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AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 29:2 (2005) 85-111

Traditional Navajo Maps and Wayfinding

KLARA KELLEY AND HARRIS FRANCIS

All theories of the “peopling” of the Western Hemisphere acknowledge the
abundant evidence, from remotest pre-Columbian times to the present, that
American Indians have traveled long distances for direct subsistence, trade,
and other purposes.! Yet most Indian societies have not produced “maps” in
the familiar sense of “a representation, usually on a plane surface, of a region
of the earth or heavens.”? Outside the influence of European colonizers, and
with the pre-Columbian exception of urbanized Mesoamerican groups, these
groups have relied mainly on speech and memory to transmit and store
important information, including knowledge about the earth’s surface and
wayfinding on it.? Scholars working within Eurocentric traditions of keeping
written records have documented some of these spoken and memorized
portrayals of the earth’s surface.

Today scholars, especially geographers, recognize a variety of ways that
human societies represent the earth and heavens, as the following definitions
of “map” attest: According to J. B. Harley, “Maps are graphic representations
that facilitate a spatial understanding of things, concepts, conditions,
processes, or events in the human world.”* More than mere “representa-
tions,” states Denis Wood, maps are social constructions that “make
present—they re-present—the accumulated thought and labor of the past

. . about the milieu we simultaneously live in and collaborate on bringing
[into] being. . . . they enable the past to become part of our living. . . . (This
is how maps facilitate the reproduction of the culture that brings them into
being).”> These constructions have many forms, both tangible (visual, “arti-
factual”) and intangible (verbal, “mental,” performed). Intangible maps
include the cognitive maps that each person constructs mentally from direct
experience and other sources (often traditional). They also include verbal
maps, that is, constructions of the earth’s surface in spoken forms, such as
descriptions or narratives. Much of the literature on verbal maps, at least

Klara Kelley and Harris Francis are independent cultural resource consultants based
in Navajoland. Francis is Navajo and has spent his life living and working in
Navajoland; Kelley has lived and worked there for almost thirty years. Kelley and
Francis are the authors of Navajo Sacred Places (Indiana University Press, 1994).
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those of American Indians, concerns place-names and how they organize
information associated with the places, including memorized strings of place-
names used to mark travel corridors.6

Scholars recognize that societies that transmit and store information
mainly by speech and memory tend to produce maps in verbal form, with
tangible constructions as supplements. These people can readily transform
their verbal maps into a visual, tangible form. Many such forms are
ephemeral—diagrams on birch bark or in the sand, for example. Most of the
ones that have survived were collected by, and usually made at the request of,
nonindigenous explorers, researchers, and others. How many other such
maps made exclusively by and for indigenous people have not survived is
unknown. The surviving tangible maps based on oral tradition have been
emphasized in the literature.”

All maps, tangible or not, are constructions of accumulated cultural knowl-
edge filtered through the map’s producer(s), and they therefore carry
multiple layers of meaning. By no means do all of these constructions portray
the earth’s surface in a fashion that facilitates wayfinding, in contrast to the
type of maps implied by the common English-language term map. To use a
map as a wayfinding tool, the user must integrate the map (accumulated
cultural knowledge filtered through the map’s producer) with his or her own
experience. Few scholars have explored this process in detail.8 In fact, only
recently have scholars approached the maps so prolifically produced by
modern globally dominant cultures with the same question—what do you have
to know before you can use this map to find your way between two points??

This paper offers an example of the wayfinding process when using verbal
and other traditional maps among the Navajo Indians of the southwestern
United States. The scholarly literature on the Southwest offers examples of
verbal maps that construct both linear space, such as trails, and broad
geographical space, including hunting territories and large physiographic
zones, the last often represented by a metaphor based on human or animal
anatomy. Navajo oral tradition includes all these types of construction. The
present essay is offered as an addition to the published literature on Navajo
traditional geography, which has generally been restricted to place-name inven-
tories, land-use studies, and works related to cultural-resource management.!?

VERBAL MAPS: A NAVAJO EXAMPLE

The Navajo Indians of the Southwest inhabit a high semiarid plateau where
mountains covered with parklike stands of evergreens alternate with broad
grassy or sagebrush-covered plains or unvegetated rock and hardpan. The
Navajos are among the many indigenous groups in the Western Hemisphere
for whom hero twins or brothers are powerful deities and figures in popular
stories. A Navajo story tells how the older brother, Monster Slayer, chases and
subdues the monster Traveling Rock. Around 1930, the encyclopedically
knowledgeable Navajo ceremonialist Slim Curley gave a version of this story
to Franciscan ethnologist Berard Haile, who put it on paper in both Navajo
and English.!! The story is part of the origin story of the Enemy Way, a type of
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war ceremony performed in summer that also brings rain. The complete
translated text is as follows (brackets enclose our interpolations):

[At the end of the previous episode, Monster Slayer has returned to
his home on top of Huerfano Mountain, south of the San Juan River
in present-day New Mexico.] “Of walking stone it is known, that
reports place it yonder, down in the west,” someone said.

From here, it seems he again began his journey by means of the
same sunray, which glided away with him on the summit on the farther
[south] side of Cottonwood Pass [Béésh Lichii’ Bigiizh, Red Flint Gap,
according to the Navajo text], to a place called “the sun lies there”
[Johonad’éi Si’ani, Sitting Sun Orb; Haile uses quotation marks to
signify literal translations of Navajo names]. To the top of “fish flows
out” [L66’ Haalini] sunray glided with him, to the “black mountain”
[Dzit Dahzhinii, Black Mountain Up Above] sunray glided away with
him, to the place called “dark mountain” [Dzit Dithitii] sunray glided
with him, to the top of “mountain one” [Dzit Lahdilt’éi] sunray glided
away with him.

“Yonder is the place where walking stone lives,” was reported, and
he immediately attacked it there. He struck it with the flint club,
zigzag lightning quickly wrapped itself around it, fire flared up, a big
fire blazed. It started on a run toward the east, but he hurried up to it
by means of sunray, and struck it with that blue flint club. A piece was
chipped off, and straight lightning wrapped itself around the stone.
With his right foot he stepped upon the chipped-off piece.

