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THUNDERBIRD LODGE FOREWARD 

FOREWARD 

On two occasions in recent years, the Branch of Cul tura l Resources Management , 
Division of Anthropology, received urgent telephone calls from the staff at Canyon de 
Chelly Nat ional Monument regarding the discovery of buried cul tural resources within the 
larger Thunderb i rd Lodge complex near the mouth of the canyon. In March 1986, park ing 
lot expansion in front of the cafeteria exposed the remains of a small, undocumented 
outbui ld ing associated with the early history of the Thunderb i rd Ranch. Again, in 
December 1987, remodeling of three bui ldings exposed archeological deposits associated with 
these buildings in the very heart of the lodge complex, a historically s ignif icant area. 

In both instances, development act ivi t ies in progress exposed archeological materials 
which needed immediate a t tent ion upon the real izat ion that they existed. These "discovery 
situations" necessitated Branch staff be immediate ly dispatched to the scene to assess the 
nature of the deposits, the amount of destruct ion imposed upon those resources, and to 
collect, in all forms, any remaining archeological and archi tec tura l informat ion. Such 
emergency si tuat ions, coupled with short notice and inclement weather , do not enhance 
condit ions under which data recovery is accomplished. However, in both cases the 
archeologists involved succeeded in doing just that: recovering all avai lable informat ion in 
a fast, comprehensive manner . Addi t ional ly , they succeeded in taking the l imited field data, 
combined it with other informat ion gleaned from the archives, and provided firm evidence 
on the history of parts of the Thunderb i rd Ranch /Lodge previously ignored. 

As with the na ture of the two projects, and because of the t iming of each, these two 
reports were prepared, and in tended to be d is t r ibuted , separately. However, after many 
similar call-outs, by the time one was ready for d is t r ibut ion, the other was in progress and 
the association was obvious. For that reason, the two have been combined into this one 
volume but are presented indiv idual ly as time and resources would not permit the rewrite 
of each into a single report. 

I want to thank both authors for their efforts and for re inforcing the fact that 
impor tant informat ion can be found and in terpre ted in places where many assume it does 
not exist, and that those unsuspect ing areas need to be treated equally with more obvious 
archeological /his tor ical resources unti l proven otherwise. 

James E. Bradford 
National Park Service 
Santa Fe 
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T H U N D E R B I R D LODGE PREFACE 

P R E F A C E AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

It was a cold and windy Fr iday in mid-March, 1986 when Chief Ranger Reed Detr ing 

and Super in tendent Roger Siglin presented Peter McKenna with what remained of an adobe 

bui ld ing on the south side of the Thunderb i rd Cafeter ia park ing lot. What had caught their 

a t tent ion was a scatter of brown glass and woody material a few inches below the surface. 

But there, to the right of this thin lens of trash, was a wall stub of adobe bricks and the 

archeological fill of a room. The case of the unknown s t ructure at the Thunderb i rd Ranch 

had begun. 

Three years after this inauspicious start , a report on the proceedings of that weekend 

are finally at hand. The existence of this bui ld ing was completely unknown to National 

Park Service staff ei ther at the monument or in Regional Office where historic maps are 

stored. Ear l ier grading of the park ing lot (1965) had done little to improve the visibility 

of a bui lding made of mud, and even the undis turbed portion that remained bore no surface 

evidence of its existence. 

John Stein joined McKenna that weekend to complete the excavation before 

construction resumed on Monday. Without John 's assistance and good spirits the project 

likely would not have been completed as, by Sunday evening, a late spring snow storm had 

backed up along the Defiance Plateau, making further work impossible. Later, John also 

saved the day as a guide and in te rmediary dur ing a research trip into the depths of the 

Window Rock t r ibal bureaucracy . 

