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Daily Life and Customs of the Navajo People

Culture and customs hold a fascination for someone living outside of that
society. Evans readily admits to this fact by expressing his love of and
interest in various aspects of Navajo culture. There is no missing his allencompassing passion for sandpaintings and products of the loom. This
appeal served as a springboard for his inquiry into the how and why of
many daily activities and cultural practices. The answers he received give
an interesting glimpse into Navajo thought.
One strength of the following section is in Evans’s descriptive power
based on observation. While he does not use an analytical approach in
an anthropological sense, he was a keen recorder of what he saw. His
description of the conditions under which he viewed his first sandpainting is one that has been reproduced on a number of occasions. In it, he
captures his feelings, a turning point that he recognized in his own life.
Another time, one can sense the warmth of the woman who invited him
into her hogan during a rainstorm, then fed and cared for him until he
was able to leave. Gratitude resulted. Also evident is his reflective excitement—two words not usually juxtaposed—when he attended a “Fire
Dance” (Mountainway Ceremony) and watched the performers with fascination. The feeling and sensing of these events is as compelling as the
actual description.
As with the other sections of this book, the cultural aspects he discusses are neither tightly woven together nor analyzed. The general flow
of what the reader encounters lies in two categories. The first could be
characterized as the life cycle of the Navajo. Topics range from birth to
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death and include parenting, grooming, marriage, hospitality, and burial
practices. The second is more of the public side, with views of herding,
weaving, sandpainting, trading, and entertainment. While a lot of these
topics have now been thoroughly detailed and analyzed by specialists in
the field of Navajo studies, Evans still provides interesting commentary
and differing insight. His discussion of the “spirit road” found in woven
rugs is a good example.
At one point, the author comments on how the culture is changing.
He compares the knowledge of the elders with that of the youth, who are
now the elders of today, and sees the diminution of traditional Navajo
beliefs and practices. His zeal in collecting information was reinforced
by what he saw as a loss of the irreplaceable. In the same light, he compares white society to that of the Navajo and often finds the latter more
acceptable. Take, for instance, his experience as a lone rider in the desert
when he came upon a band of young Navajo men who had been drinking.
Discussing the incident, he wonders what would have happened if the
situation had been reversed and it was a lone Navajo with a group of inebriated whites. He next tells of a poor elder whom the court system took
unfair advantage of for a minor infraction. Evans’s support for a culture
that fosters respect and kindness is obvious.
Evans begins this section using a common technique in western literature—the country man versus the city slicker. With apparent glee, he
becomes the seasoned veteran of the desert with a group of novices. Playing off of the tension between East and West, the dignified and the downto-earth, and even the Navajo compared with the white man, he lets a
middle-aged woman from “civilization” know with whom he identifies. In
a very real sense, this is not a show. Although he was never able to attain
a total insider status with the Navajos, he still ventured where most white
men have not been able to go. He has gone with the Navajos’ permission,
which says a lot for both the man and the People.
People often ask how long I have lived in Navajo country. I joke that when
I first arrived, Shiprock was just a small mound and has since grown to its
present size. Since 1893, my first year in this region, I have pursued my
hobby of studying the Navajos, their religion, traditions, habits, and customs. It soon becomes evident that the land and environment have had a
lot to do with the secular and religious life of these people.
A few years ago a well-groomed party of travelers from the eastern
part of the United States stopped at my post in Shiprock to refresh themselves with cold drinks and purchase a few souvenirs, having just crossed
the “desert” from Gallup. There were several Navajo men and women
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The second Evans-built Shiprock Trading Company, as it appeared in 1925. Trees
in the background mark the site of the agency.

busily engaged in trading, but it fell to me to wait on the tourist party.
A middle-aged woman gazed at my customers for some time. Turning to
me she said, “How do these people get along in this dreary land? We saw
nothing but wilderness between here and Gallup. How in the world do
you people stand it out here? It seems so terribly boring.”
“Why, lady,” I answered, “we love it out here. It is a veritable wonderland.” She shook her head in disbelief, looking at me as if I had suddenly
gone insane. But it is true; the country embraced within the borders of
the Navajo Reservation is a wonderland. There are valleys and tablelands,
canyons and mountaintops, rocky and brilliant pinnacles, as well as flat
grazing lands. Some of the wonders include Canyon de Chelly, that red
sandstone thousand-foot-deep gorge; Monument Valley with its inspiring
spires and fantastic formations; Chaco Canyon, with its magnificent ruins, the largest in North America; Hopi land with its mesa dwellers; and
the Shiprock pinnacle, with its legendary lore sacred to the Navajo.
The People recognize the beauty of this land, offering prayers of
thanksgiving to the trees, mountains, and spirits of the region. Nature has
been their teacher. They have learned to respect the powers of nature and
see in them either help or trouble. In thundering and lightning, amid the
black clouds, they do not see the natural workings of the elements, but a
powerful demonstration of the might of a god who pulls his great bow and
lets fly a lightning arrow. In the days after a terrifying storm, if a sheepherder or traveler finds an arrowhead or spear point, it is not regarded as
the product of a departed race, but rather an object from the sky, hurled
as part of the lightning by the storm god. Arrowheads are thus valued as
charms and fetishes used extensively in the rituals.
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Evans’s depiction of the Storm God with his lightning bolt arrows.
This and other paintings decorated the walls of the Totah Theater
and the Farmington Hotel for many years. The theater is currently
undergoing renovation. Photo by Richard P. Evans.

Daily Life in a Hogan
Navajo hogans also reflect closeness to nature and use of the land. They
are made from local materials and may be constructed entirely of cottonwood or juniper logs or partly of stone and logs. If made of cottonwood,
a circular trench is dug in which vertical posts are set closely together to
form a wall about four feet high. Earth is firmly tamped into the trench
around the posts to hold them securely. Logs, which form a dome-shaped
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A family in front of their stone hogan. Evans believed that the Navajos borrowed
design elements of this structure from the Pueblo Indians. Photo by William Pennington.

roof, are laid on top of this wall. The hole at the center of the roof permits
smoke from a fire pit or stovepipe to escape, while admitting light and air.
In winter a supply of wood feeds the central fire, keeping the hogan warm
at night without requiring a lot of fuel.
Stone-and-log hogans have the same general form. Where wood is
scarce or has to be hauled some distance, stone is used to bring walls up
to the usual level, after which logs are formed into a domed roof. I believe
that Navajos copied this roof design from ancient kivas in pueblos; the art
of construction was probably brought to the Navajos by Pueblo captives.
Where rock walls are used, mortar binds them together, which also serves
as chinking when posts form a foundation for the roof.
Older Navajo hogans were tepee-shaped.1 Two rather long poles set
upright in the ground formed a doorway and also a support for two parallel ridge poles, one end of which sat atop the uprights. Their opposite
ends rested on the ground at a slope, depending upon their length. Poles
or saplings covered the basic framework. Both types of dwelling used
juniper or cottonwood bark and brush as filler material between the logs
and as a binder to hold the mud plastered on the exterior surface. The
older type of hogan began to fall into disuse in the 1920s. There was
much less space and headroom in them compared to the dome-shaped
dwellings.
The entrance of a Navajo hogan faces east. When the door is pushed
open or a blanket which covers the opening is drawn aside, the rising
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sun’s rays pervade the interior, cleansing and rededicating it with life-giving power. An early riser can take a few steps into the open and greet the
early streaks of dawn.
Some travelers have said that Navajos sing a visiting song when they
go calling, and that when a visitor approaches a hogan, it is impolite to
go out to see who is coming. This might be true in a few sections of the
reservation, but I have been unable to find any practice of it locally. To
the contrary, when Navajos hear the approach of a visitor, a member of
the family goes outside to see who is coming. When Navajos travel either
alone or in groups, they often sing as they ride along the trail. This is a
prayer for safety, especially when alone.
Life in a hogan lacks privacy since there are no inner partitions. Simplicity of life and in furnishings are its principal features. These homes
are comfortable in winter and summer. Heating and cooking are done in
an open fire pit, though Navajos now try to obtain even a secondhand
kitchen range.
Old-timers used to sleep on the earthen floor, using sheepskins for
mats and robes and quilts or blankets for a covering. Now bedsteads and
mattresses are widely used. Before retiring, a long sheepskin, wooly side
up, is placed on the floor, over which a blanket is laid. A woolen robe or
comforter, or both, serve as a cover. Most Navajos pull off their shoes or
moccasins when retiring. If a number of people are sleeping in a hogan,
they lie with their feet to the center and heads next to the walls. Every
morning, the bedding is placed on a pole rack in the sun to air and dry.
Navajos are very careful about this, and so outside any hogan one may see
sheepskins, blankets, and quilts hanging in the sun.
A few of the more well-to-do Indians erect stone or log square-roomed
buildings. These, for the most part, have almost flat roofs covered with
soil. Some have pitched roofs with gable ends; others have hip roofs. Either a stove or fireplace is used for heating and cooking. Some Navajos
build a white-man style frame house but eventually discard it for a hogan
and use the cottage for storage of harnesses, saddles, and other gear. Bedsteads with sheepskins covering the springs or on top of cheap mattresses
may be found in these newer homes. Most Navajos still live in traditional
hogans and sleep on a sheepskin on the floor.
In the past, Navajos seldom built hogans near their water supply,
which may be as much as ten miles away. Livestock was driven to it,
while wagons hauled water for domestic use. The reason for this was that
often the best feed for stock was some distance from the water. It was
easier to watch the animals when they grazed near the place of residence.
One or two family members and their dogs herded the livestock to water
once a day; the rest of the time was allotted to grazing.
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During the first half of the twentieth century, the federal government created
many wells, which enriched the parched Navajo desert. Here, a mother and child
water their sheep before starting a day of herding. Photo by Richard P. Evans.

