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WHY THE NAVAJOS CAME TO ARIZONA

The Navajo Country! How fre-
quently we hear this expression to-
day. We instantly think of the
Navajo Reservation in western
New Mexico and eastern Arizona
——an area larger than the whole
state of West Virginia, a region
of vast stretches of grassland and
cedar-covered hills and mesas,
where there is very little water,
and where there are many pictur-
esque Navajos on horseback tend-
ing flocks of shcep, ever moving
hither and von in search of forage.
But it has not always been so!

To the west of the Rio Grande
river in New Mexico, high moun-
tains divide the rviver valley from
the open plateau country which ex-
tends  westward into  Arizona.
Through the mountains west of the
Rio Grande there are three gate-
ways  which were important in
Navajo history: The river valleys
of the Chama, the Jemez, and the
Puerco of the East.

In 1626 when the Navajos first
appear in written history, Spanish
colorists and priests had penetrat-
ed the whole of the Rio Grande
valley as far north as Taos. At
Lhiz time the Navajos (Apaches de
Nabahu) lived on the upper Chama
river in an open grassland region,
northwest of the pueblo of Santa
Clara and some 70 miles airline
northwest of Santa Fe. In 1630,
Father Benavides, in a report to
Phillip IV of Spain describing the
customs of the natives of New
Mexico, states that the Navajos
pPracticed agriculture to some ex-

tent and also hunting. He estab-
lished a mission at Santa Clara
pueblo at the mouth of the Chama
“adjoining the Navajo country” so
that these Indians might be visit-
ed and converted to Christianity.
Thus it seems that the Navajos
were peaceful people, practicing
agriculture and hunting, and both-
ering no one.

During the next fifty vears hard-
lv any mention is made of Navajos
in  Spanish documents, but the
vears from 1630 to 1680, and the
twenty vears afterwards were to
prove the most important in their
whole history, for during that time
they acquired horses.

Previous to the coming of the
Spanish, the Indians of the South-
west had no domestic animals ex-
cept the dog and the turkey. The
Pueblo Indians of the Rio Grande,
the Zuni, and the Hopi, lived in
masonry houses and raised corn
and other foods. Surrounding
them at some distance lived no-
madic Indians who may have prac-
ticed agriculture to some extent,
but lived mostly by hunting. Pueb-
los and nomads alike had only
bows and arrows for weapons. It
was practically impossible for no-
madic peoples on foot to success-
fully besiege a masonry pueblo,
because they could not carry suf-
ficient food and because the Pueb-
los kept an extra year’s supply of
corn stored away so that they had
plenty of food in case of attack.
The Pueblos were not bothered by
nomads at this time, and they liv-
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campaign began, his family lived
near Keams Canyon, and they were
the farthest west of the Navajo.
Carson did not begin to capture all
the Navajos and many fled to the
deep canyons in the north, the
tributaries of the San Juan and
Colorado rivers, and some went
westward and made their first con-
tact with the Havasupai of Cata-
ract Canyon. In 1864 they at-
tacked some Mormons at Kanab in
southern Utah.

Bosque Redondo (Fort Sumner,
on the Pecos river, 150 miles air-
line southeast of Santa Fe) prov-
ing an expensive and unsuitable
place to keep a large number of
nomadic Navajos, a treaty was
made with them in 1870 establish-
ing a reservation on the boundary
of New Mexico and Arizona, with
Fort Defiance as the agency. It
was Immediately noted that the
reservation was much too small
and most of the Navajos did not
live on it. The first extension of
the reservation came in 1878. The
Hopi Reservation providing for
both Hopis and Navajos was pro-
claimed in 1882. In 1884 came the
last large expansion, extending the
reservation to nearly its present
western limit. Since then a num-
ber of small areas have been add-
ed, until now the very limit of
available land has been reached,
and the Navajo country has at-
tained its greatest possible exten-
sion.

Thus the Navajos, who in the
first records are said to have lived
on the upper Chama river in New
Mexico, acquired great power with
their horses. Then, being hard
pressed by the Utes, they moved
south and west. In the eighteenth
and the first part of the nineteenth
centuries they were held in check
beyond the line of Spanish settle-
ments, l.e, in northwestern New
Mexico, by Spanish garrisons. As
soon as the Spanish power came

to an end and the weak Mexican
rule began, they swept eastward
to the Rio Grande where their
depredations continued until the
American troops again pushed
them westward. Their captivity at
Bosque Redondo brought an end to
their marauding. Since the Nav-
ajo reservation was created with
perhaps 10,000 Navajos, their pop-
ulation has increased more than
four times (1930-40,862). From a
small group they have become the
largest Indian tribe occupying the
largest reservation in the United
States.

—KATHARINE BARTLETT.
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