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rom high in the Kaibab Piateau, from

from the iegends of time forgot iike the Ghost of Blue

teiis a story nor describes its beauty. Like the others it 
has its share of dignity, grandeur, splendor, but it aiso 
stands separate and apart, for within the chiseied features

the wind Butters the cottonwood leaves ... or hear again 
the resounding voice of a solitary horseman as he rides
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Arizona, that the only thing iittie about the desert is the

^Wayne^and Esther had been up Canyon de Cheliy

we talked of the canyon, savoring again the autumn ven­
ture, we planned yet another trip and this time we thought 
of a wagon as the way to go. Leisurely, slow-paced, open

for us . . . Chauncey who can put quarters on moccasins 
so they wiii stay forever, who is a canyon Indian himseif 
and who says so proudly iike it is royalty he speaks 
of, and who knows the canyon trails and history as one

Navajodisdamforpremade plans, he announced he would 
accompany us only part way; his brother Francis Yazzie 
would be the wagon driver for the remainder of the trip 
and another brother, a younger one would go along for 
company. This brother, his name was Don, is one of the 
young Navajos, who stay only the summers on the 
reservation and spend the winters in Holbrook going

The entrance to the canyon is not impressive: The 
walls are low and the Boor is wide here; sand stretches 
from the rock cliffs on one side to the rock cliffs on the 
other. Invitingly beyond, you see the walls rising pro­
gressively higher. On the door Russian olive trees grow 
luxuriantly, planted there as protection against erosion, 
and native cottonwoods are plentiful. A wishing pile is 
silhouetted against the sky across the canyon to the north 
and a hogan is built on the rocks there overlooking the 
entrance. The rich reds of the canyon walls, made richer 
still by the striking sun and shifting shadows, are exciting.

Cut into the western slope of the Tunicha mountains 
by several small streams which combine near Washington 
Pass and flow in a westerly direction, the position of 
Canyon de Cheliy is in the center of the ancient pueblo 
region. That is, it is northwest of old Cibola, the modern 
Zuni, a little north and northeast of the old villages of 
Tusayan, now Hopi. The great Chaco ruin lies directly to 
the east and the ruins of the San Juan are northward.

This name of de Cheliy sometimes gives visitors a 
start by its pronunciation of The name is known 
to have been used before 1849 and is of Indian origin, 
probably being derived from the Navajo name of the

De Cheliy is located in mesa country. The great, 
hulkingj shadowed Black Mountain looks down on it 
from the southwest; it is also the place of the red earth 
smeared with greys and ochres which most call the 
painted desert but geologists know as the Chinle forma­
tion, but mostly it is the place of conspicuous bright red 
sandstone: the canyon itself.

The canyon floor was sandy, the kind that is dry 
and deep. Even by wagon, travel was not easy. It is said 
that the canyon has two seasons ... dry and deep and 
wet and deep. The only divergency from these two is

Star Buttes and meanders down to Wheatfields and thence 
into the canyon of de Cheliy. High above Tsailee the 
creek bearing the same name courses its way down the 
mountain and finds its way through Canyon del Muerto. 
From these sources water moves into the Chinle Valley 
some fifty miles away. Thus the door varies from a veri­
table river at some seasons to a thick dry sand at others. 
When dry it is deep and loose, a burnt white color; when 
wet it is a dark brown ochre. Canyon travel is never a 
luxurious dalliance. That is, travelers cannot stop just to 
be leisurely wherever their fancy dictates or it is likely 
they will be digging out when ready to start again. We 
have dug out of both quicksand and thick, churning dry 
sand within three days of each other and I have heard 
folks claim it happened to them at one and the same 
time. A friend of ours in a similar condition once remarked 
that it made no difference if he didn't get out of the mud 
for when it dried up, he would be stuck in the sand any­
way. The canyon traveler is in the same predicament__

The Park Service does not assume risk for vehicles 
traveling in the canyon; in fact unless you have a four- 
wheel drive, canyon travel is discouraged. It is not getting 
stuck in the sand that is so fearsome, for even trucks do 
not sink from sight in a quicksand bog. It is a head of 
water coming down the wash from heavy rains in the 
mountains, of which the unwary traveler may know 
nothing, that can be disastrous. Sand and water flow 
through the car, it sinks ever lower and even though it 
can perhaps later be pulled from the canyon itself, it is 
impossible to rid the engine of the sand and water accu­
mulation. Several cars and trucks have been lost in such a 
way since we have lived here. It was not only the novice 
who was caught; experienced canyon drivers have been 
in perilous circumstances, too.