There is an erroneous idea that sheep, goats, and other animals are
permitted inside a hogan. Cats are always allowed inside, but never dogs.
Sheep and goats are brought in only when it is necessary to warm a kid
or lamb back to life. Once they have grown large, they are forbidden to
enter. A dog must always stay outside and, if found within, is driven out
with a tongue-lashing.
Navajos are early risers, getting up before daybreak or earlier. In the
old days this was entirely true; today it is only relatively so. They went to
bed earlier in the past, after the fire, their only source of artificial light,
died down. In those days there were very few who went abroad from the
hogan at night, except in times of ceremonies. When they did, they traveled in groups. Some of the people believed that night excursions would
bring them in contact with departed spirits or skinwalkers. Navajos retired to their hogans by nightfall and spent the evening telling traditional
stories or passing along gossip. Kerosene and gasoline lanterns have since
provided artificial light, and so they go to bed and get up later.
In the early days, as long as a Navajo had food, he was duty-bound
to share it with his extended family. Hungry relatives called upon their
more fortunate brother or cousin, which often reduced his household to
poor circumstances. If there was illness in the family, the poverty problem compounded. Having medicine men attend the sick for long periods
and feeding the crowds who attended the ceremony further reduced assets.
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Navajo Hospitality
Navajos are very friendly and hospitable if they know you and you can
speak a few words in their language. I have traveled to other parts of
the reservation which were strange to me and have spoken to the Navajos there in English; I was either casually or coldly received. But when I
spoke a little of their language, especially to their children, their attitude
changed, and I was welcomed as a guest. I told them what part of the reservation I was from and soon was treated as one of them.
I well remember one striking act of friendliness I experienced in the
early 1900s. One afternoon while doing contract work for the government
at Tohatchi, I started out on horseback to Gallup. Since it was a warm
summer day, I rode off without a coat, although I could see thunderheads
rising from the horizon. Just before I reached the foot of the low mountains, ten miles north of Gallup, rain came pelting down in great drops. I
approached a few clustered hogans just off the trail and headed for shelter
in the nearest one. After dismounting, I tied my horse to a post, threw
the stirrup leathers over the saddle to keep the seat dry, and dashed into
the hogan.
I startled a woman, boy, and girl, huddled together attempting to stay
dry beneath a leaky roof. Their fright melted when I said “much rain” in
Navajo, and the woman smiled. Seeing that I was coatless, she told her
little girl to give me the woolen blanket covering her, then took the girl in
her arms and covered herself and the children with her own blanket. The
roof was quite leaky, but I managed to keep fairly dry. The storm soon
passed, and the sun came out, drying my saddle and clothing. I gave the
little girl a coin, she smiled sweetly, and I mounted my horse and was on
my way. But I will never forget that act of kindness.
I had a similar incident a little while later. One Sunday morning at
Tohatchi, I was starving for newspapers and the voices of friends, so I
saddled my pony and struck out on the trail to Gallup. I saw clouds building ahead, threatening rain. I had no waterproof gear but pressed on. As
I rode past the Twin Lakes area and towards some low sagebrush hills,
violent thunder and lightning struck to my left and right.
Then, while I was still in the flats approaching the foothills, the storm
broke over me. Thunder rolled and lightning snaked across the sky, while
rain slanted in sheets. In minutes I was drenched. Seeking shelter, I saw
a small corn patch to my left and beyond it a domed hogan with smoke
blowing out of the roof into the rain and wind. I turned off the trail towards it, tied my horse to a convenient rail, and left him to his fate.
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Navajo madonna with her baby wrapped in a Pendleton blanket. Photo by William
Pennington.

I softly knocked on the door, and a woman’s voice answered in Navajo, “Come in.” I pushed gently on the door and adjusted my eyes to
the dim, round interior. Seated before the central fire pit was a woman of
perhaps thirty years, holding a baby of several months. There was no one
else. “Much rain outside,” I said, in Navajo. “I was riding to Gallup, but
the rain was too much.”
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“Yes,” she answered. What fear she may have felt at this intrusion
into her home by a strange white man was apparently dispelled when I
spoke to her in her native tongue.
“Much rain. Take off your coat and let it dry before the fire. Sit on this
sheepskin with your back to the warmth and get dry, then turn around
and dry the front of your shirt and legs,” she invited.
She laid the baby on a folded blanket and brought the sheepskin to
me. I followed her instructions and was soon comfortably dry. “I am going
to eat so I can feed my baby. It is nearly the middle of the day. Will you
have something?” she asked.
I had eaten nothing before leaving Tohatchi and was starving. “Yes,” I
replied, “I am very hungry.”
Taking the lid off a large blackened vessel which stood at one edge
of the fire, she spooned a stew mixed with vegetables into an enameled
bowl. Once filled, she handed it to me with a metal spoon.
“You eat,” she commanded. Then she served herself and began to eat.
She offered me coffee, which I declined; I saw a package of the old, strong
Arbuckles Coffee on a rough table and knew the source of her brew. She
poured a cup for herself.
My meal consisted of mutton stew to which she had added potatoes,
wild onion bulbs, and the powdered leaves of some herb, which made it
delicious. I have eaten a lot of mutton stew before and since, but never
has it tasted so good.
I spoke to her: “The father of your child, where is he?”
“In Fort Defiance,” she replied, “He returns tonight, if the rain will
let him.”
We spoke of different things, her manner confident, her speech ready;
she had no fear of this white man who made every effort to speak her
language clearly and correctly. I was at times unsure of myself, but she
seemed to understand.
In about an hour the rain ceased, and the sun came out. She had
picked up her child and was nursing it, the edge of her velvet blouse lifted
unashamedly to give the baby milk.
I arose to leave, thanking her for the shelter and food. I offered to pay,
but she would not accept my coins so I laid several on the rough table,
opened the door, and stepped out into the mud to mount my horse and
head to Gallup. Running water was everywhere; and when fording the
deeper washes, I had to lift my stirrups to keep my feet dry.
I arrived in Gallup, purchased a number of newspapers and magazines, visited for a few hours with friends, then in the late afternoon,
started for Tohatchi. Dusk fell as I rode back onto the flats and past the
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hogan where I had found shelter from the storm. I have never forgotten
that act of hospitality and have driven past that site many times in later
years. As I do, I drift into reveries of the early days and of the shelter and
kindness I received in that humble hogan.
Such hospitality is not always possible. Sometimes Navajo housewives
are caught short when mealtime arrives. She may be out of sugar or coffee or salt. Then again, she may be out of shortening, which to the white
woman would be a calamity. I know of one woman in Monument Valley
who solved the problem nicely. She had several guests, including me and a
friend, John Stewart MacClary, from Pueblo, Colorado. She had a large pot
of boiled horsemeat and was making a foot-high stack of bread, cooked to
a golden brown. As she went to make more, the guests attacked the food.
By now she had run out of salt and fat, with not even a spot of horse
grease. What could she do to keep the dozen or so pieces of dough from
sticking to the fry pan? The smiling and hospitable wife knelt before the
campfire with her pots and pans within easy reach. Just to one side was
a small but ample pile of very fine wood ash. She pinched off a portion of
the dough, patted it in her hands, flattened it, then flapped it from hand
to hand, back and forth, until it reached the desired thinness. She carefully dipped the edge of the fry pan into the pile of fine ash, shook it to
scatter the ashes over the bottom, then placed the dough inside. Shortly
after one flip, it was done. The bread did not stick to the pan and tasted
good. The ash flavor was not disagreeable, and I was told it aided digestion.
When greeting each other, Navajos do not really shake hands, but
lightly touch palms in a quiet and reserved manner.2 At a trading post, a
Navajo may enter when there are already a number of his or her friends
present. He or she will silently stand near the door for some time, perhaps
several minutes, without a word to anyone. Then the newcomer will walk
over to an acquaintance, speak in a low tone, and hold hands for several
seconds. There is no pump-handling up and down, merely a light pressure. A white man soon learns to avoid a loud, conspicuous, backslapping
greeting.

Trading with the Navajos
Traders estimate that at one time, 80 to 90 percent of the groceries Navajos purchased were flour, sugar, coffee, and shortening. Their diet used
to be comprised entirely of bread, meat, and coffee; but in later years,
they bought ever-increasing amounts of potatoes and onions, mutton or
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beef, and more tallow than lard. If their sheep were poor late in winter or
during periods of drought, then they purchased large quantities of lard or
shortening.
Navajos have distinct trading habits. If they are taking merchandise
instead of cash for their products, they want to know after each purchase
how much is still due them, not how much has been spent. When giving
change, one must be very careful to extend the proper amount, for once
the money is placed on the counter, it is immediately covered by the
customer’s hand. If the amount should happen to be less than the correct change, a cry of woe comes forth immediately. In many cases, if the
amount is more than that which is due, nothing is said. The customer
appears to believe that he is that much ahead and feels no need to return
it. Navajos expect the strictest honesty from the white man, but many of
them think nothing of defrauding him and consider it smart to do so. The
most serious feature of wrongdoing was in being discovered.
When a Navajo woman purchases a length of cloth, she does not want
it cut off the bolt with a pair of shears, but torn. If the trader attempts to
cut the fabric, she exclaims, “Just tear it!” The tradition reflected in this
practice comes from the ceremonies where a spear point or arrowhead
cuts the material used during the ritual. A steel knife is never used. They
prefer the cloth for clothing to be torn, rather than cut by a white man’s
knife or shears.
A husband often usurps the rights of his wife when trading at the post.
More often than not he will make purchases accruing from the sale of her
blanket, in which he has had no part. This is sometimes because of sheer
proprietary feelings on his part, but other times it is because he thinks she
is not capable of keeping track of the amounts due after each purchase.
Navajos also measure wealth in commodities, such as sheep, cattle,
horses, silver jewelry, and turquoise. These last two, in particular, are
an Indian’s “bank account.” In times of stress these treasures are readily pawned with the local trader as security for supplies. If they are not
redeemed by a certain date, they become “dead pawn” and can be sold
for the amount they were originally held for. A majority of the traders are
loath to sell pawn once “dead,” which they are allowed to do, because the
credit of the owner is lowered by that much. Sometimes these articles
are kept in a pawn case for two or three years and occasionally longer, for
the simple reason that the owners may redeem their treasure and pawn
it again. The trader does not object to this practice because it gives him a
regular turnover each time the article is paid out.
A Navajo values turquoise much more than he does a diamond, which
to him is just a clear piece of rock and means nothing. If one showed an
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Judge Clah (Tł’ah, “Left-Handed”) and his two wives from Teec Nos Pos, Arizona,
1930s. Disputes in transactions were often solved through traditional Navajo law.
Photo by William Pennington.

Indian a fine diamond ring and told him what it cost, he would probably
think the white man a crazy fool for paying hundreds of dollars for a clear
rock. On the other hand, turquoise has a religious significance to the
Navajos that comes from their legends of how the Holy Beings wore this
stone. So, too, did the great traditional medicine men. We know that the
ancient cliff dwellers as well as modern puebloans used the stone which
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“robbed the sky to get its blue color.” The descendants of these people
gave the stone to the Navajos and make use of it today.
A Navajo mother will often give her baby a piece of turquoise the first
time the child laughs. This is accompanied with a feast, in which small
quantities of food are placed in the hand of the baby, and then are passed
on to the members of the family or others present. This custom assures
that the child will develop a spirit of generosity and willingness to share
with others.

Navajo Blankets
Navajo women are known for their beautiful handwoven rugs and blankets. The words “blanket” and “rug” are used interchangeably, because
the same item has been used by the Indians as a body covering and by the
whites on a floor. While watching a woman at the loom, there appears to
be nothing complicated in weaving a blanket. But skill, patience, and long
years of training are necessary before she becomes a good weaver. Unlike
the Hopis, Navajo women are weavers rather than the men. Hopi men
weave only ceremonial robes, belts, and garters, while Navajo women
weave blankets in commercial quantities. The art of weaving among the
Navajos is not hereditary. They acquired the ability during more recent
centuries from the Pueblos.3
Many people do not realize that the actual weaving of a blanket is
only about one-third of the entire operation. The other two-thirds consists of preparing the materials, such as carding, spinning, and dyeing the
wool. A woman cannot weave a good blanket unless she is a good spinner,
and she must learn to shade and combine the colors she is using.
The weaver practices placing the yarn so it is even and tight, and she
must learn to keep the product the same width throughout, the edges of
the fabric being evenly finished in spite of her crude loom. At times, a
good weaver turns out a poor product because she hurried through the
spinning process or did not get the warp sufficiently tight or straight.
This sometimes occurs when her larder is approaching empty. As a rule
though, she tries to maintain the standards she has set.
Raw wool from a sheep’s back is the material from which the rugs
come. Often the weaver shears the sheep without anyone else to help her,
before she washes, dyes, cards, spins, and weaves the wool. In addition
to a blanket’s intrinsic value, charm of color, and artistic design, the fact
that it comes “from the back of the sheep to the user” is one of the deepseated reasons why so many people appreciate these woolen creations.
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Navajo weaver at work while grandmother tends children. Oral accounts of older
women tell of the endless hours spent weaving to support their families. Based on
an hourly wage, they received a pittance for their time.