From there it started on a run and landed on the “flat sloping
ridge” [Hahasteel]. By means of sunray he ran up to it, and struck it
with that yellow flint club which he had. Zigzag lightning wrapped
itself around it, another piece was chipped off, fire flamed up, and
that chip lies at [“toward” in the Navajo text] Chinle [Ch’inli
Outflow]. Upon this he stepped with his left foot. Again it started out
and landed, on the jump, at Cottonwood Pass [Béésh Lichii’ Bigiizh].
He also started out toward it, and again struck it with the serrated flint
club. Another piece was chipped from it, zigzag lightning wrapped
itself around it again, another tremendous flame blazed up.

When he again stepped on (the chip) with his right foot, his
strength suddenly failed him, and he breathed heavily. He began to
walk about there, and he felt a tremble through his whole body. The
pair of prayer sticks which lay at the doorway of First-man [at Monster
Slayer’s home] began to burn. “What has happened, what is the condi-
tion of things now? It is evident that the prayer stick has begun to
burn! Go ahead, Born for Water [Monster Slayer’s younger brother,
who is supposed to rush to his older brother’s aid when the sticks
burn], indications are that your elder brother has been overpowered,”
he said to him.

Born for Water then shot the zigzag lightning arrow, which he had.
Here, it seems, when Monster Slayer touched the ground in front of
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him with medicine, a medicine plant suddenly stood there.!? At once
he plucked this and chewed it, then rubbed himself with it. Above him
a cloud appeared, and directly rain began to fall upon him. This mois-
ture cooled him off, the prayer stick, which had begun to burn, was
again extinguished. As soon as he was cooled off, it seems, he
exclaimed, “At which place, walking stone, can you outwalk me!”

At once the sunray and that zigzag lightning bounded with him
after it, and landed him again on the distant continental divide
[Ahideelk’idii, Converging Ridges]. With that serrated flint club he
again struck it, another piece was chipped from it, straight lightning
again wrapped itself around it, another big fire blazed up. Again he
stepped upon the broken piece. From there it again rushed away, and
as it plunged yonder into the ocean, its rumbling (ts-ideel) noise was
heard. From there he merely set out to return and arrived at
Huerfano Mountain.

Embedded in this story is a verbal map consisting of at least the following
details. Monster Slayer travels by sunray (an icon for a straight line above the
earth’s surface) from Huerfano Mesa westward along a series of five named
mountaintops. He finds the Traveling Rock far in the west and strikes it. It flies
away eastward with Monster Slayer in pursuit. It bounces off the earth in five
places, all but the first of which are named. At these places Monster Slayer
strikes a chip from it and steps on the chip. The second chip falls at a place
farther east between the places of the second and third bounces before
Monster Slayer steps on it. At the place of the third bounce, Monster Slayer
makes rubbing plant medicine. After the fourth bounce, the rock falls into
the eastern ocean.

This constellation of story elements forms a verbal map according to
geographers’ current definitions. Can it also help one find one’s way on the
ground? Yes, if one knows the representational conventions and other back-
ground information. In the next few sections of this paper, we provide such
contextual details. We have already noted one of them: the sunray represents
a straight line of travel. Other established precedents are covered in the next
section and those that follow it. After the section on context are two sections
that address, respectively, the map’s relationship to what is actually on the
ground and whether Navajos actually have used this or similar stories to find
their way over the landscape, and if so, how. To bring out the accumulated
cultural knowledge embedded in the verbal map, we then address the ques-
tion of its antiquity. Finally, we address the question whether Navajos have
translated this or similar verbal maps into plan-like visual maps that one could
use for wayfinding.

CONTEXT

The context of a story with an embedded verbal map is an enormous field that
includes (but is not limited to) the larger myth(s) of which the story consti-
tutes one episode; the story’s iconography (the conventionalized attributes of
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various beings and other story elements); its history; who tells and learns it,
and for what purposes; and why a teller relates the story in a certain way at a
certain time. (In the present essay, myth means a narrative that emphasizes
originating or recurring events and processes.) This section sketches the
context of our story. Other contextual information appears later where it is
most pertinent, especially in the part concerning the use of verbal maps.

Place in Larger Myth and Iconography

This story and the other monster-slaying stories are part of a group of creation
myths that, in various combinations, explain the origin and development of
various kinds of ceremonies, especially the type most central in Navajo cere-
monialism, Blessing Way.!> These myths start when immortal beings travel
upward through a series of worlds until they emerge on the present earth’s
surface. They make a dwelling of the cosmos with a framework of mountains
upon the land: cardinal mountains that hold up the sky and central moun-
tains where immortal planners live. Within this cosmic framework, they place
celestial bodies in the sky and other landforms on the earth. Each direction
and its associated mountain has a color and sacred stone or other hard
substance (mineral or marine shell), which the myths name in the sunwise
order in which the corresponding mountains were set down.

Traveling Rock and other monsters also emerge with the immortals and
eventually start killing off the people of the earth. Therefore the beloved
immortal Changing Woman appears on Earth, comes of age, mates with the
Sun and with water, and gives birth to the Two Brothers, who are destined to
kill off the monsters after they visit their father Sun to be tested and initiated
into warriorhood.

After the monster slaying, the Sun orders a great flood that engulfs the
earth and kills off most of the people who survived the monsters. Then the Sun
and Monster Slayer conspire to force Changing Woman to move to a floating
home off the coast of present southern California. Twelve Holy People accom-
pany her. In some versions of this myth series, these twelve people survive the
flood and emerge from a cave near the junction of Colorado and Little
Colorado Rivers, go east and then return west, naming places on their line of
travel.'* At the Western Ocean, Changing Woman creates a new breed of
humans, the Water People, who travel east to reclaim the former monster-
ravaged land and establish the Navajo clan system. Corresponding to the
various episodes in this group of myths are sets of songs, including many that
invoke the cardinal mountains and directions. The westward and eastward
routes of Changing Woman, the Twelve Holy People, and the Water People
intersect and coincide with long segments of Traveling Rock’s line.