Dur ing the next two years McKenna worked on various port ions of the manuscr ipt 

and analyses as time permit ted between other field and research demands. The various 

ar t i fact classes were ident i f ied and tabulated and notes regarding their in terpre ta t ion begun; 

historic ar t i fact analysis was a whole new world. Original field notes, analyt ical notes, 

tabulat ions, interviews, and logs for both projects are on file at the Southwest Regional 

Office under (SWR) Accession 84 and 115. Ron Ice found dollars in his budget for some 

ethnobotanical analyses and Nancy Akins kindly volunteered the ident i f icat ion and brief 

summary on the faunal mater ial . The substance of the technical reports by Akins, Clary, 

and Toll are presented in full here, but their discussions of analyt ical method and 

redundan t in t roductory background have been omitted. Complete copies of these technical 

reports are available at the NPS Regional Library , Canyon de Chelly National Monument , 

or with the authors. Their contr ibut ions to the in terpre ta t ion of the s t ructure cannot be 

unders ta ted, but any mis interpre ta t ion or t ransmuta t ion of their work in the final product 
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T H U N D E R B I R D LODGE P R E F A C E 

remains the author ' s responsibil i ty. 

The big problem was gett ing a handle on any historical documentat ion or photographs 

that might exist. This involved a considerable amount of spinning in circles and a number 

of people helped in f inding the correct path. Within the Nat ional Park Service, discussions, 

informat ive leads, and facts were provided by Dave Brugge, Beverley Spears, and former 

Park Super in tendents Meredi th Guillet and John Cook. Laura Soulliere Harr ison and 

Beverley Spears, in the course of prepar ing their timely Historic Structures Report on the 

Thunderb i rd Ranch, were very helpful in d i rec t ing us to potent ial in formants and sources, 

and with encouraging discussions. On a t r ip to invest igate potent ial archival sources in 

Window Rock we were assisted by Russ H a r t m a n , Director of the Navajo Tribal Museum; 

Michael Andrews, former BIA archeologist in Window Rock; Judy Andrews, former 

caretaker of the St. Michaels Mission photographic archives; anthropologists Klara Kelley 

with the Navajo Nation Archeology Depar tment , and Alexandra Roberts of the Navajo 

Nation Historic Preservat ion Depar tment . All these people provided us with invaluable 

leads, suggestions, and access to archival or unpubl ished informat ion or photographs. Lastly, 

Liz Bauer, former curator at Hubbell Trad ing Post Nat ional Historic Site, opened the post 

files and archives to our inspection. Clearly without the informat ion and assistance 

provided by all these people the report would not have been possible and we are grateful 

for their time and support . 

The various sources suggested led to seven visitations: The Special Collections at the 

Univers i ty of Arizona Library , the Arizona Archaeological and Historical Society Library 

and Photographic Archives, the Historical L ibra ry and Photographic Archives at the Museum 

of New Mexico, the Snow Collection of his toric photographs at the Navajo Tribal Library, 

the Special Collections at the Univers i ty of New Mexico Library , and the archives and 

photographic collections at Hubbel l Trad ing Post. Map and photographic sources at Canyon 

de Chelly Nat ional Monument and the Southwest Regional Office were likewise consulted. 

We were unable to visit the Museum of Nor thern Arizona or Nor thern Arizona Univers i ty 

where the invaluable Day and Hi ldebrand documents and photographic archives are housed. 

Likewise, invest igation of suggested sources in Gal lup, New Mexico has not been possible. 

Documentary sources, of necessity, relied on secondary mater ial . Some useful photographs 

in the Hi ldebrand Collection were avai lable as secondary records at Hubbel l Trad ing Post. 

Most of the background work was in various stages of disarray when we were called 

back to the Thunderb i rd Lodge in early December 1987. Renovat ion of Cozy McSparron's 

original guest cabins was underway and again the historic archeological horizons had paid 
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the price of expedient "improvements." The push to finish the report on that action spurred 

the completion of work on the almost mor ibund Day manuscr ipt . 

This report was made infini tely bet ter through the review of Dave Brugge, Jim 

Bradford, Laura Harr ison, and Alexa Roberts and we thank them for their efforts. In the 

final phases of product ion Jim Bradford and Walter Wait labored mighti ly with editorial 

and formatt ing changes that elevated the reports to a level worthy of broader dis t r ibut ion. 

With the completion of the park ing lot expansion all vestige of the Day s t ructure was 

excised from the ear th, so that , for bet ter or worse, this thin record is all that remains of 

Sam Day's adobe bui lding. The same is true for much of the renovated guest units. 