Because the weaver completes such a beautiful article from the first process to the last lends enchantment to the finished product.
Most Navajo women know each sheep in the flock, even if there are a
hundred. This is because the women care for them from lambing time to
maturity. Sheep seem to be individual in their looks and actions, although
to the uninitiated they all seem alike. The belief that Navajo women sometimes suckle an orphan lamb until milk can be found for it is not true. It
is best to dispel this fiction by remembering that Navajo women take very
good care of their sheep in practical ways. A common procedure to help
orphan lambs is to rub the rump of the orphan against the rump of another lamb which has a living mother. She smells it, recognizes the odor
of her own lamb, and allows the new family member to suckle.
Navajo women seldom have pictures of patterns or designs when
weaving but form a mental image of what they wish to create. Ordinarily
she decides before starting just what the pattern is going to be. Occasionally she may be given a specific design by the trader for a special order.
Usually when weaving a blanket with a solid border, the woman runs
a thread of a different color through the border, near one of its corners.
It has been said that this is in order to provide a “road” to release any
evil spirits which have found themselves trapped within the solid border.
Therefore, this thread is called the Devil’s Road [ch’í˛˛idii ‘atiin]. I have
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never subscribed to this idea. I do not think Navajos believe in such an
evil spirit. In their traditions and legends, of course, there are evil actions
of certain Holy Beings, but not in the sense of old Satan. In reality the
word “ch’í˛˛idii” means “dead body.” When the weaver leaves a road or trail
through her blanket’s border, she has no thought of an evil spirit.
The idea is more like this, as nearly as I can explain it in English.
An old-time weaver, one of the best in the Northern Navajo Agency, and
Navajo John, a veteran medicine man, put it this way. “The weaver has
put something of herself into making her rug. By weaving, she has placed
a great deal of her energy into the task. Her thoughts and something of
her very soul have been continually with her as she works. So that these
attributes shall continue to return to her, she leaves an opening, thus
never losing them.” They added that this information was handed down
from the elders.
The weave, texture, and design of many Navajo blankets identify
them as coming from different localities. A trader can easily trace one,
no matter where it may be found, to a weaver from the various districts
of the reservation. Distinctive patterns such as ceremonial designs from
Shiprock, the outline patterns from Teec Nos Pos, and the black, white,
and grays from Two Grey Hills and Toadlena are easily recognized by an
experienced trader.
One family, which formerly lived in the Shiprock area, always wove
a peculiar pattern of their own; sometimes it varied a little, but it was
always recognizable. There were four weavers in this family, the mother
and three daughters. Their blankets were unusually popular, and I bought
quite a few of them over the years. Then they abruptly stopped coming to
Shiprock. Perhaps, I thought, they moved closer to some other post or became scattered as a family. Then a few years later an old woman brought
me a couple of blankets, and I immediately recognized their design. I
looked closer and saw that this woman was the mother of that family. She
told me that all four daughters had passed away and that she was too old
to do much weaving. That is why I had not seen her designs for so long.
This does not mean that designs evolve from a certain weaver and
are absolutely the same. Rather, there are basic designs which certain
weavers always use. Changing the design results from a realignment of
basic figures.
Many people are not aware that Navajos also make pottery. It is rather
scarce, of coarse quality, and has scanty decoration. Generally, it is red
and used mainly as a common container, although some of it is black and
used for cooking. Black clay pots are also formed for the body of drums
used during ceremonials. Their bases are egg-shaped and do not stand

The loom inside this hogan has a framework of juniper or pine; the log
on the floor is tied to the side posts to give weight and keep the loom
tight. The rope looped over the top beam and secondary pole perform the same function. The weaver does not sit on a chair because
the weaving progresses upward; the loom is loosened and adjusted
downward to working height then retightened. The willow rod above
head level is tied to every other strand of the warp, which enables
the warp threads to be alternated as weaving progresses, locking the
yarn into place. The wide spreader bar, generally made of juniper
wood or mountain mahogany, separates the warp strands so that the
weaving yarn can be placed and beaten down with a long-toothed,
long-handled comb made of a similar wood. The woman’s multiple
skirts of calico or sateen and a velveteen blouse with air holes in the
armpits for ventilation is typical. Photo by William Pennington, Durango, Colorado, ca. 1930.
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Navajo silversmith sits on a sheepskin with his tools. Finished silver conchos are
on one side of the anvil and silver blanks on the other side. Photo by William
Pennington.

upright without support because they are made to set down in the ashes
of a fire.

Silversmithing
Navajo silversmiths have established a reputation for producing ornaments and articles of utility. This reputation is well deserved when one
sees what they have made with very crude means of production. Although
the work of his white brother with his modern tools may excel in smoothness of finish and intricacy of design, the native article bears the stamp
of originality.
A typical Navajo silversmith shop may look like this. A shade is built
with a framework of a few poles. Against the sides and over the top are
laid cottonwood boughs with the leaves still clinging to the branches.
They are layered sufficiently thick to form a windbreak and to keep out
the scorching rays of the sun. The leaves dry quickly and rustle with the
motion of a gentle breeze, permitting just enough ventilation between the
branches to diminish the hot desert air. In a corner sits a crude forge, not
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taller than six or eight inches above the smooth dirt floor. This is moderately small and built of rocks which are laid together with a mixture of
sand and clay mortar.
Connected to the forge is an equally interesting homemade bellows.
The top and bottom are constructed of pieces of boxes procured at the
local trading post. The sides are flexible tanned goatskins, a good substitute for buckskin. The nozzle is shaped to fan the fire to a proper heat
that melts the silver, formerly Mexican dollars, but which now comes in
one-ounce squares. These are placed in a small melting pot made of native clay and baked sufficiently hard to withstand extreme temperatures.
When the metal is melted, it is poured into a groove which has been
carved into a piece of sandstone. Once removed, the cooled silver is hammered into the desired shape.
The silversmith sits near the forge, squatting tailor-fashion, upon the
wooly side of a sheepskin. Nearby, on a sheepskin laid skin up, are the
few tools he uses. A hammer, a file or two, and a few steel dies or stamps
with which to engrave or stamp constitute the equipment of his workshop. The stamps are the work of the smith himself, for each one prides
himself upon his originality of designs. The stamps are made from waste
pieces of steel obtained from the agency smithy. The anvil upon which he
hammers may be a piece of railroad iron or a small anvil given to him by
a trader who wants his work.
Once the small ingot has been hammered into the desired shape, it
is finished by filing and sandpapering. Next the dies and stamps decorate
the work. The delicate task of inlaying hand-polished pieces of turquoise
is done by placing a thin bead of melted silver on top of the ring or bracelet. The amount of metal must fit the size of the stone before it is welded
to the object by heat and a fusing agent like borax. Wide bracelets may
carry as many as three to five dozen small pieces of turquoise in beautifully intricate designs.
As the years pass, native silversmiths are becoming more proficient
in their work. A silversmith toils hour after hour, melting and hammering,
filing and sandpapering, polishing and engraving, bringing his handiwork
to a point of beauty.

Cleanliness, Clothes, and Manners
Navajos often use sweat houses to ensure personal cleanliness and good
health. Sweat houses are made of poles leaned in to the center at the top
and covered with brush and earth.4 These structures are usually about
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Sweat lodges are heated with hot rocks (right corner of the clearing) placed inside. After sitting in the lodge, participants may roll in the sand, wash with water,
or bathe in a river before repeating the process four times.

three feet high and five feet in diameter at the floor level. The lodge has
a small opening, just large enough for one man, doubled up, to squeeze
through. The structure is often located near a stream or pool of water. A
number of rather large rocks which have been made almost red-hot in an
outside wood fire are placed in the sweat house and left there until the interior is like an oven. Sometimes cold water is poured over the hot rocks
to produce steam. Three to five men strip off their clothing before crowding into the tiny structure, and the sweating begins. Having withstood
the heat as long as possible, an occupant will rush out completely naked,
plunge into the stream or pool, and do a thorough job of bathing. In the
summer, the water is usually warm, while a winter plunge, which seldom
is indulged in, is a real ordeal. I have observed that Navajos are cleaner
than many other people I have met. Where water is easily obtained, they
wash their hands and face often.
Most women appear at the trading post in neat, well-washed garments
and shoes, which they have saved for trips. At home, they will often go
barefoot. Many women wear several skirts at a time, especially during the
winter, but only one blouse. When a new skirt is donned the inner one is
discarded. It takes from eight to ten yards of cloth to make a skirt for a
young girl or a small woman. The average Navajo woman wears from ten
to twelve yards, while some wear fifteen. The gathered and tiered skirts
are usually handmade of satin-like, richly colored fabrics.
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I have been asked, “Does a Navajo woman sometimes wear as many
as 200 silver buttons on her blouse?” This seems to be almost an impossibility, but not long ago I counted close to one hundred on one. It
looked as if she had placed buttons in all available spaces on her collar
and sleeves.
People also ask if there are not several thousand styles, shapes, and
sizes of silver buttons, ranging in diameter from one-quarter inch to three
inches in size. The latter is practically true, but the first part is impossible. Two or three hundred would probably cover the range. Many handmade silver buttons are concave and cannot be sewed on a garment unless the needle is unthreaded each time the thread is passed through the
eye of the button. Buttons made of dimes, quarters, and half dollars are
not concave, and sewing them on a garment is simple. But the process
of sewing seventy-five or eighty concave buttons on a blouse is a very
tedious operation.
When hard times arrive, I notice the disappearance of silver buttons
from Navajo clothing. After a selection is made and the price announced,
the decision to make the purchase is followed by a request for the loan
of a pocket knife, then off come the buttons to pay for the article. This
money is later resold to a Navajo. The men give up their buttons first,
with the women hanging on to theirs as long as possible; but if times get
tight, the buttons are reluctantly removed.
Nowadays many Navajo women carry handbags. In the past, because
there were no pockets, they tied small packages with things, like a pocket
knife and comb, to the fringes of their belts. Other times they carried
these items in a Ute-made beaded buckskin bag pinned or tied to a shirt
waistband or belt.
During a recent ceremonial, I noticed Navajos, Utes, Hopis, and Zunis
in tribal clothing, wearing woven cotton belts. These are usually about
three inches wide with colored designs. In the old days they were woven
by Hopi men and purchased by Navajos. Later, Navajo women learned to
weave them and used them for abdominal support during pregnancy and
ceremonies.
When I first met the Navajo, the native style of dress for men was simple. First, there was a homemade pair of white muslin pants or “manta.”
These were split in the crotch and the vacancy filled with a G-string, the
ends of which were lapped over a strip of leather or belt holding up the
pants. The ends of the G-string hung in the front and back. The sides of
the pant legs were slit upwards at the bottom about six or eight inches,
which gave them a somewhat bell-bottom effect. A very plain, handmade
blouse of calico covered the torso and hung outside the pants. The head

Harding Yazhi with his wife and child in Shiprock. His clothing reflects dress style
at the turn of the century: velveteen blouse, turquoise necklace, white muslin
trousers, deer or cowhide moccasins, and headband. The woman has a more contemporary style. Design for the cradle board came from the Holy Beings and has
significant teachings associated with it. Photo by Richard P. Evans.
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Chéchi’il Yah Tó (Water Under
Oak Tree), from Oak Springs,
south of Beclabito, New Mexico. His dress, from headband
to vest to jewelry, illustrates
Evans’s description of his customers visiting his post. Photo
by Richard P. Evans.

opening was rounded at the
neck with no collar but slit
sufficiently to allow pulling
it on and off.
Red buckskin moccasins covered the feet and a
pair of hand-knit blue yarn
footless stockings protected the calves of the legs and ankle. A knitted strip passed under the
middle of the soles of the feet, preventing the stockings from working up.
If the individual could afford a pair of red buckskin leggings, they covered
the lower legs below the pants. A red bandanna or piece of colored cloth
for a headband adorned the head, while coral, white shell, turquoise, and
silver necklaces, rings, and bracelets showed a person’s wealth. A large
silver concho belt later became indispensable. To complete the ensemble
when traveling and to furnish a bed covering at night, a Navajo wore a
Pendleton robe, or if not available, a Navajo blanket.
Vests later became popular. The four pockets in the vests carried
small articles such as combs, matches, cigarette papers—purchased at
the post or made from corn shucks—and a pack of Duke’s Mixture or Bull
Durham tobacco. Indeed, the pockets were the main reason for the popularity of the men’s vests or waistcoats.
Now, the young blades are addicted to Levi’s with the cuffs rolled up
three to six inches, bright modern shirts, mackinaws, fancy belts, black
wide-brimmed hats turned up sharply at the sides, and half boots. Bright
silk kerchiefs give a touch of color during festivals.