History

The earliest recorded versions of these myths date to the 1880s, given by
elderly ceremonialists who would have learned them in the first half of that
century.!> The myths contain virtually no references to domesticated animals,
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wheeled vehicles, fabricated metal, or non-Indians, evidence that they refer to
pre-Columbian times. They also have episodes and iconography in common
with not only Puebloan and other indigenous societies of the Southwest and
North America in general but also Mesoamerican myths recorded not long
after Spanish contact.16

The Navajo Traveling Rock story (and the larger myth of which it is part)
presumably has pre-Columbian origins in common with the story’s Puebloan
and Mesoamerican cognates. Like all oral “texts,” however, the Traveling Rock
story differs at least slightly among various tellers and performances, and its
form and interpretation have surely altered through time as the life circum-
stances of its tellers and listeners have changed.

Use, Teaching, and Learning

Although the monster-slaying myth that includes the Traveling Rock story is
not part of the myths that charter Blessing Way ceremonies, many other
episodes of the larger myth that encompasses the monster slaying are also
parts of the Blessing Way myths. Blessing Way is the preeminent ceremonial
repertoire among the couple of dozen Navajo repertoires, many of which
have fallen into disuse in the last hundred years. A ceremonial repertoire
includes the songs, prayers, rituals, plants, minerals, other raw materials, and
ceremonial paraphernalia, as well as the rules for combining these elements
into a particular performance (which might last only a few hours or as long as
several nights and days). Also part of the repertoire are its origin myths, which
explain the origin of all the repertoire’s elements and how they were learned
by the person who assembled the repertoire. The Traveling Rock and other
monster stories are not part of the Blessing Way repertoire origin myths
because Blessing Way concerns peace and the monster stories concern war.
The monsterslaying stories are part of the Enemy Way and Enemy Monster
Way ceremonial repertoires. But Navajos link these war-related myths to the
Blessing Way myths by identifying the part of the Blessing Way chronology in
which the events of the war myths took place.

Navajo ceremonial repertoires are cared for by specialists called hataatii
(singer), who learn them from older singers through years of helping and
formal instruction. Families engage the services of a singer to perform a cere-
mony to cure an ill family member, prevent or reverse family or community
misfortune, bring rain, maintain good conditions, and so forth. The singer
chooses elements from the repertoire according to the purpose of the cere-
mony and how much the family can pay. Ceremonial participants are mainly
the sponsoring family, relatives, and guests, but certain large ceremonies also
climax in all-night public dancing. The singer may tell parts of the repertoire’s
myths between rituals in the semi-private interludes of the ceremony. He
(most singers are men) also teaches his helpers more detailed and esoteric
versions. Commonly in the past (but rarely now), family elders also told non-
esoteric versions of the myths to children and grandchildren at home on
winter nights.17
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Why the Teller Told the Story

The version of the Traveling Rock story quoted above was not recorded in a
traditional setting; the singer Slim Curley told it to the Franciscan priest
Berard Haile and the Navajo interpreter Chic Sandoval. The recording was
one of a series that Haile made with Slim Curley (and other singers). Most of
this work seems to have been sponsored by the linguist Edward Sapir at the
University of Chicago, whose purpose was to build a body of Navajo language
texts for professional linguists and cultural anthropologists to study. Probably
Haile and especially Slim Curley had other reasons for participating. Haile
thought that missionaries who sought to win converts needed to know the
Navajo language and culture.!8 Slim Curley (evidently not a convert) may
have considered Haile and Sandoval as helper-students who could preserve
oral tradition that would otherwise be lost.

The story appears in print in both Navajo and English, but the published
version does not describe precisely how it was recorded or edited. In his early
years, after he had learned enough of the Navajo language, Haile evidently
took written notes in Navajo. But by the time he recorded the story, Haile had
a phonograph, and therefore he probably recorded the story on wax cylin-
ders, as did many anthropologists between the late nineteenth century and
about 1935. Haile’s collected research materials evidently include no such
cylinders, but he, like others, may have shaved them for reuse as temporary
transcription aids rather than maintain them as permanent records.!?

ON THE GROUND

The line of Traveling Rock is marked on the ground by both landmarks and
cultural features (markers made by humans), as are other routes of immortal
travel delineated in Navajo ceremonial origin stories. The Traveling Rock
story first names a string of intervisible landmarks east to west, then a corre-
sponding string of cultural features at named places west to east. These strings
define a linear segment of geographical space requiring many days’ travel by
foot or horse (at least two hundred miles). In telling of travel by sunray and
flight above the earth, the story also implies that the entire line is not itself a
beaten trail on the ground.

Landmarks and Place-names

All the place-names but one (Mountain One) correspond to specific land-
marks in Navajoland, all of which are within five miles on one side or the
other of an alignment due east-west (see fig. 1). All but one of the landmark
place-names (Sitting Sun Orb) suggest what the corresponding landmarks
look like. The place-name Mountain One refers to the first of four mountains
that extend around or in a line from certain places of creation, including
Changing Woman’s home off the Pacific coast. Mountain One therefore
connotes originating places in general. Another such place is a zone in the
Grand Canyon where the Twelve Holy People emerged after the flood. The
Grand Canyon zone is situated along the line of the other landmarks
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projected to the west. (Other stories suggest a mountain on the canyon rim
above this zone as a candidate for an earth-surface location of Mountain One
in the Traveling Rock story.)20 The name Sitting Sun Orb attaches to more
than one place. The name refers to certain marks (not petroglyphs) on
nearby rocks said to represent the sun and the moon located in the same
place. The name therefore has a cosmographic connotation.

The projection of a name evoking cosmography onto more than one
landmark identifies those landmarks with cosmography. We call such place-
names prololype place-names. Mountain One is such a place. (Many but not all
cosmographic names have such potential; an example of one that does not is
the name for the hole at the zenith of the sky.) Other place-names in the
Traveling Rock story, such as Dark Mountain, clearly describe the corre-
sponding landmarks but also are prototype place-names.

