The morning of the fourth day Pinto Horses was a little better.
“The men decided to appeal to the Song People. The most important
of these four Holy Beings was one of the greatest medicine men in the past
when the world was young. He had learned sandpaintings and the songs
which go with them under miraculous circumstances and taught them to
other medicine men. On the fifth morning Pinto Horses was much better.
He figured that through the intervention of the Song People, the day of
his passing had been postponed. I left there two days ago, and here I am,
ready to take part in the great Yé’ii Bicheii ceremony.”
“Pete, why do Navajos believe that owls can tell them things?”
“That story,” he answered, “goes back to long ago when Monster
Slayer slew the great winged, man-eating creatures which nested upon
Shiprock.20 After he killed the parents, he spared the lives of the two
young ones he had found in the nest. One of them was transformed into
an eagle, from which this bird’s family sprang. The other became an owl.
As he tossed the bird into the air, he said, “You are now an owl. You will fly
through the woods; and at night, as you rest on the branches of the trees
crying Hoo-hoo, Hoo-hoo, you will tell the Navajos of things to come and
give warnings to them. As he flew away, the owl said, “Yes, and I will tell
them plenty, too. Hoo-Hoo, Hoo-Hoo!”
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“All right, Pete, but why are Navajos afraid to go abroad at night?”
“There are several reasons. Among them is the loss of sunlight. The
light of the stars was usually insufficient to light one’s way. This faint
light, and also the infrequent moonlight, was often obscured by clouds
and storms. Also, the sun might not return in the morning, although it
has done so for many ages. Long ago the singers of the chant to the Sun
expressed that fear when they sang: ‘Perhaps the Sun will not come back
in the morning,’ they said, even though they predicted that it would.
“Then there are the skinwalkers who prowl at night. Meeting these
creatures is something that no Navajo cares to do. These human wolves
take delight in digging into the graves of our dead, particularly those that
contain babies or young children. The home fires are more pleasant than
prowling around after Sun Bearer has gone to rest at the end of his daily
trail.”
After I left Pete, I saw him a few times during the fair and Yé’ii Bicheii dance, but that was the last time. A few short years later, he died.
As I think of my good friend of many years ago, I know he was a devout
believer in his gods and the lore of his people. He was a happy, kind, goodhearted fellow who was my friend.