Hairstyles
Hairstyles on the reservation have changed dramatically in the last twenty years. In the early days the hair grew long, was folded into a five- or
six-inch knob, and tied in the middle by a traditionally spun woolen cord
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with the short ends hanging loosely below the knob. The spun cord was
generally white, although other colors could be used. Now [1951], only in
isolated parts of Navajo country do men wear their hair bunched and tied
at the back of the head. Elsewhere, young men and boys cut their hair
like their white brothers.
Many of the women and girls, however, cling to the old hairdo, but
changes among the younger women are on the way. The trend is to trim
the hair when it starts to grow too long. It is then combed back from the
forehead and worked in a curly roll fairly high on the shoulders. This is
copied from their white sisters. Another style of the younger females,
married or not, is to let the hair grow full length, put it in a single braid,
then wind it around and around at the back and slightly atop of the pate.
Navajo men are seldom bald, but many older women are, just behind
the forehead on the top of the head. Both men and women use the traditional hairbrush made from a bunch of coarse grass stems that are tapped
on a log or rock until the lower part is even, then tied tightly with string
two or three inches from the base. This makes a coarse but potent brush.
It is frequently and roughly used on the top of the head, pulling the hair
back and eventually causing partial baldness.
In the past, Navajos had little soap to wash their hair. Native shampoo
came from dried yucca roots, which make a lively bunch of suds. Following its use, Navajo hair shines a blackish blue, like a raven’s wing.

Tobacco, Alcohol, and Morality
Indians use tobacco sparingly. There were few smokers among the women,
although occasionally one might see an older one smoking; she almost certainly was not smoking a commercial variety of tobacco, but rather the sacred tobacco called mountain smoke [Dził-Nát’oh] for medicinal purposes.
Today, however, some are taking up the habit of smoking cigarettes.
Navajo men prefer cigarettes over pipes. Occasionally a younger Navajo wants to appear smart, so smokes a pipe for a time but soon discards
it. As a rule, a pipe is only used in ceremonies. A Navajo-made pipe is
a peculiar, cone-shaped, stemless object made of clay, from which the
sacred smoke (mountain tobacco) is blown to the four points of the compass.5 While younger Navajos use the prepackaged type of cigarettes, the
older men prefer rolling their own and are partial to using fine corn husks
called dá’átáá or “thin covering.”
Chewing tobacco, however, is another story. Each post had a “bull
pen,” a square or rectangular area surrounded by high, wide counters,
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where the Navajos stood to trade. The floor was hard-packed adobe swept
clean at the close of each day’s business. In some stores, where the traders were not too particular, these earthen floors received many globs of
tobacco-laden spittle before the last customer left.
Other traders were more fastidious and, with a thought for better
sanitation, provided an old wooden box, ten or twelve inches square, to
put cut plug chewing tobacco. They insisted that their customers spit in
this box filled with sand or loose earth. Years later, concrete floors came
along, and with much preaching and effort, the owners persuaded the
Navajos to either stop spitting or do it outside. The “free tobacco” box on
the counter and the sand box are now things of the past, relics of an old
custom.
Alcohol was a different issue and a source of problems. One day I
saddled my horse and took the trail from Two Grey Hills toward Sanostee.
While I was traversing the flats west of Bennett’s Peak, I saw a group of
horsemen coming over the hill a few miles away. As I judged their actions, I could tell that they had been drinking. There had been a series of
squaw dances, the Navajos moving to a new location by day then drinking
and dancing at night. I had learned that they had been making alcohol or
“gray water” [tó łibá], a corn liquor. This is created by allowing a quantity
of fresh corn kernels to ferment in water. When the brew reaches a milky
consistency, it is very potent. Since there were no stills to separate the
liquid from the mash, the Navajos drank the “milk” or gray liquid and
soon became intoxicated.
I was now in a spot. If I left the trail and fled down the flats, the approaching horsemen might discover that I was a lone, unarmed white
man and follow me to have some “fun.” If I rode straight ahead, they
might have “fun” with me anyway. I quickly decided to ride straight and
face the crowd, hoping I might see a friendly face or two in the party of
about twenty.
Coming abreast, I realized that my apprehensions were unfounded.
They were happily full of gray water, and I was relieved to find that I knew
most of them. All were young fellows, some from the San Juan River area,
others from Sanostee, and the rest from the surrounding region. To my
greater relief they were not in a vicious mood; all were pleasant. Each one
rode up singly to me and shook my hand. They insisted that I accompany
them to the sing that afternoon, but I begged off, saying that I must get
home. They rode away in a friendly mood after talking and joking for
some time.
By way of speculation, what might have happened back in those days
had a lone Navajo rider encountered a bunch of drunken white men on
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a lonely trail in white man’s country? I shudder to think. Some time ago,
a seventy-year-old Navajo friend came to town from Shiprock. He had no
big wad of money, only two dollars. He visited me and told me how he
came to town for the ride and to see some old friends. I fed and talked
with him for about an hour. He later ran into a bootlegger, who sold him
some cheap wine. In his aged condition and not being used to drink, he
became intoxicated. I do not know if he went to sleep on the sidewalk or
around some corner in an alley or if he was just staggering around; he did
not tell me. But he was arrested, thrown in jail, then tried and fined sixty
dollars or sixty days in jail.
This old fellow was harmless and good natured. He has an aged wife,
a son, and several grandchildren to support on a small government pension. His fine meant that his dependents would be obliged to reduce an already meager ration and that the trader who extends him credit will have
to carry him over until the fine is paid. I am disturbed by the inequity in
our local laws. The current rules allow the white man to drink beyond his
powers of perception and control, while the Indian is not allowed to drink
at all. What is fair for the white man should be fair for the Indian.
Navajo women in public appear to be more modest than their white
sisters. Most advances are usually made by the men, although women
have a way of letting it be known that they are open to suggestions. In
the old days it was fairly common for a man to start a conversation with
a woman of his acquaintance or perhaps a relative, but never with strangers. Today, the younger people are freer in their social approach than
their elders.
Navajos do not have double standards of morality. In fact, one might
say that in the past there was little standard at all and that being found
out was the only sin. In these situations, the woman was as free to go her
way as was the man; however, most of the people lived good, honest, and
moral lives, according to their standards.
Illegitimacy appears to carry no stigma or shame for either mother or
child. I have often thought this attitude more sensible than ours. I believe
that the mother paid whatever debt she may have owed society when she
brought the child into the world. The baby is here through no fault of its
own, so there should be no rejection or shame of any kind. I admire this
attitude in such matters, although there are those who might say that
acquiescence breeds further illegitimacy. Perhaps, but Navajos accept the
situation, and the child is not handicapped because of the exigencies of
its birth.
There is no word in their vocabulary for prostitute. The term they use
is “kiya˛a˛h si-zíní, meaning “She who stands by the side of the house.” As
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far as I can learn, this name came about in the early days of Gallup and
other railroad towns near the reservation, when loose women stood in the
shadows of buildings and beckoned men to follow them.
There is some intermarriage among the Navajo and other tribes,
mostly the Pueblo Indians on the eastern fringe of the reservation, giving the Navajos a strain of Pueblo blood in their veins. Very few Navajos have married whites or Mexicans. Although they are “over the fence
neighbors” to the Utes, there is hardly any intermarriage between the two
tribes, perhaps because the enmity of the old days smoulders yet.

Navajo Marriage Customs and Family Life
When a Navajo girl reaches the age of puberty, a four-day ceremony or Kinaaldá is held in her honor. This ceremony serves notice to others that she
has attained womanhood, although it is usually some years before she is
betrothed and married. There are few old maids in Navajo land. There are
those without husbands who are raising families and doing well, supporting
them to the best of their ability. In some instances, these may be polygamous wives married in the Navajo custom. The rest do not remain unmarried very long. Sooner or later some young man is ready to fill the vacancy.
Bachelors are as scarce as old maids. There are no tribal laws or taboos concerning the status of unmarried women and bachelors, but there
seems to be an undertone of feeling against it. Married life is regarded as
the ideal state of existence. I know one married woman, fairly young looking yet, who tells me that she has borne her husband twelve children, five
of whom are still alive. The birthrate among the Indians is very high, and
if it were not for the high infant mortality rate, they would have a huge
population.
Navajo parents are choosy about whom their daughters marry. Marrying into a well-to-do family is considered good judgment. In the old
days, daughters were not sold, but the parents of the groom did make an
exchange of so many sheep and horses for the girl. There is not much bargaining done nowadays, although the custom is sometimes still observed.
Many couples obtain a license from the county clerk; others meet and
decide to live together, set up housekeeping, and are considered married
by their neighbors.
The Navajo marriage ceremony is simple but looked upon with
as much religious fervor as an Anglo wedding. Guests are not formally invited, but word is sent out that a wedding, sing, or other type of
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gathering will be given by a family on a certain day. Those who wish to
attend appear.
The first part of the ceremony consists of sprinkling sacred corn pollen toward the four points of the compass within the hogan. The heads of
the bride and groom are then anointed with pollen. There is much singing and praying led by the medicine man with guests joining in. During
the main part of the ceremony, the bride and groom eat cornmeal from a
ceremonial wedding basket that has been blessed. The pair do not reach
for the sacred meal themselves; a pinch of it is placed between their lips
by the medicine man. Later, everyone is given a taste of the meal.
When the singing ends, the group feasts on coffee, fried bread, roasted
or broiled mutton or goat, and canned fruit. There is usually plenty since
guests bring a good supply of food to contribute.
Navajos do not consider the relationship stronger on the mother’s
side than the father’s, but the mother is the real head of the family. Children take their clan name from her, and she has an important say in the
home. All clan names originate with the woman who is the head of the
family.6 The children belong to her clan and not the father’s. A son may
be called Tall Man’s Son, to establish his parentage in the minds of others, but if his mother is a member of the Mud [Hashtł’ishnii] clan, he is
a “Mud” too and not a “Salt” [Áshi˛˛ihí], from his father’s clan. The People
do not believe in marrying even distant blood relatives, no matter how
remote the relationship may be. Marriage to members of the same clan
is strictly forbidden. Even a marriage with a very distant clan member is
taboo. This is, in my opinion, one of the major reasons why Navajos are
a virile race today.
In the past, Navajos practiced polygamy, but seldom had more than
two or three wives, and these were often sisters. The government maintained a constant vigil to suppress the practice. Young men sometimes
married women with children older than themselves.
I know of many young men who marry an older woman because she
has a good flock of sheep and perhaps a good-looking daughter in the
bargain. Often her daughter becomes his wife as well. Financially, it was a
fine thing for the man, as it provided two blanket weavers instead of one.
In such cases, the young woman often had a flock of sheep and goats of
her own as did the older woman, and the young groom had a more or less
idle existence, freeing him to attend sings, dances, horse races, and card
games. Even so, he had no claim on the wealth of the two women because
the flocks and herds belonged to them. He may not have any personal
resources except those passed on to him by his wives.
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The dress of these Navajo children reflects the care of their parents
and the process of enculturation of Navajo values.