The story, then, uses place-names to represent a particular geographical
space (the line) by (1) naming them in a context that shows they form a
sequence, (2) using names that have clear, even unambiguous, denotations
(places on the ground, places that match the appearance denoted by the
name), and (3) using place-names at or near the ends of the line (Sitting Sun
Orb, Mountain One) that imply the cosmographic frame—the cardinal direc-
tions and center (zenith and nadir). These connotations function much like
the north-pointing arrow on Euro-American maps to anchor the sequence
given by the story context and establish its general direction. The story itself
also states the general lines of travel and situates these lines roughly in rela-
tion to the place that distinguishes this story episode from those preceding
and following it, Mountain Around Which Moving Occurs, a place-name that
connotes the cosmic center and denotes a unique landmark, which is also
Monster Slayer’s home.

Cultural Features

The cultural features in the story are the manifestations of Monster Slayer
chipping at the rock (see fig. 1). After Mountain One (1), their locations are,
from west to east: a place (unnamed) east of Mountain One (2), a place on
southern Black Mesa, Arizona (3), a place near Chinle, Arizona (4), one near
Narbona Pass, New Mexico (5), and one at the Continental Divide (6). The
manifestations are Monster Slayer’s footprints at places 2, 4, 5, and 6, along
with a place for making medicine from plants at location 5.

Also on the line, Navajo people have shown us cairns at places 3, 4, and b
and at a place that could be the more vaguely described place 2. These are
simple conical piles of small rocks and twigs or brush, four to six feet high.
The story does not clearly mention cairns. It may imply them, however, since
these piles of shattered rock appear at every place where Monster Slayer
strikes the rock except place 1, and another cairn is at or near place 4, where
a chip from place 3 lands.

People have also shown us the Monster Slayer footprint, which is what
archeologists call a “grinding slick” (presumably used for making medicine)
in location 5, the one with medicine, and within half a mile of the cairn.2!
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People have pointed out two different rocks with footprints of immortals that
could correspond to location 4; a cairn is at one of these places, and the foot-
print near the cairn is visible.

The cairns, then, form a line due east-west that corresponds to Traveling
Rock’s line of travel. All the cairns are offset no more than two miles from true
east-west alignment and are spaced respectively 60, 35, 40, and (if a cairn not
yet located is on the Continental Divide) 80 to 90 miles apart, for a total
length of at least 215 miles. Furthermore, all the cairns (and the Continental
Divide) are where indigenous long-distance trails (recorded in both myth and
memoir) cross the line.2?

Other trails cross Traveling Rock’s line, but cairns do not mark them as
far as we know from the literature, consultants, and observation. The points
marked by the cairns and footprint are spaced several days’ travel apart. If one
assumes that it is reasonable to travel fifteen to twenty miles a day on foot, and
an actual foot trail did not deviate widely from the line, then the cairns are
spaced two to five days apart. If it takes thirty to forty miles a day to journey
on horseback, then they are spaced one to three days apart. In between
certain cairns identified in the Traveling Rock story are places that, according
to other, related stories, once had crystals or rods of mirage stone. One is a
chip off Traveling Rock in another version of that story and is about a day’s
travel by foot (fifteen to twenty miles) east of the cairn near place 4. The other
(not identified with Traveling Rock) is about a day’s walk both east of cairn 5
and west of Chaco Canyon.?® The cairns are not at springs, although springs
are near—two miles away or less. Nor do petroglyphs accompany the cairns,
although they may appear on or near the line elsewhere. Taken together, the
landmarks, cairns, and crystal places form an east-west string of places spaced
one or two days apart on foot.

NAVAJO WAYFINDING WITH VERBAL MAPS

We have no account of humans traveling along the line itself. The reports of
human use involve trails that crisscross the line, including one that approxi-
mates the line. According to one elderly Navajo couple, a route that weaves in
and out of the western part of the line is called Holy People’s Trail because
the immortals were probably the first ones to use it. The couple also said that
Navajos traveled this trail on horseback a long time ago but can no longer do
so because of fences and other obstacles. Along the horse route are water
holes, trail shrines (cairns), and other shrines. The trail shrines the couple
mentioned include cairns at places 2 and 3 on the line itself.24

The horse trail that the Navajo couple described was used by many
different peoples. Navajos employed it and other trails for traveling among
Navajo communities, for trading and attending ceremonies at Hopi (often
both at the same time), and for traveling to Navajo sacred places to make
offerings and gather ceremonial materials. Other sources identify this trail as
Hopi or “Indian.”?

With a well-beaten trail, perhaps no one would have used the Traveling
Rock story as a map. Even on well-beaten trails, however, orienteering might
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be necessary at trail junctions. Navajo trading parties of the 1800s used cere-
monial oral traditions during travel. The typical group was composed of
twenty-five to thirty men (sometimes women went, too), usually from more
than one locality, traveling on horseback. The leader was someone knowl-
edgeable about trading ritual, songs, prayers, and prescribed behavior. The
trips lasted two to three weeks. The leader started the trip with songs and
prayers, with more when the group reached the edge of the country that
members knew. From here on singing became increasingly frequent. Songs
throughout the trip were from Blessing Way. According to W. W. Hill, the
songs included “Hogan Songs, Mountain Songs, Songs of the Hard and Soft
Goods, Talking God Songs, Corn Songs, and Journey Songs. Changing
Woman and White Shell Woman Songs were considered appropriate when
crossing wide valleys, Mountain Songs when traveling over rugged terrain; all
types were thought to pertain to the goods which were desired and to insure
successful bargaining, friendly treatment, and safe return.”?6 Where the group
stopped to rest or camp, they offered sacred stones with songs and prayers.
The return trip also involved Blessing Way songs and prayers, culminating
with a Blessing Way all-night ceremony when the group reached home.

Several Navajos in their late eighties have given us a few more details about
long-distance travel for trade and also for hunting and war. The late Dan Taylor
of Many Farms said in a conversation on 16 November 2000: “Trading expedi-
tions would have a leader, an older man, accompanied by a young man whom
he was teaching. They two would travel on horseback. They knew what was at
the distant places through songs and prayers that named the sequences of
places in the direction of travel. The older man taught the young man the
songs and showed him the places they named. This was within the Four
Mountains of Navajoland. Navajos ordinarily did not go outside to trade.”

