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‘Navaho Life of Yesterday and Today,” written for
the needs of the National Park Service, is a summary
of some of the essential features of the prehistory,
history, and customs of the Navaho Indians of Arizona
and New Mexico. Professional anthropologists will find
little +that is new +to them in these pages, as the
information was compiled from published and unpublished
material relating to the Navaho and their neighbors.

My thanks 70 to those who kindly read the manu-
script and offered information and suggestions. Dr, W.W.
Hill of the University of New Mexico loaned me his
unpublished manuscript an Navaho agriculture and hunting;
Dr. Harry Foijer of the University of Chicago contrituted
information on linguistics; and Mr. Den VWetherill drew on
his long experience and understanding of +the tribe to
give me data on customs and beliefs. Dr, Phileo Nash
and Dr. F. R. Eggan of the University of Chicago;
Father Berard Illaile, 0. F. M.; and John Provinse of the
Soil Conservation Service have also read the manuscript
and made suggestions. The staff of the Museum of Anthro-
pology, University of California, graciously permitted
the artist, Miss Elizabeth CGinno, to sketch the Navaho
artifacts. In addition to these, I wish +to thank the
members of the staff of the National Park Service and
the Works Progress Administration for their assistance,

Hazel Hunt Voth I wish to thank for her intelli-
gent and conscientious editing, and tlie uncounted hours
she spent in verifying and correcting references and
preparing the manusceript for mimeographing, I also owe
thanks to Mr, William Lippincott who was of much as-
sistance to me at every step of the way in getting this
manuscript ready.

In this paper, the references are included in the
text in order to simplify the problem of mimeographing.
A foreign term is underlined only the first time it isused.

Katharine Luomala
Berkeley, California
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Chapter I

INTRODUCTION

Forty-five thousand Navaho* Indians and their flocks of sheed
and goats and herds of horses, totalliug in 1937 about 1,000,000
head, range over a reservation of fifteen million acres in north-
eastern Arizona and northwestern New Mexico and over the border in-
to southern Uteh. They also wander far beyond the reservation. One
can expect to see Navaho anywhere between the Rio Grande River in
the east, the Colorado River in the west, the San Juan River in the
north, and the Little Colorado River in the south. Unlike other
tribes which have decreased in numbers or disappeared entirely, the
Navaho have doubled their population in the last thirty years. They
are now the largest Indian tribe in the United States, and their
reservation is the most extensive. It is estimated that the Navaho
are ninety-eight per cent pure blood. The slight mixture with white
people is found only in the districts near the towns and railroads.

Geologists describe the reservation as »nart of the great Colo-
redo Plateau, where erosion and other natural forces, acting upon
the sandstone, limestone, and conglomerate, have carved deep gorges
and isolated badland forms, above vhrich the mountains rise. The
rugged and colorful landscape with its deserts, canyons, mountains,
and nesas 1is one of startling beauty. Erosion has created fantas-
tic forms in the rocks resembling ships, cathedral spires, and other
impressive objects, and produced natural bridges like the famous
Rainbow Bridge. The reservation has *a painted landscape with
patches and bands of yellow, ash-gray, drab, lavender, rose, pink,
slate, maroon, sienna, lilac, cream, and various shades of red and
brown (Gregory, 1917:42). The myriad colors have given this region
the name, 'The Painted Desert'." It is a country of contrasts in
landscape, vegetation, altitude, rainfall, and temperature.

The Navaho are believed to have been in this region since the
thirteenth or fourteenth century A. D. Everywhere around them they
have impressive reminders of the past in the archaeology and geol-
ogy of their present homeland, Dinosaurs have left their tracks in
canyons; in the desert is petrified wood; and in the cliffs are the
ruins of an ancient people who lived under the protective shade of
nassive canyon walls of red sandstone. The Navaho have no memory of
these people who came before them, although some of the Navaho clans
attempt, in their myths, to trace their descent from the cliff dwell-
ers, They regard the c¢liff dwellings as the home of some of their
gods, and avoid the ruins, preferring to build their hogans of brush
and mud on the flat canyon floors near their gardens and peach orchards.