It was taboo for a Navajo to speak to his mother-in-law or meet her
face to face. This was sometimes overcome by marrying both mother
and daughter as just mentioned. The mother-in-law taboo comes from
antiquity from the legend of Big Snake Woman’s first meeting with her
prospective son-in-law.7
Childbirth, to a Navajo woman, does not seem to be the ordeal it is
among white women. I recall when a woman camped at the hogan provided by the trading post for use of its customers. That night she gave
birth to a stillborn child. The next morning she got on her horse and rode
home several miles away. Most Navajo women were equally mobile following a delivery.
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The pride of the Navajo people is their children. In sickness or in health,
nothing within the means of the parents is too good for their offspring. I
have known wealthy families to impoverish themselves by hiring medicine
men to heal their sick children. Love for them is a marked characteristic.
Navajos seldom punish their children in the American way, but
“spare the rod and spoil the child.” This does not mean that they do not
occasionally slap a child hard on the face or other parts of the head for
misbehavior; but they seldom spank them, and so Navajo children are
“spoiled” in this way. It is a common occurrence at a trading post that
when a child wants candy, soda pop, or cookies, if he or she is insistent,
the goodies are forthcoming.
The men, too, are fond of their offspring and will often carry them
about when they are small, showing much affection. A father may be seen
carrying his baby in public as often as the mother, which seems to give
him great pleasure. However, this is a modern innovation. I have no recollection of having seen much of this in the old days. There were scenes of
much fondling and petting of a little fellow in the hogan when the father
was home, but on trips, the mother carried the cradle board on her back.
I have never seen it carried by the father. It was unthinkable that a man
should engage in such a feminine chore. Now [1951], few cradle boards
are found in the homes of younger couples.
The cradle board was made from two pieces of board acquired at a
white settlement or Indian agency.8 The wood was from one-half to oneinch thick, five or six inches wide, thirty inches long, notched at the
top, and fastened together with thongs of buckskin. At the base was a
footboard and at the top a willow arc or bow fastened near the head, from
which hung a curtain the length of the cradle. This fabric was usually
made of light, white muslin. Under a layer of cloth on the backboard was
a pad of inner cedar bark upon which the baby lay full length. The mother
replaced the pad as necessary.
On each side of the board were flat buckskin ribbons from top to
bottom. The mother fully wrapped the infant, placed it on the pad, and
lashed the baby securely to the wooden frame. This was done with a third
piece of buckskin ribbon woven back and forth through the side loops,
in zigzag lightning pattern. When the child slept, the mother dropped the
curtain over the entire carrier, insuring the child protection from winter
draft or summer flies.
With the advent of the trader, a half section of a round wooden cheese
box replaced the bent willow curtain holder, forming the bow or arc at
the head of the baby carrier. This was about three to four inches wide
and three-sixteenths of an inch thick. The circular cheese box, made of
hardwood, has not been used for shipping cheese for a number of years,
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but the cheese-box head pieces are still in evidence. Some of them have
lasted through two and three generations of families.
Navajos do not make public demonstration of their affection. I have
never seen a Navajo man and woman kiss but have often seen a mother
kiss her baby. After the children get beyond babyhood and into their teens,
parents apparently do not kiss them. They do put their arms around them,
draw them close, and say endearing words. The meeting of a father with a
grown son or daughter is very formal but filled with feeling; he presses the
hand and gives a low murmured “my son” or “my daughter.” The greeting
of a mother and grown daughter is similar. The greatest show of affection
is made when a mother sees a young son who has been away at school for
a few months. She pulls the little fellow into her arms and says, “My little
one.” This is a commonplace statement, but in the Navajo language it literally means “a part of me.” When spoken with the yearning of a Navajo
mother, it takes on a pathos and tenderness hard to express.

Divorce
A Navajo woman was just as free to divorce her husband as he was to
divorce her, and she did so just as often. In many cases the wife was the
breadwinner and owner of the flocks and herds. If she decided her husband was incompatible, she divorced him by simply setting his saddle and
other belongings outside their hogan. If he divorced her, he simply left.
Marriage vows were held somewhat lightly in those days, so divorce was
common.
The old restrictions are being violated more; often a woman just walks
off and leaves her husband, particularly if there is little property involved.
When the matter is brought before the native courts, more often than not,
the case is decided in her favor.
Once in a while such issues have a tragic ending. On the San Juan
River above Shiprock, there lived an Indian whom I will just call Charlie.
He was a shiftless, no-account character, lazy and mean to his wife. He
also dallied with local belles and contracted a social disease. His wife
contracted it too, sending them both to the local hospital. His meanness
grew so she finally left him, going to her sister’s home. He talked her into
coming back to him, promising to mend his ways. But in a short while he
was just as cruel as ever, so she returned to her sister’s hogan.
This time Charlie went back to fetch her with an extra horse and
a lariat. He did no pleading, just forcibly placed her on the spare pony,
tied her with the rope, and led the captive to his home. That night, while

Navajo mother with baby wrapped in a traditional cradle board. Protection and
security in both a physical and spiritual sense are part of the teachings that continue to encourage the use of this device today.
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Charlie slept, his spouse picked up the family axe, bashed in his head,
and with the help of her sister, dragged his carcass to the edge of the river
and threw it in. Someone discovered the body the next day and had it
tenderly buried in the agency cemetery.
The wife and her sister received accommodations in the federal jail
in Santa Fe, where they did not object to the lodging, beds, and regular
meals. Soon the sister returned home, and the federal court discharged
Charlie’s wife on a plea of justifiable homicide.

Tribal Traditions and Lore
As the elders die, it will only be a matter of time until the traditions and
clan history of the Navajos are gone. The “records” are the minds and
memories of the old medicine men, who are rapidly passing away. Several
years ago, Mustache Smeller of Sanostee, an old medicine man who really
understood the Yé’ii Bicheii and its sandpaintings, died, leaving only one
Navajo residing north and east of the Chuska range who fully understood
the rite; the other man also passed away a few years ago.
This left a former schoolboy who dabbled a little with ceremonies to
become a self-appointed Yé’ii Bicheii “specialist.” His efforts are somewhat dramatic but lack the true ritual depth performed by the older men.
His sandpaintings of the Yé’ii Bicheii ceremony are just caricatures of the
ancient ones. I was fortunate to get copies, in the old days, of the true
sandpaintings.
Because of the educational advancements of the Navajo, the ancient
rituals are gradually dying. The old-timers realized things would soon be
lost, so one old medicine man and close friend told me a great deal. This
gentleman, because of his upbringing, said, “I know this history as it was
taught me by my father, who in turn was taught by his father, and so on
back for generations. I am getting old and will soon return to the Land Beneath. All the older men are gradually passing away, and the government
is sending our children to school. They are not acquiring the knowledge
of their forefathers, and our legends will soon be lost. I want to give the
stories to you so they can be written down and kept for our children, as
well as their children, who will learn to read and write and keep these
stories in that way.”
The Navajos have two types of teachings, which for convenience I call
legendary lore and folklore.9 The former pertains to the Navajo religion
and recounts the creation of the earth, animals, vegetation, and human
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Storytelling is an integral part of Navajo life, as shown in this photo taken in the
Teec Nos Pos area, near the Four Corners. Sleeping Ute Mountain, Colorado, is in
the background; Mesa Verde plateau is to the far right. Evans wrote, “The Navajo
is a natural born storyteller. His method of communication makes it necessary.
The only newspaper the Navajo boasts is the occasional visitor from the other
clans, who tells the story of recent happenings. The storyteller has the ear of the
listener without interruption until the story is fully told, and then the teller becomes listener in turn and thus an exchange of news is made.” Photo by William
Pennington.

race. The boys and girls who attend government schools now know practically nothing of this legendary lore but do know some of the folklore.
The legends had come down previously in an unbroken line through the
elders. These traditions recount, in detail, the coming forth of the Holy
Beings from what I call the Land Beneath. In this place, the People lived
in three worlds, where various events took place.
According to tradition, the Holy Beings made a great effort to reach
the earth’s surface and bring forth life as part of the creation. There are
stories about terrible creatures, the killing of these monsters, and the
preparation of a peaceful habitation for man. During this time, the four
sacred mountains, which bound Navajo land, came forth. To the east are
the San Juan Mountains; the south, Mount Taylor; the west, San Francisco Peaks; and the north, the La Plata Mountains.
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Navajo beliefs also tell how different branches of religious ritual developed their own chants and sandpaintings of the stories with their Holy
Beings. With each branch of the ritual there is an oral record of its origin
and ceremony, how it began, and what took place. A recital of these accounts takes a long time. I have not yet been able to connect the material
from all of the branches of these rituals; to my limited knowledge, no
white man or even any Navajo ever has. However, I have recorded the
stories to the period of time where it branches off and have collected
information pertaining to Navajo theology. Behind all of this is the Great
One, called First Man, who was the leading spirit in the acts of creation
and whose image is never depicted in the sandpaintings.10
Navajo folklore is separate from the traditions, although some features of it creep into the latter. Folklore deals with extraordinary individuals or the exploits of an animal or bird. These are the stories which give
the members of the animal kingdom the power of thought and speech,
sometimes crediting them with a cunning master mind. For instance,
there is the story of Big God [Yé’iitsoh] and the Turkey. Big God is a
mythical being who had considerably less sense than bulk, who sought
Turkey for a dinner. Turkey, however, was too smart for the gullible Big
God, who died because of his foolishness. There are other stories, such
as how the White-haired One wrestled Bear for possession of a corn field;
the story of how shrewd Coyote outsmarted the lumbering and foolish
Big God; the tale of Owl, a bird of evil omen, who brought fear to the
heart of the Navajo named Pinto Horses; and the story of Coyote, Horned
Toad, and Turkey, in which the deer became wild, having once been
tame.11

Sandpaintings
The Navajos are a deeply religious and spiritual people. I often hear of
many spiritual manifestations—visits from a Holy Being or a dream or
vision—that they receive. The faith of this people is sublime. If it were
not for that faith, there could not possibly be the great number of cures
wrought by “singers.” Rituals are not all manipulation of fetishes and
charms. Medicine men also understand the efficacy of numerous herbs,
which, when joined by their great faith, often achieve wonderful results. I
admire their fortitude and adherence to what they believe is right.
When I first came to Navajo country, I heard a lot about the beauty of
sandpaintings, one of the interesting rituals of the Navajo. My first opportunity to see this unique form of art happened the second summer following

215

A medicine man making a sandpainting of the corn plant, using colored sand,
crushed rock, and other natural materials on a smoothed floor of sand.

the Great Snow, while I was still at the Sanostee Trading Post. An old
fellow who traded at our post and was friendly to us became very ill. His
name was Tall Blacksmith [‘Atsidi Nez (‘atsidí means “to hammer”)].
Tall Blacksmith lived on a small farm two or three miles from the store
up Sanostee Wash. He specialized in making heavy, richly ornamented
bridle bits, crude copies of the enormous bits used by early Spanish settlers. Most of the iron for making these bits came from the Fort Defiance
smithy. Today these bits are only in museums or private collections.
One Saturday afternoon, our roustabout, Dan Pete, told me there
would be a sandpainting for Tall Blacksmith the next day. Sunday morning I invested in a couple of packages of Arbuckles Coffee and some sugar
to take along. Leaving Pete to guard the locked-up post, I started out on
foot about 10:00 a.m. and followed the banks of the wash to Tall Blacksmith’s home. Before I got close, I heard a sort of “whoo-whooing,” as well
as the chant of the singers. As I neared the hogan, I saw what was making
the sound. Four Navajos stood on top of the hogan, each facing a cardinal
direction and twirling a string about three and a half feet long with a short
piece of whittled wood at one end. The wood was hollowed out the length
of one side. As the Navajos swung the strings in a circle, the pieces of wood
[called a bullroarer or tsinidi’ni’] spun, making the strange sound.12
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Joe Redcap demonstrates the art of sandpainting behind the Shiprock Trading Company. Yé’ii figures are depicted above, while a coiled snake is depicted at right.