Jenny Paddock and her husband, the late Arnold Paddock, the Navajo
author’s aunt and uncle, told how people learned geography, first about their
own family land, and then about more distant places. Speaking in Navajo on
24 November 2000, Jenny Paddock said:

Sacred places are mentioned in the origin and ceremonial stories.
Teaching started early for young people. As they grew, they learned
these places by heart. The family’s prayer places, springs, mountains,
places that have stories people also learned by heart by the time they
reached age ten. They learned because they took part in the cere-
monies at these places with their parents and grandparents. Young
men were required to know these places and the stories attached to
them and some of the prayers of the family’s sacred places around the
home.

The locations of places outside the family’s home area were also
taught to young people at an early age. These are the major sacred
places like Chuska Peak, Black Mesa, Canyon de Chelly, and so forth.
When the father went to visit his family [normally families lived with
the woman’s family], his children went with him. On the way, the
father taught his children the route and the names of the places along
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the way. The girls learned these routes in order to visit their father’s
family in the future.

As for the boys, they had to learn all of these places early. When the
men planned a hunt or raiding party, the boys who were old enough
were invited into the sweathouse [a ceremony before the trip], where
they were taught about the rituals involved [on the trip], the places
they would pass, and the springs along the way. They usually camped
at the springs at night and did prayers there when leaving. These trips
were all conducted in a sacred manner, starting with the sweathouse
and continuing until they returned home. Prayers were said all along
the way. In the hunting and war songs, places were named. This is how
they found their way. The boys were taught these things.

It was usually the hunting songs that mentioned the landmarks.
The war songs, I don’t know about. But my great-grandfather used to
sing these hunting songs. These were not Blessing Way songs, but
usually Mountaintop Way songs because these were the homes of the
animals, deer, elk, sometimes antelope, that were being hunted.2?

All of this was done in a sacred way. Prayers and ceremonies were
done all the time. I'm sure it was the same if not more sacred when
they went on a raid because that involved taking human life some-
times. When they returned [from hunting], a cleansing ceremony was
done, then the Blessing Way.

I never heard anyone talk of going to a certain place for trading.
Usually it was the men who traded among themselves. The things they
got were usually for themselves and the women—guns, weapons for
themselves, things like pots and pans and cloth for the women. They
usually went to the whites or the trading post for this. I didn’t hear of
anyone going outside our lands to another tribe just for trading. It was
usually them that came to us, like the Hopis who always came to us
with their donkeys [trading corn for meat]. But I'm sure others
[Navajos] traded with other tribes, those who lived next to them.

Arnold Paddock continued:

When boys came of age, they were taken along and taught the loca-
tions of those landmarks and the songs that told of them. He has to
know these things because one day he might have to come this way
again. Even in travel one had to be in harmony with everything.

The people traveled around a lot then. One couldn’t stay in one
place too long as we do today. There were many things to take into
consideration: water, food, enemies, and so forth. People were always
on the move. Some traveled with the seasons, so everyone had to
learn and know these routes and the landmarks that went with them.
I've not really heard anything about we Navajos traveling long
distances to trade. Maybe before Fort Sumner [an internment camp
where the US Army held Navajos between 1864 and 1868] they did
this because we weren’t restricted to one area [reservation] like we
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are today. Most trading was done with whites and the tribes that lived
close to us.

Your grandfather [Mr. Crawler] once said that people traveling to
far destinations often used the routes of the Holy People, routes like
Changing Woman’s trail [which coincides with Traveling Rock’s line
between at least places 3 and 5, and possibly also farther west]. When
there were enemies around, everything that was done had to be done
in a very careful manner. This included prayers, which were performed
all the time, so that the Holy People were with you and protected you.

Traveling to different locations was always risky and dangerous. You
never knew if the enemy was nearby waiting to attack you. Because of
this, protection prayers were always done before you left. The destina-
tion was always known and discussed by all who were going on the trip.
The route was discussed beforehand so the party knew where to go.
With the hunting and war parties, these things were discussed in the
sweathouse, and in case of attack, evasive actions were planned. They
always picked a certain place to meet if they became lost or separated
because of enemies. Hunting locations were named in songs that the
men sang on their journey. These songs named major landmarks such
as mountains and always springs. They would usually camp near these
springs and do prayers there in the Holy People’s route.

[Harris Francis: What about the Buffalo Trail (a route described in
another ceremonial origin story that crosses the Holy People’s Trail at
Place 3)? Is that included in this?]

Yes. These routes were well known then. The stories that go with
them and the landmarks, these were taught to the children at an early
age. This helped make the travel easier going north to south and east
to west. But it seems no one knows these stories anymore, so these
routes are forgotten. Maybe some singers and elders still know of
them, but no one asks.

These Navajo elders all told us that ceremonial stories, songs, and prayers
performed just before and during the trip helped the party stay on the correct
route of travel. Such rituals seek guidance from the immortals whose domains
the party is traveling within or toward. In addition, the stories, songs, and
prayers mention sequences of places. These elders did not give examples of
songs, prayers, or stories, but they did single out Mountaintop Way ceremo-
nial repertoire and other songs used in hunting as rich in place-names.

Previously published versions of songs, prayers, and stories of the
Blessing Way, Mountaintop Way, and other hunting ceremonial repertoires
show that the three verbal forms differ in the kinds and variety of places they
name. But published songs, even for Mountaintop Way and the hunting cere-
monies, mention few landmarks besides the cardinal mountains and proto-
type place-names connoting cardinality.?® The lack of place-names where our
consultants indicate richness suggests that singers have systematically with-
held geographically specific songs from recording. Certain Blessing Way
prayers mention more landmarks but not in lines of travel.2? Published
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Blessing Way journey songs invoke the trail of corn pollen and cardinal
mountains, not strings of landmarks.