Peter J. McKenna 

Scott Travis 

National Park Service 

Santa Fe 
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PART I 

Archeology in Some Tourist Cottages 

at Thunderbird Lodge, 

Canyon de Chelly, Arizona 
PETER J. M c K E N N A 

SCOTT E. TRAVIS 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

The Thunderb i rd Lodge1 is located a half mile (0.9 km) south of the Canyon de 

Chelly Visitor Center at the mouth of the canyon system (Figure 1.1). The lodge, a 

concession within Canyon de Chelly Nat ional Monument , has operated as a t rading post, 

guest headquar te rs , and social center in the Chinle area since the first post was constructed 

in 1902 by Sam Day (McNitt 1962:250). The lodge has seen in te rmi t ten t expansion from its 

rustic origins in 1902 through 1986 when the most recent improvement , an extensive module 

of pueblo-style guest rooms, was completed (Harr is ion and Spears 1988:33). St ructura l 

remodeling and landscape modif ica t ions in the lodge area have been cont inuous with marked 

increase dur ing the last few years. Many of the earl ier bui ldings qualify as historic 

s tructures and, accordingly, require an assessment of affect when any unde r t ak ing threatens 

al terat ion to, or loss of, mater ia l and informat ion from original context. The Nat ional Park 

Service is entrusted with fulfil l ing this obligation to ensure the protection and preservation 

of historic s t ructures within all park areas. 

Off-season remodeling at the Thunde rb i rd Lodge in Buildings 13, 14, and 15 involved 

extensive al terat ions to ceilings, walls, floors, and subfloor deposits. Building 13 is a frame 

and stucco s t ructure with a southern room of adobe, while Buildings 14 and 15 are made 

of sandstone masonry. The last remodeling of Buildings 13 and 15 occured in the early 

1960s when Building 13 was subdivided into two guest units , and concrete floor and tile 

were laid in Building 15. Building 14 was last remodeled in 1956. The current project was 

under taken to install new plumbing and refurbish aging wall and ceiling fabric. 

The following report discusses our f indings from limited excavat ion, profiles and 

elevations prepared pr imar i ly for Buildings 13 and 15, and examines those observations in 

relat ionship to the known development of the Thunderb i rd Ranch complex. To accomplish 

1 
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Figure 1.1. Location of the Thunderbird Lodge. 
2 



T H U N D E R B I R D LODGE HISTORY 

this, an outl ine of the history of the Thunde rb i rd Ranch is presented, our field methods 

discussed, archeological ar t i facts assessed, and comparisons with previous documentat ion 

drawn. For a more complete discussion of the history of the Thunderb i rd Lodge area and 

the ind iv idua l bui ldings therein, the reader should consult Brugge and Wilson's (1976) 

"Adminis trat ive History," and Harr is ion and Spears ' (1988) "Historic Structures Report" 

which have provided the basis for many of the comparisions and synopses used here. 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE THUNDERBIRD LODGE 

From the outset, the facilities and developments of the Thunderb i rd Lodge have been 

centered on a 10-acre parcel of land about a half mile south of Canyon de Chelly's main 

channel. For slightly over 85 years, the operat ions at Thunderb i rd Lodge provided one of 

the main social and economic centers of the Chinle-Canyon de Chelly area. Since about 

1970, food and lodging, canyon tours, souvenir sales and other needs of Canyon de Chelly 

visitors have been the sole concerns of the Thunderb i rd Lodge. Despite the recent 

commitment of the Thunderb i rd to s ignif icant ly increase the number of guest rooms, the 

core of the establishment remains rooted in the t rad ing post complex developed in the 

first half of the 20th century. This brief history focuses on the development of that 

landscape and possible factors cont r ibu t ing to the Thunderb i rd ' s success. An outl ine of the 

Thunderb i rd ' s development and some of the main events inf luencing it 's growth and 

direction are outl ined in Table 1.1. 

Sam Day's Trading Post 

When Sam Day constructed the first t rad ing post on the site in 1902 (McNitt 

1962:250), his outbui ld ings and other support features established a pa t te rn of land use and 

organizat ion that has cont inued until the construct ion of the modern motel uni ts in 1986. 

The main physical changes at the Thunderb i rd are out l ined in Figure 1.2. 