Four other Navajos stood in front of the hogan, rolling large willow
hoops in the four directions, while at the same time the singers huddled
together, chanting lustily and swaying in rhythm to the music. I watched
until they finished, then followed them into the hogan.
I handed the coffee and sugar to the lady of the house. She received
them with a word of thanks and a smile. Tall Blacksmith, drawn and pale
and showing the effects of illness, lay on a sheepskin. He greeted me with
a firm handclasp and faint smile, but I wasted little time in formalities.
Next, I was drawn to what lay on a smoothed layer of sand in the center
of the hogan floor. There was a single figure, seven feet in length, with a
large square head of blue pigment with black spots for eyes and mouth. I
did not know then that this represented a mask, and so thought it looked
strange. From the top of the head, feathers branched out in beautiful
tracery of white pigment with black tips. A skirt covered the long, narrow
body and loins. The legs and feet were visible, and ornaments hung from
the wrists, elbows, waist, corners of the skirt, and knees. Typical Navajo
designs decorated the skirt.
The outstretched arms of the figure held a bow in one hand and an
arrow in the other. The colors used to create the figure were black, white,
blue, red, and yellow. This combination of colors and details of design
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were exquisite. There it lay: a mere sprinkling of colored sand upon a
floor of ordinary sand, but the product was a work of art, a source of joy
and pleasure to look upon. My first view of a sandpainting was an incredible experience. I almost had to pinch myself to realize that I was still in
what is sometimes called “The Sand Hills of New Mexico.”
Once the medicine man completed the sandpainting, he sprinkled sacred corn pollen upon Tall Blacksmith’s head, then to the four directions
as a blessing upon the man and his house. The men then laid Tall Blacksmith, who was naked except for a loin cloth, full length on the “painted”
figure. The medicine man chanted a song, the men in the hogan joining
in, while a gourd rattle provided a steady rhythm.
My friends told me before the singing began that there would be
four long songs. I was welcomed to stay, but if I did, then I could not
leave until the four songs were completed. I elected to stay. The songs
were indeed long, but I wanted to witness the entire ceremony. I did not
understand their meaning at the time but learned afterwards that the
chants addressed the god pictured on the floor. There was also a hymn of
thanksgiving to the Holy Beings for the blessings of nature—the hills and
mountains; trees, shrubs, grass, and flowers; sunshine, moonlight, and
starlight; clouds, rain, snow, rivers, and fruits of the field.
When the ceremony ended, I walked back down the trail and picked
up my first prehistoric flint arrowhead. I also thought a lot about what I
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had seen. Soon, I became an ardent fan of sandpaintings and attended all
the sings I could, but it would be a few years before the medicine men
allowed me to sketch their work. Through close acquaintance and sympathy for the aims and problems of the people, I have been allowed to
quietly copy many designs. I am grateful that I was welcomed wherever I
went. It seemed only natural that I begin to collect reproductions of these
beautiful pictures and devote a lot of time to Navajo traditions.
I believe that if the Navajo religion were written, it would fill a book
larger than the Bible. Their numerous chants and prayers have sandpaintings and songs connected together, the sandpaintings illustrating each
phase of a ritual. A medicine man often uses one part of a larger body of
knowledge, while another singer uses a different portion. This practice
comes from the story Navajos tell about the origin of the sandpaintings.
One time during the Creation, a Holy Being was hunting, found no
game, became tired, and sat under a cedar tree to rest. Four flashes of
lightning picked him up as he slept and carried him onto a cloud where
the Great Ones were making sandpaintings and singing the songs that
accompanied them. The gods directed the hunter to commit the designs
to memory so that he could take them back to earth for the benefit of the
people. He slid back to earth on a rainbow and taught each medicine man
the songs, sandpaintings, and rituals that accompany them.
Thus, each detail of the picture must be correctly drawn from memory. The general outline of a sandpainting should be the same, but some
details may be changed as the medicine man directs. Usually four assistants help the medicine man, but on an unusually large sandpainting I
have seen as many as twelve at work. Different healers who use the same
song have different versions of that sandpainting. I have, in my collection,
three different versions of the same picture, illustrating how the figures
mean the same thing but are arranged differently. This has caused people
to believe that there are a greater number of pictures than there really
are. Navajos made much more use of these paintings in the old days. They
are a beautiful work of art, a work requiring patience, skill, and love of
mystery. They used to be drawn for many occasions, but now they are
used primarily for healing.
Following the completion of a sandpainting, the medicine man chants
around it. The songs sound melodic in the Navajo language and are poetic
in translation. Here are some of my favorites.
War Chant
Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Moccasins of black flint have I;
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Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Tunic of black flint have I;
Lo, the black flint am I,
The Flint Youth.
Clearest, purest flint the heart,
Living strong within me—heart of flint.
Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Living evermore,
Feared of all forevermore,
Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Monster Slayer,
Lo, behold me, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Leggings of black flint have I;
Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Headdress of black flint have I;
Lo, the black Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Now the zigzag lightning four
From me flash,
Striking and returning
From me flash;
Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.
Lo, the Flint Youth, he am I,
The Flint Youth.

Song of the Masked Dancers
The day broke with slender rain.
The place which is called “lightning’s water stands,”
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The place which is called “where the dawn strikes,”
Four places where it is called “it dawns with life,”
I landed there.
I went among the shy youths.
One came to me with long life.
When he talked over my body with the longest life
The voice of thunder spoke well four times,
He spoke to me four times with life.
Holy sky youth spoke to me four times,
When he talked to me my breath became.

Song of Monster Slayer and Born for Water
The slayer of alien gods.
That now am I.
The bearer of the Sun
Arises with me,
Journeys with me,
Goes down with me,
Abides with me,
But sees me not.
Child of the Water
That now am I.
The bearer of the moon
Arises with me,
Journeys with me
Goes down with me,
Abides with me,
But sees me not.

Ka-Niga Song
The poor little bee that lives in
the tree.
The poor little bee that lives in
the tree.
Has only one arrow
In his quiver.

There are patterns repeated throughout these songs. For instance,
four is one of the sacred numbers in Navajo tradition. Most important
events in their teachings happen in sequences of four. Parts of ceremo-

221

A mural painted by Evans depicting Monster Slayer, one of the holy
twins of Changing Woman. He killed the monsters formed during the
time of creation, making this world safe for the Navajos.

nies or activities are repeated four times, and certain characters in Navajo lore grew from babyhood to maturity in four days. When the Great
Snake Man blew upon the Sun four times, it immediately went down;
and four days of darkness followed. A great winged creature on Shiprock
flew down four times before it grabbed Monster Slayer and carried him to
the top of Shiprock, where he destroyed the creature; and there are four
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sacred colors used in sandpaintings, four sacred directions, and so on. I
have asked several medicine men the meaning of these sequences of four.
They tell me they do not know, only that the ancient ones told them that
this was the way it should be.
There are other teachings about things such as why the sun travels a
shorter distance across the sky in winter than in summer. According to
medicine men, Sun Bearer [Jóhonaa’éí] carries the sun across the great
dome of sky each day. Once it goes down, he takes it back to the east, as
a special duty. In the east he has a large house, said to be twelve stories
high—a type of pueblo built of turquoise.
The sun is hidden in a large room each night, covered by a number of
black blankets. In the morning Sun Bearer sallies forth with his burden,
following one of the many trails across the sky. In the winter, when the
weather is cold and stormy, he takes the shorter trails to get back to the
warmth of his home in the east as quickly as possible. When the warmer
days of spring and summer arrive, he uses the longer sky trails.
Navajo First Daylight Song
The curtain of daylight is hanging
The Daylight Boy, it is hanging
From the land of day it is hanging
Before him at dawn, it is hanging
Behind him, as it dawns, it is hanging
Before him in beauty, it is hanging
Behind him in beauty, it is hanging
From his voice in beauty, it is hanging.

