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4^ ELIZABETH WARHAM FORSTER, R.N.

Dear Betsy: .

* This is as much your book as mine. Not only have you 

shared completely in the making of it, but also you have 

taught me to understand the Navaho People. Our association 

with the Navaho goes back to a vacation trip in the fall of 

1930 when we were misdirected (by a white man) on the road 

from Kayenta to Chinle, Arizona, on the western side of the 

reservation, and got ourselves wonderfully lost^ ending with 

an empty gasoline tank. How we laugh now over that experience. 

Yet how important it was, for it led you to a position as field 

nurse to the Navaho the following year.

I can see us now, sitting in the old Buick wondering what 

we should do. I, for some reason, thought I had to do some­
thing immediately. We were in the middle of a vast semi-desert?  ̂

visibility in every direction was fifty miles or more, but we 

saw nothing, not a distant hogan, nor a horse, nor a flock of 

sheep-yy just empty land. I set forth on foot\leaving you

to guard the car (from what I don't quite knowIlSwith hope that 

another traveler might come along who would give you gasoline.

How well I remember my thoughts as I trudged along, recalling 

every vivid tale I had ever heard of a similar experience.

How mortified I was at having lost my way. I remember meeting
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a Navaho man and^little boy in a wagon, coming out of a wash.

I tried to talk to them but they spoke no English. I pointed 

in the direction of Chinle, indicating that I would pay them 
to take me there, but the man shook his head^then^ reaching 

for something under a canvas in the wagon bed,^handed me three 
cool, delicious peaches. Finally after an emotionally stimu­

lated walk of two and one half hours, I reached Frazer's trad­

ing post. The trader was away, but his understanding wife 
took me and the needed gasoline back to you and the car, a dis­

tance of more than ten miles. I remember imagining how worried 

you must^-be over my long absence. Never will I forget topping 
a gentle rise in the undulating desert and seeing the lonely 

car completely surrounded by Navaho Indians, like a swarm of 

bees about a honeysuckle. When we arrived, there you were in 

the midst of the gathering, happily playing cards with your 
visitors! Your ensuing tale of how the Navaho had arrived, two 

or three at a time, seemingly from nowhere, to find out what 
the trouble was and to offer help, both surprised and interest­
ed me.

S .4* < ; ------------------- -! year later, I recall my concern) when you told me you 

were accepting a position as ar field nurse to the Navaho, spon­
sored by a private organization. I wondered where and how you 

would live, what your work would consist of, whom you would 

have to he^ you. Later when I came to visit, I found you in 
snug though primitive quarters. As I listened to tales of 

your experiences, I, too, became interested in these people,

impressed by their rugged character and their mode of life.
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From time to time my visits revealed the work you were doing, 

your understanding, your patience, your kindness^and^generos­

ity, for you literally gave of your substance as well as your 
knowledge and nursing skill. I saw the response of the Navaho 

People to your attitude toward them, your willingness to go 
anywhere at any time when a call came for help. I know too, 

the lives you saved and the succor you gave.
'Ah'S.

When the depression came and there were no more funds 
¿at-t < an c A

continué your work, you had to leave. I helped you pack and 
move. I can re-(-live that final morning when six of your best 
friends arrived, watched our every act, then suddenly, solemnly, 

and without warning, tlioy nW stood, bowed their headland wept

in unison.

During the past ^Fourteen years, together we have hunted 
for old friends after a lapse of nearly thirty years, finding 

many, making many new ones, and exploring nearly the whole of 

the reservation. I have watched old friends turn to you for 

medical aid the moment they saw your face. What fun we have 
had evolving this book. Your help when I was after difficult 

pictures, your sound criticism^and encouragement, finally^ have 

brought the book to completion. Be-as a tribute to our long 

and happy friendship, this is your book.