The canyon roadway is not always in the wash 
though it appears so from the rim. Veering back and 
forth, it is sometimes found in the cooling shade of the 
walls. This shade is such a contrast to the sun of the 
wash that one feels cloistered from the world he left only 
a few moments ago. Even here though the traveler must 
yield his shaded roadway, for just beyond the shadows 
there is always the brightness of the sun. The shade of 
these walls is criss-crossed by areas of cottonwoods, their 
green accentuating the intensity of color. This color 
changes with the seasons: should it be spring a faint tinge 
of green is caught against vermilion sandstone walls alive 
in a bright April sun; summer will show small islands 
of deep green cottonwoods against the sand of the canyon 
Boor, enriched by the red of rampant walls and a deep 
blue sky; in fall the golden cottonwoods along the sculp­
tured surface trap colors varying from bright orange to 
deep warm browns. No matter what the season one has 
the urge to stop and drink deep of the wonders of nature.

The canyon walls are of sandstone. Of porous texture, 
they are a natural collector of water. They weep slowly 
and the root stained water leaves abstract patterns on 
the sweeping curves and the vertical surfaces of the 
canyon. Aside from the Navajos themselves, it is these 
beautiful and strikingly abstract patterns which entrance 
artist and photographer alike. These bold, black vertical 
lines make us aware that long before man chose his brush 
and paint pots, nature was the great designer.

It is approximately six miles from the canyon entrance 
to the junction. At this point the wash diverges to form
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two: canyons of great height and extreme narrowness: 
de Cheiiy is due east and dei Aluerto lies to the north­
east toward Tsailee Butte.

Junction has a wideness not feit at many piaces in 
the canyon. From the rim overlook it is actuaiiy rather 
hard to see dei Aluerto forking into it. Here are good 
examples of the so caiied petrified sand dunes. One of the 
conceptions of how the canyon was iaid down geoiogicaiiy 
includes the submerging of sand dunes in water, thus 
cementing the wind stratified iayers of sand. Their de­
sign is one of concentric patterns. When standing atone 
they appear much iike the oid styie domed bee hive.

Just before junction we saw our first fuii size ruin. 
It is tike a landmark. Here the waiis are about six hundred 
feet high with the ruins approximately one hundred feet 
up m a wnrd-hollowecf crevice, ihe canyon vai] is 
bounded at the bottom by sand dunes biown into cres-

Much iike the chiid who aiways saves the best-iiked 
gum drop to the iast, webcast our eyes oniy momentariiy 
at Canyon dei Muerto iooming in from the northeast and 
continued on up Canyon de Cheiiy. This canyon is gen- 
eraliy harder to travel in than dei Aluerto. The sand is

junction. AVe had to scramble off as the horses strained 
and pulled to get the wagon through. Horses are the 
Indian's pride and we were amazed at the strength and 
endurance of the animals. By canyon standards a good 
horse is not necessarily the one which can run the fastest* 
a horse that can puli weii in the sand is also prized.

This wagon in which we rode was a true composite: 
body by Indiana, the trade name of practically all wagons 
on the reservation, axles by Ford, tires by Goodyear and 
seat springs by Chevrolet. The Navajos'are quite artful 
in taking a little bit of this and that and creating a rubber- 
tired affair of some quality. No offense to Goodyear cer­
tainly! for you could see the cords on which the rubber 
was vulcanized, but we had tire leaks before junction. 
Francis had a hand pump and, fortunately, strong arms. 
He^ and young Don took turns and pumped and pumped

The first major ruin in Canyon de Cheiiy is seven 
miles from the mouth of the canyon and is the well known 
White House, the Navajo Kmi-wc e-Kcf. This ruin can 
be seep by taking the rim drive to White House overlook. 
For those who want a touch of the canyon proper, there 
is an excellent trail, well maintained by the Park Service 
one may take to the canyon floor and proceed to thè 
ruin itself across the wash. The first written mention of 
this rpin was in 1849 when a detachment of troops came 
out frbm Santa Fe. In the company was a Lieutenant J. H. 
Simpson, a topographical engineer who also had the capac­
ity for investigation and the genius for detailed observa­
tion. This expedition camped in the Chinle Valley and 
Lieutenant Simpson made a side trip into the canyon.
In his: notes he mentioned ruins at several points but 
described in detail the Casa Blanca which later became 
the White House.