By far the largest number and variety of places appear in the published
versions of ceremonial origin stories. The stories mention places, such as in
the Traveling Rock example, in sequence encountered by travelers, anchored
at beginning and end to cardinal mountains or other key cosmographic loca-
tions so that the traveler knows the general direction of travel.
Notwithstanding the possibility that unrecorded songs have more geograph-
ical detail, the late Blessing Way singer Frank Mitchell makes clear that songs
do not establish sequences, only the associated stories do so: “Of course it is
the story that tells us the order of the songs all straight, the story of how the
songs began. That’s why it is simple to remember all these songs. . . . People
who do not know the story have no way to remember those songs. . . . The
story is like a trail. You see, a trail runs in certain ways, and if you have gone
that way more than once, you know every little thing that is on that trail. That
is the way you think about these songs. . . . The rows of songs on one side and
the trail alongside of it: that is how you keep those two things in mind.”30

Therefore, even songs that do name places do not by themselves specify
the sequence in which travelers encounter those places. Instead, each group
of songs is associated with a particular story episode, and it is the story episode
that names places in sequence, usually more places than are named in the
songs (or prayers) that are associated with that episode. The songs also invoke
certain powers (Holy People), and these invocations name the prototype
places where these People live. The story is what attaches the prototype place-
name in the song to the actual place on the ground.

The recorded songs relate to wayfinding more obliquely, for example, by
invoking pairs of directional colors (such as blue for south paired with black
for north) when the traveler in the associated story episode is moving north-
ward, or by invoking the four directions when the traveler encounters a cross-
roads.3! Probably our consultants emphasized songs as wayfinding aids not
only because songs and prayers actually used might contain more place-names
than recorded versions do but also because they address the deities who can
guide the travelers. Stories do not enlist divine guidance; they function more
as self-help devices.

Returning to our example—Traveling Rock’s line and the story of it as a
verbal map—does the story have accompanying songs? Only one song has
been published, and it is associated with a different version of the Traveling
Rock story, which delineates a different line for Traveling Rock, about fifty
miles south of the one in our example.?? In any event, the song as published
names no places, and any directional iconography implied (by paired black
and blue figures) is north-south, not the east-west alignment in the related
story version.

Up to this point, we have shown that Navajo ceremonial stories include
verbal maps as geographers currently define maps, and furthermore that the
maps in the Navajo stories can be used for wayfinding. The Navajo verbal
maps work by identifying routes of travel with sequences of named landmarks
and cultural features. They show the direction of travel by anchoring those
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sequences to icons of the cardinal directions or other places in the cosmic
framework. An often-missed subtlety is that the stories also indicate an
absence of trails on the ground in the straight lines between landmarks. The
story sequence forms a guideline for travelers to know which places they need
to reach, in what order, and in what direction. Not only can the stories func-
tion as maps, but in the past Navajos did use them as maps, knowing that the
actual trail on the ground would wind back and forth along the guideline in
the verbal map. Actual trails on the ground may shift with the changing distri-
bution of natural resources, human settlements, and means of transportation.
By not representing entire trails—only strings of guidepoints that any trail
needs to access—the story map persists despite the vagaries of human history.
Given the maps’ potential for immortality, or at least longevity, and to empha-
size that these maps are constructions of cultural knowledge accumulated
through time, we now address the question of permanence.

ANTIQUITY OF THE ORAL MAP

The Navajo story of Traveling Rock does not contain direct evidence of its
date, although, as previously noted, a pre-Columbian age is suggested by the
absence of domesticated animals, wheels, fabricated metals, and non-Indians.
Another hint that it may be of pre-Columbian age is the possibility, described
above, that Traveling Rock’s line originally had more cairns spaced one or two
days apart for foot travel. The present cairns, more widely spaced, seem
appropriate as markers for those traveling by horse. In Navajo thinking, some
cairns originated in the remote past with the Holy People, while others mark
trail crossings where Enemy Way ceremonial parties have met or were created
by Enemy Way singers.3? Custom requires that one place a rock and vegetation
on the pile and pray before going further. Ancient cairns are therefore main-
tained to the extent that people continue to pass by.34

Archeological site inventories maintained by the Navajo Nation show
various types of pre-Columbian archaeological sites on or near Traveling
Rock’s line, but they do not seem to form a series of regularly spaced, clearly
travel-related manifestations and therefore may coincide with the line fortu-
itously. Sites of the 900-1300 CE period that have important architectural
monuments do, however, seem to coincide with the system of travel-route
corridors delimited by Navajo stories about the Water People and immortal
icons of shell beads, turquoise, big game, and related items.? These corridors
cross Traveling Rock’s line at the cairns and other locations apparently not
marked by cultural features.

The Traveling Rock story, the remainder of the myth sequence of which
it is part, and virtually all other stories of Navajo ceremony origins seem to be
setin pre-Columbian times. Other stories about Monster Slayer are set at large
pre-1300 CE sites such as Aztec ruins.?¢ And the Water People (progenitors of
Navajo clans), whom Changing Woman made after she traveled part of
Traveling Rock’s line to the Pacific, journeyed inland over trails that cross the
line at some of the cairns. They settled at various pre-Columbian archeolog-
ical sites and districts that antedate 1300 CE, including Chaco Canyon in at
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least one version, which they reached by what seems to be a segment of
Traveling Rock’s line.3” Another Navajo story tells of the Great Gambler’s race-
track between Chaco Canyon and Chinle, which corresponds to a segment of
Traveling Rock’s line.38

There is other evidence that Traveling Rock’s line may be pre-Columbian.
Indigenous cosmologies of the Southwest emphasize cardinal directions and
corresponding landmarks with long-distance visibility. The only place on
Traveling Rock’s line that has an iconography of centrality in Navajo stories is
Chaco Canyon itself. Chaco’s centrality iconography, however, is not in a story
that names points on the line (except for the story fragment that connects
Chaco and Chinle; see note 38); rather, Chaco is central in the story of the
Great Gambler, who drew goods, people, and rain to his home there.