Day's log t rad ing post was accompanied by a fodder barn and a privy to the west 

and northwest of the post and by an adobe s t ruc ture southeast of the post. This s t ructure 

probably served as a mult ipurpose bui ld ing for both storage and as overnight 

accommodations, as was the custom at early t r ad ing posts (Utley 1961:19; McNit t 1962:78). 

About 70 feet to the east of Day's post, a bread oven and work area provided a focal point 

for daily activit ies. Beyond these—another 30 to 50 feet east—was a loose rock bar r ie r wall 

that acted as a t ra f f ic control /s i te boundary and a horse te ther ing area." 

3 



T H U N D E R B I R D LODGE HISTORY 

T a b l e 1.1. Outline of Owners, Main Construction and Historical Events at the Thunderbird Lodge, Canyon de 
Chelly, Arizona. 

Date 

1902 

1903-04 

1905 

1906? 

1909-1919 

1916 

1919 
1920 

1922 

1924 

1925 

1926 

1931 

1936 

1937 

1940 

1941 

Owner/Manager 

Sam Day 

Charles Weidemeyer 
Charles Cousins 

managers unknown 

George Kennedy 

Leon H. "Cozy" 
McSparron 

Construction/Historic Event 

-Long log trading post. Building 12 (M-250) 
-bread oven 70 ft east of post (demolished) 
-privy west of post (demolished) 
-fodder barn northwest of post (demolished) 
-rock alignment east of Building 12 
-extension wing east of living quarters at north end 
of post (demolished) 

-adobe customer cabin to southeast of post 
(demolished 1986) 

-wareroom wing west of north end of Building 12 

-adobe ranch house. Building 11 (H&S-58, Note 
1 herein) 

-cottonwood trees planted in east yard of Building 11 
(K-15) 

-a fenced complex of 5 buildings northwest of post 
including a two-room stable/corral/privy in the area 
of Building 18. a storage building? west of the ranch 
house and north of the wareroom, and a smaller 
storage shed-like building in the area of Building 15 
(all now demolished)(K-15,19.23) 

-names operation "Thunderbird Ranch" 
-sandstone masonry guest units. Building 15 
(H&S-129) 

-sandstone masonry guest units. Building 14 
(Mo-Fig.31;cf. H&S-121) 

-log barn. Building 18 (H&S-112) 
-storage? building off northeast corner of Building 18 
(Mo-Fig.31) 

-garage/freight building west of Building 11 
(Mo-Fig.31) 

-sandstone masonry "stone shed", Building 19 
(Mo-Fig.31;cf. H&S-146) 

-sandstone masonry laundry, showers, and maid 
quarters. Building 16 (H&S-135) 

-Canyon de Chelly National Monument created with 
Thunderbird under NTS administrative authority 
(B&W-15) 

-NTS constructed sandstone masonry pump house. 
Building 3 (H&S-109) 

-adobe pueblo-style NTS Custodian's house. 
Building 1 (H&S-17S) 

-Thunderbird ties into NTS water system and the 
windmill, pump, and stock tank are demolished 
(H&S-18, B&W-59) 

-first extensive planting of cottonwoods by NTS 
in Thunderbird Ranch area (H&S-38) 

-Buildings 14 and 15 redecorated (H&S^15) 
-electricity installed at Thunderbird (B&W-60) 

4 
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Table 1.1 (cont.) 

Date 

1942 

1943 

1944 

1946 

1948 

1950 

1951 

1952 
1953 

1954 

1956 
1957 

1958 

1960 
1961 

1962 

1963 

1962-63? 

Owner/Manager 

J. Nelson. A.B. Nelson 
and Ida M. Borum 
-Miles Hedrick 

Justin La Font 
(Justin's Inc.) 

Construction/Historic Event 

-monument boundaries clarified reaffirming 
Thunderbird's inclusion in the park (B&W-
30) 

-NTS constructs cribbed-log hogan east of 
Building 1 (B&W-83) 

-NTS puts flagstone walks and borders 
around Building 1 (H&S-81) 

-frame and split-log employee's quarters. 
Building 13 (H&S-140) 

-storage hogan reroofed (B&W-98) 
-stone chicken coop north of ranch compound 
(H&S-26) 

-flagstone veneer placed on Building 11? 
(H&S-26, 65) 

-NTS adds more flagstone, installs grease rack. 
and pave behind Building 1 (B&W-113, H&S-80) 