* The anglicized form, "Navaho," is used in this paper, except in
quotations which retain the Spanish form "Navajo.” The Indian Bu-

reau estimates the population for 1937 as 50,000,



Economically, the value of the Navaho country is variable. Reverend
Anselm Yeber, of the Franciscan Mission at St. Michael's, Arizona, who had
a thoroush knowledse of Mavaho land problens, swmed up the situation, in
rassing, in terms of ponular folklore (quoted in "Survey of Conditions of
the Indians in the U. S., Pt. 34:17557), "... we are living in a country,
as the cowboy nut it, wheee there are rnore rivers and less water, more
cows and less nilk, where a person can look farther and see less than any-
where in God's creation; or, as Mr. Charles S. Lurmis puts it, where a
horned toad may scratch a living if it remains single, but is doomed to
starvation if led into matrimony." It has become a commonplace to state
that only the industrious Mavaho could scrape a livinz from such a country
and become proudly self-supporting. The tribe is at present soing through
a crisis of economic adjustment because erosion, aggravated by the great
flocks which exceed the carrying capacity of the pasture land, has become
more than a local Navaho problem and has required the intervention of the
Government to prevent further damage. Torrential rains strip off the top
soil, which is carried down the San Juan and Colorado Rivers, coming to
rest in Boulder Dam. &nmineers assert that the dam will be filled up with
silt in a few years if erosion is not checked. The Navaho, in cooperation
with the soil conservationists, have been reducin~ their herds and develop-
ing irrigation in order to arrive at a better halance hetween herding and
farming.

ROUND OF LIFE Unlike the ancient €liff dwellers and the modern Pueblo
tribes who live in lar~e communities, the Navaho are camp dwellers. They
are not true normds, however, for each family does not roam aimlessly over
the entire reservation, but herds its sheep and goats within a limited
locality. Fommerlv this area micht have a radius of thirty or forty miles.
Now, when there are many small herds and a laraqe population, the radius is
more likely to be about ten or fifteen miles. Before automobiles were
used, the average Navaho rarely knew rmuch about the region beyond his past-
ures. Now, as a result of the economic crisis and the reorganization of
the local sovernment, the Navaho have acquired rore knowled~e of their fel-
low tribesmen who live elsewhere on the fifteen million acres,

On his range, the Navaho Indian has a series of horcans and corrals
built at variocus sheltered places conveniently near water, grass, and fuel.
Usually the flocks are kept in corrals at night and driven out to graze in
the morning. The mountains are open to all for pastures, so when the low=-
lands are parched and barren in surmer, those who live near the hish moun-
tains delegate certain members of the family to take all or nart of the
stock to the green highlands watered by mountain streans. In the winter
the family goes to the foothills and riesas where it can find fuel. 1In the
spring it returns to the desert to take advantaze of the fresh vegetation
and water renewed by the spring rains. The garden is planted with maize,
pumpkins, and beans in April and May. ILanbing generally takes place in
sarly spring, the season varying in different parts of the reservation as



copied from the costumes worn by the officers' wives &t Fort Sumﬁer,

New Mexico, where the Navaho were once kept in captivity. The men, if
they do not dress in American overalls and shirts, wear velvet tunics and
trousers of bright calico, a Spanish-American style. A light weight
Pendleton blanket, preferred to the native heavy blankets, is thrown over
the shoulders.,

A stranger is certain of finding hospitality. The Navaho have the
trait, shared with nll human beings except the most sophisticated, of lik-
ing to find that & stranger is related by marriase or blood. And since
there are all of fifty clans in the tribe, nany of which have names sim-
ilar to clans in neighborins tribes, some kind of relationship is usually
traceable between the interested host and guest, The generosity and hos-
pitality of the Mavaho is such that they will deny themselves necessities
in order to share the little they have with their less fortunate relatives
and friends.,

In earlier times the Navaho married outside both their father's and
mother's clans. An individual belongs to the clan of his mother, and
traces descent through her. ¥hen a mon marries, he goes to live with his
wife's people, but is careful to avoid showing disrespect to his mother-
in-law by speakines to, or even seeing, her. Tradition sternly requires,
even to this day, that this custom be observed. A family group consists
of maternal grandparents, parents, unmarried children, and daughters with
their husbands and children.

As might be expected of a tribe with such a large population and
extensive territory, there is considerable variety in the practices, be-
liefs, and physical characteristics in various distriets, Cultural fac-
tors such as contacts with white people or with neighboring tribes, and
natural factors such as geography and rainfsll have been important in
creating local variations. Just as differences in desipn, yarn, size,
and color in hundreds of Naveho blankets do not prevent one from seeing
that as a group they are peculiarly Navaho, so it is with the culture as
a whole.

The incorme of the Mavaho is derived from the sale of agricultural
and livestock products, crafts, and, in some areas, from lumber and pin-
yon nuts. 1In recent years, the income per capita has been increased by
wages obtained on reservation work projects financed by the United States
Covermment. In 1936 this amounted to #40 per capita. The average income
of the Navaho is not definitely known. Various estimates have been made.
The most recent estimate, by the Soil Conservation Service, of the per
capita income, includins the cormerical income and the non-commercial
(the cash value of produce raised and consumed at hame), is about $85.
For a consumption group (the economic unit used by the Service), which
gveﬁages 7 plus, the total income, together with the wages, is estimated
at 13900,



TDADIMG POSTS The meat, wool, hides, jewelry, and pinyon nuts are pur-
chased by traders who are licensed by the Auerican Govermment to conduct
trading posts on the reservation. One cannot discuss Navaho life since
1868 without taekine into account the influence of traders., An intensive
study of the history and functions of the trading post system among the
Navaho was made by B. Youngblood of the United States Department of Agri-
culture (Survey of Conditions, Pt. 34:18036-115)., The information pres-
ented here is drawn largely from this report.