My First Fire Dance
I was still working at Sanostee Trading Post, when Dan Pete told me there
was to be a Fire Dance [Dziłk’ijí Bika˛’jí (Mountainway)] several miles up
Sawmill Road, in the foothills of the Chuska Mountain range.13 There was
plenty of timber on those slopes and so no shortage of wood for the great
central fire or the smaller campfires. The beautiful starry night was cool,
it being close to November. I saddled old Dobbin, tied on a heavy rolled
blanket for protection against the cool night winds, and brought a good
supply of oats for my horse. I climbed into the saddle and with an escort
of Navajo friends made my way to the dance.
From my excellent vantage point provided for me by my companions,
I was close to all that was going on. There was a great circular enclosure,
formed of hewn cedar and pinyon trees, and a vast array of wagons, horses,
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mules, and saddle horses outside. The odors of hot coffee, mutton, and
goat flesh broiling over fires inside the enclosure greeted my senses. Horses
whinnied and mules brayed; a snarling dog jumped out on the pathway.
East of the enclosure was an opening about three paces wide, which
provided an entrance for the different relays of dancers and spectators
who sat within. I later learned that this spot was especially important to
the fire dancers, who retreated through it to greet the first rays of dawn.
In the center of the enclosure was a great fire. Skirting the inside edge
at regular intervals were smaller fires around which onlookers sat or reclined and watched.
While I waited for the dance to begin, I had a fleeting impression that
I had been carried back to prehistoric times. I stood and walked outside
the enclosure. Reality jerked me back after I climbed a low hill and looked
down upon the modern world with the ancient rituals behind me.
Near the entrance of the enclosure, there stood a “dressing room” of
cedar and pinyon boughs. A low murmur surged through the crowd as the
dance started. I returned to my post near the great central fire, sitting far
enough away to keep from getting singed. I settled down to wait, a saddle
blanket serving as buffer between me and the cold earth. As the night
advanced, the air grew cooler, and my woolen blanket became a comfortable wrap.
A shrill, piping whistle sounded from the dressing lodge. In a few moments a dozen near-naked Navajo men came rushing and leaping through
the opening, garbed in nothing but the traditional loin cloth. Their bodies were smeared with white clay, and their faces painted. They danced
around the central fire, eight to ten feet in diameter and fed with large logs
of cedar and pinyon. The flames shot twelve to fifteen feet into the air.
The dancers entered the arena uttering low growls and huskily singing a fierce song. Each dancer carried a slim, hollow wand about three
feet long, on the end of which hung a small eagle feather. They circled the
fire, dancing, growling, and singing, then gradually moved closer and closer toward the center. When it seemed they were close enough to roast,
they plunged the ends of the rods into the flames, burning off the eagle
feathers, then darted back a distance from the fire and pantomimed that
they had destroyed the feathers.
The ceremony continued, as the wands whipped the air and the feathers miraculously reappeared. Dancing and singing in defiance of the fire,
they disappeared through the opening of the enclosure with a great show
of jubilance.
A couple of youths led the next group in. One young man was dressed
as a woman, decorated in ribbons and silver ornaments. The other was
nude except for his loincloth and body painted white. A large silver belt
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held his loincloth, while here and there were fastened small round pocket
mirrors and a profusion of ribbons. The ribbons gave a modern touch and
undoubtedly replaced the buckskin fringes of the past.
Following this couple came twenty or thirty Navajos wearing ordinary
attire, singing and dancing in single file. The couple at the head of the
group carried a sort of lattice work made of willows and branches of cedar, about twelve by eighteen inches in size, and decorated lavishly with
evergreens and ribbons.
As the dancers reached each of the four cardinal directions on their
trip around the fire, they paused for a moment, retreated, then advanced,
dancing back and forth from the fire, each time presenting the lattice-work
symbol to it four times. They then moved to the next direction, where
they repeated their actions. After four trips around the fire, the dancers
filed out of the enclosure and were followed by four groups of singers.
They repeated the dance, with some variations, during the night.
At one point in the ceremony, four semi-naked dancers led a party
into the enclosure; each of the four carried a wand with a wooden disk
about six inches in diameter. The end of the wands extended three or four
inches beyond the disks and were decorated with eagle feathers. Triangular black shapes were painted on each different colored disk, representing
the eyes and mouth of a ceremonial mask. Each disk was painted one
of four colors: blue represents Sun Bearer[Jóhonaa’éí]; white represents
Moon Bearer [Tł’éé’honaa’éí]; yellow, Yellow Holy Wind [Níłch’i Łitsoii];
and black, Black Holy Wind [Níłch’i Łizhinii]. These are the four sacred
colors used when creating sandpaintings.
While the rest of the group squatted on the ground and sang, the four
dancers moved in a line, back and forth, to and from the fire on the west
facing east. Each time they moved forward, they presented the symbols
to the fire. At one point, the leader brought in the effigy of the sun and
danced before the fire, offering the symbol each time he advanced and
retreated, a total of four times.
On a number of occasions the semi-naked dance leaders carried the
tsin dzilgiizh, a length of scissor-like lattice work. When the handles were
pulled in opposite directions, the tsin dzilgiizh retracted toward the dancer. When they pulled the handles together, it shot forth toward the flames
to a length of about two and one-half feet. Backing from, then advancing toward the fire four times, the dancers extended the tsin dzilgiizh close to the
flames, while uttering shrill whoops. I was told that these objects represent
lightning. The whole scene, hour after hour, was indescribably strange.
Toward morning a group of dancers entered, one of them carrying a
shallow, concave “medicine basket” about fourteen inches in diameter. A
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tied bundle of six long, white-tipped eagle feathers lay in it. After circling
the fire a couple of times, the group went into a huddle in front of the
medicine man. The dancer who carried the basket stood in the center. All
the time they were in this group, they rapidly repeated the word “dineh.”
In a few minutes the huddle ended, and the dancers sat in a group, off
to one side, chanting. The basket contained a bundle of feathers, which
was placed in front of the medicine man, in the center of a spread Navajo
saddle blanket. An eagle feather lay in each of the four directions on the
sides of the basket.
A little girl came to the medicine man, and he handed her the four
feathers. With two in each hand, she began dancing to the group’s singing. One of the singers pounded out a dull thumping rhythm with a short
padded stick on an overturned medicine basket. The little girl waved the
feather wands up and down, and soon the bundle of feathers in the basket
stood and danced in perfect unison to the wands and singers’ chant.14
The audience sat motionless as the medicine man showed his power.
After several minutes of this performance there was another huddle over
the dancing feathers. When the group dispersed, the singer who brought
the basket picked it up, another man picked up the saddle blanket, and
they all left the arena.
Later a different group of dancers entered. This time the basket held
a small wooden disk representing the Sun. Two long eagle feathers were
set in the edge of the disk to represent arms. A pair of feathers attached
at the bottom edge of the disk was the legs. Again, there was the previous
dancing to the fire, after which the men gathered. When they dispersed,
the basket lay on a blanket in front of the medicine man. The little girl
came forward again and picked up the feather wands. As she danced and
waved the wands, the effigy slowly rose up in the basket and danced on
its feather legs.
The Navajos laughed and marveled. The few whites present tried to
explain it and talked of invisible strings, but only the medicine man and
the men knew the secret. Here was the effigy of the Sun dancing before
the fire and facing the East in anticipation of the coming of the great Sun
to rule over the day.
A short time later another group entered the enclosure, danced before the fire, huddled before the medicine man, and laid a blanket on
the ground before him. More dancing, another huddle over the blanket,
so that when the group returned to the fire and pulled the blanket back,
there were the green points of a yucca plant exposed a few inches above
the ground. A repetition of these events, and each time the plant appeared to be in a more advanced stage of growth, until it finally emerged
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full grown with the central stalk bearing seed pods. This was the magic
growth of hashk’aan, the fruit of the yucca plant, and a demonstration of
the medicine man’s power.
Next, a clown with a distorted painted face appeared, carrying a bow
and arrow and making merriment for the crowd. He aimed an arrow at
flying sparks or reached for the seed pods of the yucca, then in apparent
sudden fear, changed his mind. Sometimes a spark popped out of the fire,
making him jump with affected nervousness. Navajo crowds are always
ready for fun; the people roared with laughter.
Soon an old woman with a rolled blanket upon her back began a pantomime conversation with the clown, much to the crowd’s amusement.
The clown tried to pick the seed pods from the magic yucca plant to feed
her, but she refused to let him. Finally, despite her protests, he picked
the pods, placed them in her basket, and together they hobbled out of
the arena.
The growth of the yucca plant during the Fire Dance [‘Ił náshjingo
hatááł] ceremony is symbolic, illustrating the power of the sun, to whom
the ceremony is directed, to bring plant life. The ceremony makes a profound impression on the people and is the crowning achievement of a
medicine man.
Just as the first rays of sunrise appeared above the eastern hills, the
climax of the night’s activities began. The central fire had been built to
gigantic proportions, and there was an air of expectancy. Soon there was
a cry—“Here they come!”—and about a dozen breech-clouted Navajos
trooped through the narrow opening of the enclosure. White mud smeared
their bodies, and they danced wildly around the fire, bearing torches of
twisted cedar bark, which they lit from the roaring flames.
They danced wildly, slapping themselves over the shoulders and back
with the blazing torches, hitting each other, causing sparks to fly in every direction. Some of them swung their brands between their legs and
rode them like stick horses. Strange chants, not heard in any other ceremonies, were accompanied by a sort of huff-huffing and strange growls.
Shouts and war whoops mingled with laughter and shrieks of the spectators, and for a few minutes the excitement was indescribable. The people
crowded back to escape the leaping men with brands and sparks; but as
soon as the dancers left the arena, the Navajos rushed in and picked up
the glowing, smoking fragments dropped by the dancers and washed their
hands in the feeble flames and smoke.
This ritual gave them the smoking embers of a mysterious healing
power, and by washing their hands in them, they believed that other parts
of their anatomy were affected. Many of the Navajos preserved a small
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Ceremonial gathering in Shiprock, 1910. In the background to the right is a ceremonial hogan. Front left near the wagon tongue, a photographer has a large
wooden camera on a tripod, focused on two men and an individual mounted on a
horse. Shiprock Trading Post was a short distance to the left of this scene.

portion of the charred cedar bark by placing it in small buckskin bags, to
contain the unusual healing power.
The final scene with the intense earnestness of the dancers and
bloodcurdling yells left an impression upon me which lasted for days.
I was quietly aware that dawn had come and that soon the Sun, creator
and author of all fire, would shine gloriously over the landscape. The great
ceremonial fire, symbol of the Sun, began to smoulder and die. The performance of this ritual, close to the winter solstice, shows the connection
between the sun and the fire. The Navajo Fire Dance is one of the two
major, all-night ceremonies practiced by the Navajo people. It seems to
outrank in popularity the Yé’ii Bicheii [Night Chant], the other major
ceremony. The Fire Dance appeals to white visitors because of its diverse
nature. I shall never forget the sights, sounds, and feelings the ceremony
evoked in me.

Squaw Dance (Enemyway)
Another dance that I have attended is the Enemyway [‘Anaa’jí] or Squaw
Dance.15 During this event, the women choose their partners. They do
not face them but grasp the waistband of the men’s trousers and dance
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backwards with a peculiar little shuffle, pulling their partners around and
around. The woman makes the fellow pay for the dance and will not release him until she receives it. The girls (they are always unmarried women) take their places in the dancing space, which is encircled by visitors.
The young women dash into the crowd, seize a man, then drag him
into the enclosure, and dance until he has had enough and pays. He gives
her a nickel or a dime, very seldom more, unless he wants to make an impression. She hangs on to the same man if she thinks he has a good supply
of money or until he drags himself away. Fifteen or twenty young fellows
gather in a group to sing the dance songs, while one of them beats a small
drum for rhythm. The dance usually breaks up at what the Navajos call
Half of the Night [midnight].
This dance has changed over the years. It was sometimes called the
corn dance because it was formerly held when the roasting ears of corn
had ripened. It was a dance of thankfulness, an expression to the Holy
Beings, who sponsor the fruitfulness of the corn fields. There was a form
of stateliness and dignity befitting the occasion.
Now, squaw dances are held when the weather is warm enough in the
spring and into the summer. These have degenerated into an arm-in-arm
crow-hopping exhibition, to cadences of the singers and the tom-tom, à
la Hollywood barn dances. The spirit and meaning has vanished with the
changes.16 Many of the other ceremonies are also not what they used to
be. They are only caricatures of the old-time rituals.