-4

-Mri*
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___ PREFACE LOcsy, S< JT

i Within the boundaries of their^twenty Five 1 

square-mile reservation, more than^ono hundred-thottsa^d Nav- 

aho People, the largest tribe of Indians in North America, are 

striving for existence on a land not productive enough to sus­
tain their increasing population. They are striving not only 

to exist, but also to meet an encroaching way of life with 

which they are^in a large measure, unfamiliar. It is within 
the last thirty years that the Navaho have been faced with 

this growing necessity for change^t^ a change so great for 
them, that we can scarcely comprehend it. Their traditional

mode of living--- simple, carefree, undisturbed by the great
7^/ (JS y J y

pressures of our complex civilizationr-haa required changes^!l Hl -6 ? f <? '___________ "
needi-ng adaptation to an existence) utterly alien to them^ _Jn
io <
past years nature provided sufficient pasture for the^Ec, flocks^ 
sufficient arable land for their simple farming, while the 
trading posts offered a market for their products.

/Today the Navaho find themselves with a population more 

than three times greater than their land can support. Thirty 
years ago4 they felt the white man far away, save for those 

few with whom they traded, but today they are surrounded by a 
constantly growing white population. Navaholand is no longer 
the far away wild country of the Southwest. This encroaching 

pressure is sharply felt, and the Navaho are rising to meet 
it. Thirty years ago] many were reluctant to go to the res-



ervation schools; they were shy and diffident about learning 

the ways of our people. Today, they are clamoring for educa­

tion, for there are many more children who want to go to school 

than there are schools or teachers to fill this demand.

It has been my privilege to observe some of the old life 

and much of the transition to the new. It has been intensely 

interesting, often heartbreaking, sometimes amusing, and in 

general has filled me with admiration for these people. Photog­

raphy is essentially the medium for recording and interpreting 

such change. There is no pretense here of a scientific or an 

ethnologic approach, but all factual statements have been 

checked with some of our leading scientists and, finally, with 

the Navaho People themselves.

There are many books about the Navaho books by anthro­

pologists, physicians, psychologists, and by- experienced laymen. 

Many of the authors have far greater knowledge of the Navaho 

than I. My endeavor has been to create a visual image of 

these peopl^ together with an explanatory text. As pictures 

and ideas accumulated, they fell into four catagoriesi therefore^ 

it seemed quite in keeping with Navaho tradition to divide this

book into four parts. First, The Navaho World/nfith its geo-
.. ..„

graphic conception and mythology^ second, '"The Way of the People.^ 

depicting their mode of life and their activities^ third.^The 

Coming Way, denoting the present transition from the old ways 

to the new; and fourth, The Enduring Way.the way of Navaho 

belief, which binds the People together through their traditional 

ceremonialism.

these^pictures were made more than thirty years ago,
most of them I am well aware
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of many gaps, but it is my hope that these pages will stir

an understanding of this energetic tribe, and awaken an in­

terest in its imaginative and poetic background.

I have been fortunate indeed in the friends I have made
and the co-operation I have received from interest^avaho

People. This, therefore, is an interpretation of a wonder­

ful people just as I have found them, a people having great 

pride, dignity, and ability who deserve our sincere respect.

/Laura Gilpin
Santa Fe, *New Mexico^^C'V,
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THE CREATION STORY ? ,;t LOc<i^ S^, JT

understand the Navaho People, even in small measure, 
"it is essential to know at least some part of their symbolic 

ritual. That they have so rich a tradition comes as a sur­

prise to those unfamiliar with their background. The Navaho 
have retained their culture through centuries without the use

CtY'd
of written language, without centers of education,.without a 

-L- \
religious head, for there is no such office, /t simply exists 

in every person, in every family, in every part of their land. 

As the legends, the chants and the symbolism are myriad, and 
as knowledge of these must be handed down by word of mouth or 
they^perish, Navajo capacity for memory has become very great. 

There is always a medicine man who carries on these beliefs, 

who conducts the ceremonies, who teaches others. The Creation 

Story, as its title indicates), contains the roots of this sym­
bolism, and signifies Navabo relation to all of nature. Like 

our Old Testament, the Navajo story contains a flood, expul­

sion from one world to another, and,throughout, a strong sug­

gestion of evolution.
Beginning with Dr. Washington Matthews, an Army surgeon 

stationed at Fort Wingate in the 1880s, and followed by a num- 
ber of students and ethnologists who gathered their information 
from many medicine men, this legend has been recorded, and^ 

though there are variations, the basic characters are similar.. 
From the story has come the Blessing Way Ceremony——— the^most
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sacred to the Navaho People—.and also the great variety of 

symbolic uses of plants and animals, birds and insects, colors 
and substances. The sacred number four permeates Navajo think­