The tradins post system is described as one of the best remaining
examples of frontier cormmerce. "The trader extends unsecured credit on
open accounts in anticipation of the Indians' wool and lamb crops, and
he also extends minor credits secured by pawn, including silver bracelets,
rings, and belts, beads, guns, saddle blankets, rugs. or other articles
of value." He advances provisions and craft supplies to makers of jewel-
ry and blankets. He supplies merchandise on credit to encourage the In-
dian ceremonies. He ascts as a middleman between White and Indian cul-
tures, purchasing the goods of the Indians and selling them products of
¥hite manufacture. ™Most traders counsel the Indians on business and
personal affairs, With few exceptions, they, at one time or another,
have advised the Indians relative to sheep breeding and wool, lamb, and
rug improvement from the viewpoint of the commeréial markets.” They
work in cooperation with the wholesalers who supply them with goods and
purchase the trader's Indian. produce, and they work with the Government.
"The traders are also called upon frequently for aid and advice con-
cerning Indian family and corrwunity affairs, such as marital difficulties,
illness, deaths, and inheritances,"

Names, famous in Navaho history, occur in the roster of traders:
Joseph Lee, S. E. Aldrich, C. N. Cotton, J. Lorenzo Hubbell, J. B. Moore,
T. V. Keam, J. Wetherill, and others. Of the 50 trading posts studied by
Youngblood, 35 were conducted by individuals, 15 by corporations and part-
nerships. Most of the traders were of old ‘nglo-American stock, with -

a few of Spanish and Indian descent,

The Navaho apply to trading the same genius they displ~ayed in .diplo-
matic relations with the early Spanish and Americans., Trading is a social
and business event. Nothing can make a Navaho hurry in his debate between
canned peaches and tomatoes, or stem his oratory when he wishes the trader
to throw in a sack of candy as a friendship ' gift.. If there is a cash bal-
ance after his charse account has been settled, he prefers to get silver
for each item he has sold. Then he pays it out again, coin by coin, for
each new purchase., The Navaho women are particularly shrewd bargainers.
Books written by or about traders and their experiences in the Mavaho
country are listed in the bibliography.



ADMINISTRATION The Navaho were never organized under one chief, nor
did they have hereditary chiéfs. A capable and intelligent person
might take charge during a crisis, but he had no influence other than
that exerted by his personality or wealth. A wealthy man had many
followers and slaves whom he commanded. A man who organized and car-
ried out a war party was a War Chief only for the duration of the raid.

The early Spanish and American officials found it impossible to
deal with such a truly democratic people, so they nominated some of the
natural leaders as "chiefs" to act as negotiators between the Navaho
and the Whites., They gave each "chief" a silver medal and a cane as
symbols of his position. The Navaho tribe has produced men of out-
standing character and leadership., Narbona and Manuelito, who lived
during the trying years of the nineteenth century, when Navaho and
Whites were at odds, were two of the great Navaho whose memories are
now respected by Indians and Whites alike.

In 1923 a tribal council of twelve members and twelve alternates
was organized to work in cooperation with the Indian Bureau and the
Indian Agents of the six administrative districts of the reservation.
Since 1935 a new system of local administration has been developing.
The United States Indian Bureau now has a central agency or "Navaho
capital" to carry out the administrative work. In addition the reser-
vation has been divided into eighteen districts to carry out the land
management progrsm. FEach district has a supervisor who is directly
responsible to the General Superintendent at Window Rock, Arizona, the
central agency.

Between July 1, 1933, and July 1, 1936, the United States Govern-
ment has spent over ten million dollars on physical improvements within
the reservation and over one million on improvements in the areas just
outside the reservation which the Mavaho also occupy. The development
of educational facilities for both children and adults has always
aroused disputes. Opinion is divided over boarding versus day schools,
and whether the education for young people should prepare them for pos-
sible absorption into the general population of the United States, or
for life on the reservation. The present administration has improved
the educational facilities by establishing about fifty day schools for
children, constructing and furnishing the buildings so that they can
be used by adults as community centers. Despite this improvement there
are an estimated 6,000 Navaho children still without schools. The ed-
ucational policy at the present time is to educate the children nearer
their homes and parents, and along lines which fit them for a better
life right in their own country. (Survey of Conditions,54:17580&17601J