Michael Marshall describes Acoma and Zuni ceremonial routes to lakes
where salt and emergence from (or return to) the underworld occur.4’ He
considers these routes pre-Columbian, postdating Chaco’s time of greatest
vigor but incorporating architectural sites and “road” segments of that earlier
period. These routes are delineated by cairns and even by things that flash to
direct the Holy People. Compare both the cairns and the crystals that report-
edly delineate Traveling Rock’s line. And note the west end of the line, the
zone that surrounds the junction of the Colorado and Little Colorado rivers,
a zone of both salt caves and emergence places in Navajo, Hopi, Zuni, and
Western Apache traditions. Could Traveling Rock’s line form the east-west
complement to the north-south line formed by the “road” built in Chaco’s
heyday due north, toward the San Juan River (and, pointing farther north
toward a zone of emergence in southern Colorado)?#! Traveling Rock’s line
lacks any known segments with architecturally constructed roadbeds, but such
constructions could lead from this (and other) verbally constructed lines to
pre-Columbian sites with ceremonial architecture.

Anthropologists today say that Navajos (or their Apachean-speaking fore-
bears) are not evident in the Southwest before the 1400s (based on material
culture and outmoded historical linguistic studies).® But we follow Navajo
clan histories, which show Navajo society to have diverse pre-Columbian and
post-Columbian roots within and outside the Southwest.*? The Traveling Rock
story and its predecessors, then, may have carried the oral map from teller to
listener from possibly as far back as pre-Columbian times to the 1930s or even
more recently.

NAVAJO VISUAL MAPS

We have shown that the Navajo story in our example, and other Navajo cere-
monial stories, are maps that can be used for wayfinding and that stories,
along with associated ceremonial songs and prayers, in general have been
used for wayfinding. These verbal maps also seem readily translatable into a
visual, plan-like form. Here we address the question whether Navajos have
turned Traveling Rock’s line in our example, or other ceremonial stories, into
plan-like visual constructions of the earth’s surface that also enable one to
find a place on the ground.



Traditional Navajo Maps and Wayfinding 101

We have observed people recall sequences of place-names from the stories
and songs of a particular ceremonial repertoire while drawing the route on the
ground, thereby making ephemeral, expedient maps. Most ceremonial reper-
toires also include sand paintings—plan-like, culturally fixed, visual images of
the earth, sky, or both. These images are made of earth, powdered minerals,
cornmeal, and corn pollen (but also incorporate three-dimensional objects to
replicate geographical forms and other things). They are made, used, and
disposed of in less than a day during a ceremonial performance.

The story of Traveling Rock is part of a ceremonial repertoire, Enemy
Way, that does not include sand paintings. Monster-slaying stories in general
are also part of another ceremonial repertoire, Male Shooting Way, that does
include sand paintings. One published story of the Shooting Way repertoire
mentions Traveling Rock, but only to say that Monster Slayer vanquished it
with the help of Coyote, cut it into four pieces, then crushed each piece to
make the source of all sand painting pigments of the four cardinal colors.#
The accompanying sand painting reproductions do not include any that
depict monsters. Therefore we do not have published sand paintings that
correspond to the Traveling Rock story and might offer plan-like visual images
to compare with the verbal map.

If such sand paintings do exist, however, they would presumably relate to
the corresponding story as sand paintings relate to stories in other reper-
toires. Individual sand paintings in most ceremonial repertoires represent
visually one or a few places named in the associated story episode. Like the
songs, sand paintings do not tell the story but instead evoke particular story
episodes by portraying the important Holy Person(s) and place(s) in the
episodes. The sand paintings are constructions of the earth’s surface that facil-
itate spatial understanding—maps as currently defined by geographers. They
are not the kind of maps that allow wayfinding, however, because most of the
places that sand paintings depict are prototypes keyed to the cardinal direc-
tions, centers, and other locations in the cosmic framework.#> They are anal-
ogous to the songs and prayers. The prototype places in the sand paintings are
linked to places on the ground by the story. This linkage helps the singer
remember the order of sand paintings in the ceremony, since each one is
connected to a particular place in a sequence on a well-known route of travel.
One cannot use sand paintings to find one’s way to the places on them
because the places are shown only as the center of the four directions. The
sand painting’s purpose, in any case, is the opposite of wayfinding: to bring
the holy place and its immortal denizens to the person who is being sung over,
not to take the one sung over to the place!

Some sand paintings might seem to allow wayfinding if they represent the
mountains of the four cardinal directions. These mountains are clearly part
of cosmography because they symbolize the cardinal directions and the
boundaries of both the Navajo homeland and the earth’s surface. Each moun-
tain also has only one corresponding landmark on the ground. The moun-
tains are positioned in sand paintings symmetrically, either cardinally or
intercardinally; intercardinal placement roughly approximates the placement
of the earth-surface counterparts of these mountains.#6 Among published
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FIGURE 2. Slim Curley’s map (redrawn from Berard Haile, Starlore among the Navajo (Santa
Fe: William Gannon, 1977; veprint of a 1944 original).

images, the image closest to a Navajo-made visual representation of the
country covered by the Traveling Rock story in our example is most likely the
one drawn by the storyteller himself, Slim Curley, but he was not illustrating
the story. He evidently made this image in response to questions on Navajo
cosmography by Haile, who presumably also worked on the image before
publication (see fig. 2).47 The image seems rooted, unsurprisingly, in Blessing
Way, which codifies basic Navajo cosmography. The image also is an indige-
nous Navajo map usable for wayfinding in that it resembles a Blessing Way
sand painting of Mother Earth, but with cardinal mountains and other land-
marks placed more naturalistically in relation to each other and to the
cardinal directions.*® Many of the other landmarks on Slim Curley’s map are
also named in Blessing Way prayers.* A few of these landmarks are in the
northern half of the map when they should be in the southern half, as if either
Slim Curley or Haile were temporarily confused about the map’s orientation
while drawing.) The map does not show the route of Traveling Rock or places
in the Traveling Rock story (which is war-related and therefore not part of the
Blessing Way repertoire). It does, however, show landmarks near places 3 and
5, placed mutually due east-west, as in the Traveling Rock story.