ing. There are the pour directions, the four seasons, the four 
colors and substances associated with the four sacred mountains: 
white and white shell indicate the East; blue and turquoise, the 
South; yellow and coral or abolone, the West; black and jet, the 
North. Ip; most rituals there,are four songs and multiples thereof, 
as well as*many other symbolic uses of four.
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The Navaho believe that the People came from lower worlds, 

passing through four of them (some say twelve) to emerge into

Fifth World. Early Navaho concept, like that of 
ail,races^ was that the world was flat, that the sky was sup­

ported by supernatural beings, aagf that the sun came in the 
morning and left at nightthat the moon and stars were hung 
in the sky to be seen after the sun had departed. They believe 

that the next world is the world of the spirit, amd* beyond^ that 

a world where everything merges into the cosmos. Their only 

concern, however, is with this present life in the Fifth World. %
The Story tells of life beginning in a lower world, the <^<

First World, where it was predestined that the prototypes of 

living creatures, as well as inanimate elements, came- into be­

ing. Here began the duality of life, male and female. There 

were twelve kinds of people inhabiting this First World, which 
was dark, and though they are spoken of as people, they were
insects as we know them. There were Dark Ants--- Red Ants__
Dragon Flies — Yellow Beetles — Stone Carrier Beetles —

(2)
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Dung Beetles -——Hard Beetles —— Black Beetles Bats-^— White
Faced Beetles—-—Locusts—:—and White Locusts. There were 

oceans far off in each direction, and in each ocean a chief 
or deity. The people quarreled among themselves and the 
chiefs told them they must go elsewhere.

Entering a hole in the East, the People emerged into the

Second World. Here they found the Bird People,^with whom they / y
made friends. They sent out their couriers, Locust and White 

Locust, to explore the land, but though they reached the edge 

of the world, they found only bare ground. After a while there 
was more quarreling, and the Bird People told them they must

go away.
Once more they flew upward^ and finding a cleft in the sky, 

they found their way into the Third World. Again the couriers 
went out to explore and again found bare land^except for a great 

river flowing to the East. This was the female river, and flow­

ing into it was the male river, thus symbolizing generation. 
Grasshopper People lived in the Third World and the People min­

gled with them, requesting that they might live as one tribe.

But once again there was quarreling, and once more they were 

expelled. They flew upward in wide circles but found the sky 
hard and smooth. As they searched for an exit, a red head 

emerged from the sky. It was the Red Wind^who told them to fly 

to the West. Here they found a spiral passage made by the Wind, 

and flying up through it they reached the Fourth World. Four 

Grasshopper People went with them, one white, one blue, one yel­

low, and one black, and to this day the People have grasshoppers

of these colors.
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When the People entered the Fourth World, they saw four great 

snow-covered mountains on the far horizon of each direction. Once 

again the couriers went out to explore. To the East they found 

no sign of life, to the South they saw tracks of the deer and the 

turkey, and to the West again no sign of life. But when they re­

turned from the North, the couriers told of finding a race of 
strange meiywho cut their hair square in front, smd who lived in

__houses on jthe ground, and who cultivated fields. The following
day, two of these strangers----the Kiis'aanii (the Pueblo People)

came to the exiled*—e^mp and later guided them to water^r, The

water was red,and the Kii&^aanii told the People that they must
not cross the river on foot or their feet would be injured. The

Kiis'aanii showed the People a square raft made of logs —- a white
pine, a blue spruce, a yellow pine, and a black spruce. So J;he
People crossed the river to visit the homes of these friends,who

gave them corn and pumpkins to eat. ^¡fhis land had neither rain
nor snon^aard the crops were raised by irrigation, o

Late in the autumn the People heard the sound of a distant 

voice calling. It came from the East. Three times more they 

heard the voice, each time nearer than before. At last four 

mysterious beings appeared. They were^White Body, Blue Body, 
Yellow Body,and Black Body. These beings made signs to the 

People but did not speak, and after they had gone the People 
wondered what these signs meant. Three times the gods visited 

them but still did not talk. On the fourth day Black Body 
stayed after the others had gone,and spoke to the People in

¡ their own language! "**You do not understand the signs the gods 

. make to you. I will tell you what they mean. They wish to

jH,
O'U
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