Death, Witchcraft, and Skinwalkers
In the old days, Navajos had a great fear of the dead and would have a
trader or missionary handle a burial whenever possible. But if a white
man could not do it, then one person had the task of preparing the body.
People also avoided the grave day or night. The burial place was usually
a crack in the rocks where hills are easily accessed. The site was walled
up with rocks or boulders to keep wild animals from disturbing the body.
In flat country the burial was on level ground and the body covered with
boughs, brush, and earth and the entire site covered with cedar or cottonwood poles. The Navajos who performed this necessary task became
unclean, so they had to have a four-day purification ceremony performed
by a medicine man before returning to society.
Often, as a last resort, when a patient was nearing the end, he or
she would be taken to a government hospital, where agency employees
were obliged to dispose of the body after death. If a Navajo died in his or
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her hogan, the body remained there and all the openings of the structure tightly sealed. The hogan was left strictly alone with no one taking
even a stick of wood for a fire from it. It would be extremely unlucky to
use any timber from this abandoned hogan as firewood for cooking food.
Partakers of that food would be bothered by a malignant spirit. Thus, the
timbers slowly rotted away, and after many years, the whole structure
returned to Mother Earth.
One day several years ago, during a lull in trading, I listened to two
old medicine men discussing some of their experiences. They talked of
the weather and a recent rainfall, which was of great assistance after an
extended period of drought.
“Do you know,” said one, “I believe Hopi medicine is stronger than
the Navajos’. Our elders have tried for months to get rain, and now in nine
days the Snake Medicine [Tł’iish Bé’niih] has brought plenty of rain. We
miss the days of Ugly Man and Bizhóshí, whose rain medicine was very
strong. Even the witches had greater power in days gone by.”
Thus they started discussing witchery. The taller of the two, Tall Man,
remarked:
“When I was a boy my family lived near Tó Łeehchxo˛o˛n. In the neighborhood with his large family lived a peculiar fellow called Many Goats
Uncle [Tłízí Łani Bida’í]. The neighbors whispered to each other that he
was a witch. They said that he could turn himself into a skinwalker.17
Of course, there was never any real proof; the Navajos just said that so
and so happened. Someone would become ill. Failing with all sorts of
medicine, sandpaintings, herbs, and chants, the medicine man would say,
‘Well, Many Goats Uncle must have thrown one of his medicine darts.’
Then he would cut the skin of the patient somewhere and suck out the
terrible thing. Some of the excitable ones wanted to kill him, but wiser
heads prevailed. They said, ‘We shall make stronger medicine than his.’
“Soon people were saying terrible things about him. When a coyote
howled at night, the young people cowered and shivered; and the older
people would say, ‘There goes Many Goats Uncle again. I wonder whose
baby he’ll get tonight.’ There were whispers that this dreadful man transformed himself into a skinwalker, lurked about in the dark, and howled
as he traveled. People told tales, in hushed tones, that this human wolf
sneaked out to the grave of a babe that had recently died and ate its little
body. This was when he gathered the material for his wicked darts—hairs,
pieces of clothing, and the like. Everyone by this time was excited and
afraid.”
“Why,” asked the other fellow, “did they not destroy this terrible person?”
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“Well,” answered Tall Man, “the Storm God saved the people this
trouble. One day Many Goats Uncle was riding cross country. When he
passed through an arroyo, a black cloud arose, and a Holy Being struck
him off his horse with a bolt of lightning. After the thunder ceased, a torrent of rain and flood waters washed his body into a deep arroyo, where
it still lies, covered with mud and trash.”
Another time in the post, I noticed that an old customer seemed
to hold himself aloof from the others, not talking to any of them. This
seemed strange because all the other Navajos shook hands and carried on
conversations. Not this man, whom I shall just call Hastiin. He drove to
the post with his pony team and wagon, bumping and pounding his way
down the road. He, his wife, and children all squatted on the bottom of
the wagon box since there was no seat.
Once he arrived at the post, he was business-like, hurrying through
his trading, paying no attention to anyone, and no one paying attention
to him. With one exception: while Hastiin remained in the post, all trading ceased. Navajos leaned against the counter or wall, silently watching
the quiet man. He was a good trader, never asked for credit, and had a
nice flock of sheep and goats, which took care of his family’s needs. He
appeared to be such a quiet and harmless fellow that I naturally wondered
about him.
Later, after all the other customers had gone, there remained one
lone Navajo whom I questioned. “Why did Hastiin act so strangely, and
why did the others treat him the way they did?” The Navajo seemed
loath to answer, but with the gift of a bottle of pop and a candy bar he
talked a little, but to the point. After looking around to see if anyone else
was there, he told me almost in a whisper that Hastiin was a skinwalker
and that people were afraid of him. They said he went forth in the dead
of night desecrating graves, shooting bad medicine darts at people, and
performing gruesome rites.
I asked why the Navajos did not investigate the fellow by following
him on his nightly raids to discover if there was anything to the rumors.
The man shook his head. That could not be done: it was forbidden and his
medicine was very strong. He went on to tell about many strange things
Hastiin was supposed to have done. But when I pinned him down, he had
never seen any of these things happen, but other Navajos had. Such stories
are only one form of native beliefs, but in the old days, they were common,
creating a flurry of excitement and speculation among the people.
Another time, Small Man [Hastiin Yazzie] had not been to the post
for two or three weeks. When he did come, I told him that I had missed
him and wondered what had happened. He said, “I have been ill; Shits’ilí,

231

East side of Shiprock Trading Company, where Evans painted a rug design on the
wall. Left to right: Mrs. Navijohn Begay and daughter, Sarah Evans, Will Evans,
Sandoval girl, and Nita Pete Lee.

my younger brother, is very ill. I thought for some time that my turn to
die had come. We could not find what ailed me. I had a pain beneath my
heart and was afraid some witch had shot a medicine dart into my body.
We tried the Evilway Ceremony but to no avail. We tried the Na’at’oyee
chant but still no relief; finally I had them send for Navijohn—you know,
the one who raised the woman from the dead and brought relief. So, here
I am, glad to see you again.”
Tall Man had been listening. He broke into the conversation at this
point, saying, “I am sorry, my elder brother, but I am glad you are able
to be with us again. Many things have happened since we last met. When
you mentioned your fear about a witch, I remembered an incident which
happened some years ago when I lived beyond Shiprock. We both recall
the strange and frightening trial of the witches at the agency. Well, I must
tell you what happened to my nearest neighbor. Good Singer’s Grandson
complained of a sharp pain in the right side of the back of his neck. The
area was painfully swollen; he could not eat, lost weight, became very
thin, and was about to give up. Tall Singer, who had been chanting over
him, said one day, ‘Perhaps you have been witched. I am going to find
out.’ So he took the sharpest arrowhead he had in his medicine bundle
and cut a slit in the sick man’s neck. The opening was almost as long as
two joints of my finger.
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“Then he sucked and sucked on the wound, at first getting nothing
but blood and fluid, which he spat on the ground. Finally he got something, and what do you think it was? He pulled out a piece of charcoal
with human hair wound around it. The object was about the size and
length of half of the first joint of your little finger. Some witch had secured
a piece of charcoal, not from an ordinary fire, but from the remains of a
hogan which had been burned because someone had died in it, thus making it very bad medicine.
“Then this witch had gone to the resting place of a dead person and
plucked hair from the decaying head. This long hair was what the witch
had wrapped around the small piece of charcoal. Tall Man said it had been
blown into the neck of Good Singer’s Grandson, who became very ill. The
patient mended rapidly once the dart was removed.”
This happened long ago. Today, witches are scarcer. Still, several
years ago a number of Navajos came up from the lower country, bringing tales to the Shiprock Agency that a certain Navajo had been shooting
mysterious darts at other Navajos, causing much distress. Some of the
men did not want to take the risk of killing him but asked the Superintendent to send him to the penitentiary for safekeeping, ridding them of
his presence.
They argued the pros and cons of the case during a trial at the tribal
court in Shiprock. There was a lot of heat from the accusations flying
around, but there was no statute to prevent the shooting of his darts.
Indeed, there was no proof of the act. So there sat the accused, facing the
fact that the case would be thrown out of court, since the judge had no
jurisdiction in such cases.
Then someone had a bright idea. The fellow was a polygamist, and polygamy was against the law; so why not report it? Not only did the culprit
have two wives, but they were mother and daughter; and over and above
the breach of law, the younger woman was not of age. The dart shooter
was not only guilty of unlawful cohabitation but also a charge of rape of
his younger wife. That fact sent him away for several years to Fort Leavenworth prison, even though it appeared that the court had railroaded
him. The excitement subsided, and things returned to normal.
The accused returned from prison some years later, happy and talkative as before. He seemed to hold no grudge but was willing to talk of his
experiences among the jailbirds. There was no rumor of witchery after
that, and a steady decrease of witchcraft has taken place since that time.
Several years ago another strange rumor came out of the northwestern part of the reservation. People reported a Navajo woman who lived
across the San Juan River from Bluff had given birth to a snake. This
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startled the inhabitants around Shiprock, and speculation ran rampant,
even though no one had any details of the incident. Navajos are jittery
regarding snakes.18 Perhaps the mother in question was startled by the
sudden appearance of a snake during her pregnancy, and in her mind, the
child would arrive with a birthmark. In the process of transmitting the
rumor, the story had grown from a birthmark to an actual serpent.
Some Navajos wear a piece of turquoise or shell in their hair or on
their hatband to keep lightning from striking and snakes from biting
them. Turquoise is often carried as a general good-luck charm to ward
off evil influences. Most Navajos depend on their keen eyesight to avoid
snakes. If bitten, they use an herb which grows in the foothills and prevents death. I have known of several Indians bitten by rattlesnakes, and
none died. Their bodies swelled considerably and they suffered greatly,
but the medicine man saved them.

Navajos and Animals
Most Navajos will not kill a wolf, coyote, bear, snake, frog, or lizard. They
do not have a desire to kill any living creature which might cross their path.
The wolf, coyote, bear, and snake have a prominent part in the traditions
and had the power of speech in the beginning of time. Frogs are not killed
because they are said to be responsible for the gift of moisture, while the
lizard was helpful to the Holy Beings in the very beginning of life on earth.
The following story tells not only about the origin of the Navajo shoe
game [Késhjéé], but also why bears’ toes point inward like a human’s. The
shoe game is played by having teams choose sides. A pair of moccasins is
placed on one side of the hogan and covered with a blanket or robe.
It is a game of chance, based on the members on each side providing themselves with short pieces of wood, perhaps sections of willows,
as counters. The beginning team secretly places an object like a piece of
wood or stone in one of the shoes. The robe or blanket serves as a temporary screen to keep the opposing side from seeing where it is placed.
The guessing side places sticks opposite the shoe they suppose contains the hidden object. The number of sticks laid down is regulated by
the optimism of the players. If they guess right, the team is enriched that
much. Each group takes turns until one side or the other goes broke; or,
if a stalemate occurs, the game ends, and the side having the most sticks
is declared winner.
The story about how this game first began is tied to the day and night
creatures. Long ago when Bear walked like a man and all the animals
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used a universal language, the creatures of the night and those of the
day got together. For some time the animals of the night had expressed
a wish that there would be total darkness, while the creatures of the day
desired the opposite. They decided to meet in the evening and play the
shoe game, declaring that if the day animals won, there would be no more
night, and vice versa. They played in the great hogan in which First Man
and his assistants had performed the creation.
Bear’s shoes were the only ones considered large enough to play the
game properly, and so he offered their use. The day birds as well as the
night birds were there, taking an active part in the proceedings. The animals started the game in the middle of the first half of the night. Since
noon is considered the half, or middle, of the day, so is midnight called
the middle, or half, of the night. They recognized midnight by the position of certain stars and other natural phenomena.
The game continued, punctuated by the grunts and growls of the animals and the squeaks and tweets of the birds. It was a close game; but as
the night passed, there still was no winner. Once in a while Bear would let
out a couple of grunts, indicating that he and the daylight boys had made
a point. Then Owl would shout, “Whoo, whoo, whoo, whoo,” revealing
that the creatures of the night had scored. Thus it went on, all through
the hours of the last half of the night. The day animals were sleepy and
tired, but the night creatures were in fine shape, calling for a win so that
their prowling in the darkness could continue uninterrupted.
Suddenly, Prairie Dog stumbled breathlessly through a hole in the
wall, squealing as loudly as possible, “Daylight is coming, daylight is coming. You creatures of the night better get going, or you’ll be caught outside before you reach the dens where you hide when the sun comes up.”
Streaks of dawn appeared in the east; confusion reigned amidst the animals. The night creatures were eager to get back to their usual haunts,
as were the animals that prowled in the daytime. Bear was the last to get
away, grabbing his shoes, turning them over to dump them out, and hurriedly placing them on his feet. In the confusion, he got the right shoe on
his left foot and the left shoe on his right foot. That is why today bears’
toes turn inward, as they did on that early morning after the shoe game
held long ago.