-NTS jurisdiction over concessionaires reaffirmed 
(B&W-107-109) 

-adobe pueblo-style south room of Building 13 
added on (H&S-140) 

-Building 15 converted from 3 guest rooms to 2 
rooms with baths (H&S-129) 

-NTS campground constructed (H&S-45) 
-Building 1 is plastered with cement (H&S-77) 
-road from Window Rock to Ganado paved 
(H&S-29 B&W-113) 

-call operation "The Lodge'' 
-concrete walks around guest rooms (H&S-45) 
-Building 12 stuccoed (H&S-93) 
-Buildings 14 and 15 remodeled (H&S-121) 
-Building 12 west wall removed and main building 
expanded to west (H&S-99) 

-lunch counter installed in Building 12 (H&S-93) 
-road paved between Ganado and Chinle (B&W-
144) 

-names operation Thunderbird Guest Ranch" 
-full service coffee shop and restuarant style dining 
-extensive planting of grass, flowers, and shrubs 
initiated on Thunderbird grounds (H&S-31) 

-10-unit guest lodge built north of Buildings 
14 and 15 (B&W-173: H&S-29) 

-12-unit guest lodge built northeast of Building 14 
(B&W-197) 

-Building 1 becomes NTS employee's quarters 
(H&S-75) 

-Building 13 converted into 2 guest units (#10.11) 
and completely plastered (H&S-140) 

-Building 15 rennovated with concrete slab floor, 
interior plaster, and bathrooms (H&S-129) 

-dirt insulation in roofs of Buildings 14 and 15 removed 
(H&S-121) 
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THUNDERBIRD LODGE HISTORY 

Table 1.1 (cont.) 

Date Owner/Manager 

1964 
1965 

1969 

1980 

1982 
1984 Mary Jones 
1985 (White Dove Inc.) 

1986 

1987 

Sources: 
M = McNitt 1962 
K = Kennedy 1965 
B&W= Brugge and Wilson 1976 
H&S= Harrison and Spears 1988 
Mo = Morris 1933 

Construction/Historic Event 

-NTS Visitor Center constructed (B&W-271) 
-parking lot east of cafeteria paved 
(H&S^45) 

-end of trading post function (Navajo Tribal 
authority interest ends) and conversion of 
Building 12 into a cafeteria (B&W-253; 
H&S-31-32) 

-Building 1 assigned by NTS to concessionaire 
(H&S-75) 

-Buildings 14 and 15(?) roofed in red tile (H&S-122) 
-names operation "Thunderbird Lodge" 
-Building 16 remodeled into luxury Guest Unit 9 
(H&S-135) 

-Building 1 becomes motel office for the 
Thunderbird Lodge (H&S-75) 

-parking lot east of cafeteria remodeled (H&S-33) 
-4 frame-and-concrete pueblo-style motel units 
built west of Building 1 (H&S-33) 

-Buildings 13, 14, and 15 remodeled with concrete 
floors installed in 13 and 14, and all new 
bathrooms and interior furnishings 

Buildings: (see also Figure 1.3) 
I = Custodians House/Motel Offices, 
3 = NPS Pump House 
II = Ranch House/Gift Shop 
12 = Trading Post/Cafeteria 
13 = Employee Quarters/Guest Units 10-11 
14 = Guest Rooms 
15 = Guest Rooms 
16 = Laundry-Showers/Guest Unit 9 
18 = Log Barn 
19 = Stone Shed 

Building numbers follow those outlined by Harrison and Spears 1988 
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CANYON DE CHELLY 
THUNDERBIRD LODGE - A R C H I T E C T U R A L DEVELOPMENT 

S C H E M A T I C R E C O N S T R U C T I O N 

Figure 1 .2 . Main d e v e l o p m e n t a l c h a n g e s at the Thunderb i rd Ranch. Key to a b b r e v i a t i o n s : tp - t r a d i n g pos t , oh - ou thouse , ob - ou tbu i ld ing , 
rh - ranch house, b - barn , c - c o r r a l , s - s tone s h e d , ch - cus tod ian 's house , gp - gas pump, gc - guest c o t t a g e , lb - log b a r n , Ir - laundry 
room, ph - pump house, eq - employee 's quar te rs . 
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