THs ruin consists of two distinct elevations: a lower 
portion which is now only a large cluster of standing 
walls qn the bottom land of the wash and an upper part 
which occupies a cave directly over the lower section. 
Separating the two are some thirty feet of vertical cliff 
Howeyer^during^rhe-period when the houseswere oc- - _ 
cupied, access to the upper ruin is believed to have been

through a passageway or door in the center of the ruin 
and directly over the part where the lower village was 
four stories high; then the cave Boor would have been 
less than four feet from the roof of the lower building. 
It is the upper portion which has given the ruin its name, 
for the main or principal room, situated near the center 
of the cave, is covered with a wash of white clay which 
has remained to this day a startling contrast with the 
shadowed recess that surrounds it. It sets there like a 
boxed jewel, a challenge to photographers and to those 
who make impressions with brush and paints. The lower 
ruin is now fronted with cottonwoods, Chinese elm and 
sand willows placed there by the Park Service and Branch 
of Land Operations in an effort to stabilize the wash and

This walk to White House affords the visitor not 
only an exhilarating climb but a glance at one of the most 
striking reminders of the pueblo past. In addition there 
is at the bottom of the path a hogan, an Indian dwelling 
of the native type. This is in turn surrounded by a farm 
site such as those seen throughout the canyon.

After harvest season the canyon belongs again to the 
spirit of the Basketmakers and the Pueblo people, for the 
canyon is abandoned by the Navajos. They drive their 
sheep up steep trails to the topside and there they dwell 
for the winter months around the settlement of del 
Aluerto or scatter themselves along the vast irregular rim 
of Canyon de Cheiiy.

At Chauncey's camp we built a Bre and cooked our 
meal in aluminum foil. The guides thought such an innova-

From Chauncey's place it is only a little way to the 
beautifully named Cherry Orchard Canyon. We have 
always meant to explore it but our efforts have been limited 
by time to only a short distance within the entrance. 
This side canyon was perhaps well populated at one time 
for there are evidences of a one time agricultural abun­
dance. The petroglyphs on the canyon wait are large and 
different, stick Bgures of red and yellow with a semblance 
of feathers in their hair. There is also a surface ruin of 
some size. The view from Cherry Orchard looking up 
de Cheiiy reveals the full impact of the canyon, stressing 
high vertical walls, beautifully chiseled sweeps and curves 
with the wash a river of sand, conBned always by the 
bare rock cliffs whose sides are almost plumb:

And so we came to dynamic, spectacular Spider 
Rock. Square based, jutting, it rises to a height of some 
eight hundred feet. The top surface is so small in com­
parison to the mammoth base that the rock actually looks 
taller than it is. We camped where we could get a view 
of both Speaking and Spider Rock. We like the looming 
massiveness of both of these much photographed and well 
known landmarks of de Chellv. Speaking Rock is across 
the canyon from Spider Rock. It takes its name from 
the uppermost part which can, if your imagination is 
wildly^ working, resemble the head, its mouth open as

It was cloudy, dark angry clouds hung heavily over 
Spider Rock and the campBre felt good. Havino alwavs 
hankered after the life of a pioneer, I hastily did an 
about face after only one day on a wagon. If I said that 
this night we tarried long and drank deep of the wonders 
of the canyon after dark it would be a gross overstatement. 
After camp clean up, we followed the children to bed
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which the religious (and perhaps civic) affairs of the 
peopie were conducted. It is believed that oniy when a 
village became permanent were these constructed. The

come here early, iooked on the iand and gone away to 
create the sturdy outpost of Aibuqucrque, the stronghold 
of Santa Fe and to mingle with the pueblos of the Rio

strange songs and who wore Rowing purple robes with 
crosses upon them and this that they remembered they 
painted on the canyon wails at the ruin of the Standing 
Cow. In time the redman stole horses from these, the 
men from Mexico and the horses flourished and the red- 
man learned to ride so that he and the horse were one 
and they took sheep also and the sheep flourished and 
now they did not hunt in vain for food. With the horse



heads" by the power of his prayer. The petrogtyphs were 
supposediy painted in 1804 just shortiv after the Spanish 
massacre of the Navajo peopie which gave the canyon 
its name. One can still see the narrow {edge he used as 
his artist's scaffold. Further up the wash are scooped out 
toe hotds he may have used to ciimb to his rock canvas.