Since it shows the cardinal mountains in roughly their naturalistic
(approximate intercardinal) locations, Slim Curley’s map must use some
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device other than the mountains to show cardinal directions. It does so with
an icon from certain sand paintings of Blessing Way and Male Shooting Way,
the “Grand Corn” (twelve-eared cornstalk) with tassel due east and roots due
west.’0 On the map, the Grand Corn represents Earth’s Inner Form. In Slim
Curley’s version of the Blessing Way myth, which also gives songs and prayers
associated with each episode, a song from the last episode of the myth (long
after the events that bracket the monster slaying) invokes the Grand Corn as
a trail and guide, along with White Corn and Yellow Corn, white and yellow
being the colors of east and west.’! The Grand Corn on Slim Curley’s map,
then, is the functional equivalent of the north arrow on wayfinding maps in
the modern European-based tradition. The Grand Corn on Slim Curley’s map
also parallels Traveling Rock’s route, but the landmarks along Traveling
Rock’s route that also appear on Slim Curley’s map are south of the Grand
Corn. By drawing the Grand Corn extending from east of Taos to west of
Navajo Mountain, Slim Curley may be referring to the extreme east and west
places for getting the corn required for certain ceremonies.>? North is shown
with a sand painting icon of the emergence place, which according to the
Navajo emergence story is in the north but is conventionally shown in the
center of sand paintings.>3

Slim Curley uses purely indigenous Navajo visual iconography for the
functional equivalent of the European-based convention of the north arrow.
Does he also indicate a Navajo correlate of the European-based linear scale?
Navajo tradition, like probably most of the indigenous Western Hemisphere,
has no purely spatial measure for geographical distance. The traditional
measure was presumably travel time, and distances between places on the
map could reflect number of days of travel. Earth’s Inner Form, as repre-
sented by the Grand Corn, also embodies time. Its twelve ears show its
lifespan, a predetermined twelve eras of 408 (or 416) years each, and its tassel
is the “end of time.”>* However, the time is not the mundane kind required to
render relative geographical distances. It is the cosmic time that comes in the
complex of meanings signified by the Grand Corn. The widely traveled Slim
Curley could have used what he knew about number of days required to travel
between landmarks to help him place the landmarks on the map, and maybe
he did, but neither the map nor Haile’s accompanying text prove that he did.

In a nutshell, recorded indigenous Navajo plan-like visual images of the
earth’s surface, namely sand paintings, are maps as geographers now define
them but are too ambiguous to be used for human wayfinding, which is not
their purpose anyway. Slim Curley’s map for Father Haile uses a common sand
painting format as a framework within which to place geographical landforms
naturalistically. This map could have, and perhaps did, also use an indigenous
distance measure, the number of days required to travel, to indicate relative
distances. It shows that traditional Navajos, living at a time when not every-
body could read maps of the modern European-based tradition, could readily
translate purely indigenous verbal maps into visual form.
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CONCLUSION

So what is the point of this paper? It places in the ethnographic record infor-
mation on Navajo traditional wayfinding with verbal narrative. This informa-
tion may also elucidate wayfinding in other societies that store and transmit
accumulated cultural knowledge primarily by speech and memory. It shows
how wayfinding information is encoded in narratives that accommodate the
limitations of memory by simultaneously carrying many other layers of infor-
mation for members of the society to use to maintain their society. It also
demonstrates that the users of these verbal maps could easily transform them
into a visual form adequate for wayfinding to one familiar with certain icono-
graphic and other conventions.

In the future we hope to study a possible relationship between celestial
maps and earth-surface wayfinding in Navajo tradition. Navajo narratives may
use icons of celestial bodies to establish direction of travel and also perhaps
identify sequences of asterisms with corresponding sequences of places on the
earth’s surface.

But doesn’t putting this kind of information in the “ethnographic record”
endanger the society’s traditions, its very self-perpetuation? From the maps
that American Indians drew for the earliest European colonizers to today’s
Geographic Information System maps of current indigenous hunting-gath-
ering areas, the “putting on the record” always seems to accompany indige-
nous loss of resources and the oral tradition itself.?> In this case, putting the
story on the record along with details of the places it names and methods for
finding them risks enabling outsiders to visit those places and disturb both the
places themselves and their ceremonial uses. Documenting this information
also inevitably diminishes the power of the story by making it available
anytime, anywhere, and to anybody, no longer told only by knowledgeable
traditionalists to initiates under the prescribed traditional circumstances.
Some Navajo elders whom we have consulted over the years have told us flatly
that nothing does as much harm as revelations to non-Navajos. To reveal is to
give the land away.’6 This bald opposition to sharing information rarely
appears in the written record, where one usually finds more muted critiques.

Yet other Navajos and other indigenous people have advocated placing
oral tradition, including maps, into the written record—not indiscriminately,
but in certain circumstances where they believe that the harm done by reve-
lations is less than the harm done by secrecy.”” In the case of our paper here,
we have tried to minimize the harm of such documentation by choosing a
story that was already put on the record willingly by a knowledgeable Navajo
ceremonialist, by choosing a record (this journal) not commonly consulted by
the general public, and by masking locational details.

To avoid putting this and other information about indigenous oral tradi-
tion on the record would, we believe, accelerate the dumbing-down of indige-
nous tradition, or outright ignorance of it, among indigenous youth. (We
hope to reach Indian students through this journal, as well as present and
future educators.) It would also miss an opportunity to counter the dismissive
attitude of many non-Indians toward the information content of indigenous
oral tradition. A lack of serious consideration of such is still widespread
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among land-use and resource-management decision makers.58 As long as deci-
sion makers can diminish oral tradition, they can also dismiss the consulta-
tions with indigenous elders that Native communities increasingly demand in
order to achieve the sustainable, holistic, tradition-guided management of the
lands and resources in which they have interests. In this manner, sacred places
and landscapes are routinely disturbed. However, even if the day should come
when all decision makers respect indigenous oral tradition, significant polit-
ical change must also come about before the lands are saved from disruption.

So we end this paper perched on the horns of a dilemma, wondering if we
have done the right thing. In any case, right or wrong, it has been done. The
late Joe Dennison, a Navajo ceremonialist who worked his heart out trying to
educate decision makers to protect Navajo sacred landscapes, told us, “You
know what you have to do, so just do it. People will criticize you no matter what
you do.” We have tried to follow this advice, and we honor him here.
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