hollowed out cave known as BattieCove, so named by 
Ear] and Ann Axtell Adorris in their archaeotogica] dig­
ging there in 1929. it is appropriatetv named for it was 
the scene of a prehistoric massacre sometime back in the 
aeons of time. The beseigers attacked from below, estab­
lished their line of offense and, gaining the heights, com-

none of the inhabitants were spared, not even babies and 
young children. The victims were left and their bleached 
bones buried only when the cave was occupied by the

now famous "Weaver," who has since found repose in 
the American -Museum of Natural History in New York. 
The "Weaver" was an excellent mummy wrapped in a 
feather cloth blanket made wholly from the downy breast 
feathers of the golden eagle. The pit inside which the 
mummy was found was empty of earth and rock as it 
had been protected by a pole and matting covering and 
as such was an exceptional find. Inside the outer feather 
blanket were two largish sheets of spun and woven cotton. 
It was the first cloth of this size and quality that had been 
found, though fragments had been located in previous 
digging. With the mummy was an implement of the 
weaver's craft, the spindle whorl. The mummy bundle 
was cat cradled with over three miles of spun yarn, and

From Antelope it is only a short distance, about two 
miles, to the ruin of the Standing Cow. This ruin is noted 
for the beauty of the petroglyphs as well as the number 
that grace the wall. It is now only a surface ruin and its 
remaining storage bins and pits are still used by the Indians 
who^live there. These Navajos. the family of Crooked

canyon Indians to live in such close proximity tb a ruin. 
Crooked Neck always has a largish field of corn with 
melons and squash vines intertwining among the corn 
stalks. To the visitor, used to row crop farming, it is intri­
guing to see the corn growing in barrel-like clumps.

The ruin's name comes from the painting of a blue 
headed^square rumped cow with a gorgeous pair of black 
tipped, upright horns. To the right and below stands a 
small white calf. Then there are the large circles or rather

a series of circles, four altogether, painted up a ledge that 
iooks accessible until one tries it. It is almost an optical

another throughout the canyon but nowhere are they 
more beautifully depicted than here. Of the four circles, 
two are concentric, having five circles one inside the other 
and look like bullseyes, one is a sort of half circle with 
the inside filled with yellow, the fourth is a smaller circle 
which has inside rings with shapes that look like hands 
groping out from its sides. What do they mean? What 
message was left for us here? I have heard some say 
that they are the Indian sign for eternal life, others sav 
they have no meaning except for the ones who painted 
them there, but all those who see them go away with 
their own impressions, their own expressions of what they 
mean, for the circle in its form is powerfully designed, 
always eternal, and these are massive and boldly presented. 
Probably the most well known of these petroglvphs is

depicted"tHe band of mafchihgrwvarnorsliad pefcMving 
eyes and a good sense of form and proportion. The horse­
men are hatted, ride white horses and carry spears. With 
them is the purple robed priest who has the Christian 
cross on his robe. This mural has depth even on the flat 
wall surface, as there are smaller horses and horsemen 
around the main group. Our favorite at this place of so 
many favorites is one that is fading. Barely perceptible, 
the color worn, is a solitary horseman on a blue horse. 
He wears a red tunic and carries a lance in one hand, with 
the other he holds the reins of his horse. The colors are 
so faded that the petroglyph looks as though it is ¿eeping

At Standing Cow there are quantities of peach seeds 
from the years past. As we got out to look and to wonder 
over the petroglyphs we saw under the overhang where 
they would get the least dust and the most sun row upon 
row of opened and pitted peaches. Close by was {t small 
quantity of cactus pear, a rieh bluish-red that goes to

House but with the night coming hard upon us we 
stopped about three miles up from Alummy at Tsca/MMo, 
the Big Cave. Almost totally encircled, Big Cave is 
hidden from view by a high, winglike and tapering rock,







like a bright blanket and we began to talk of those others 
who had sought shelter here. What were they really 
like, those people who were here so long ago? As a part



cool winds off the snows of Mount Tayior and here 
just east of center they came to Canyon de Cheiiy with 
its quietness that soothed the spirit and over aH the iand 
given to them they started again.

IMFORMATION ON TOURIST AND 
C ACCOMMODATIONS

ttiiding posts accommodate the area: ThunderN  ̂Trading ^ost 
(Ca^il^Garda^y^th* Cjielly Trading Post
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