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CHAPTER 2

Historic Zuni Land Use

E. Richard Hart

The Zuni people had and continue to have an understanding and knowl-
edge of, an affinity with, and an empathy for the landscape about them.
They have believed in the conservation of the landscape from the point of
view of caring for a relative and not from a scientific point of view of
conserving a natural resource. They have a reverence for the landscape.

The Zuni people often use a metaphor to try getting across to non-
Zunis how they feel about and are attached to the landscape. They’ll say,
“The land is our church, our cathedral. It’s like a sacred building.” A
mesa may be an altar in this pervasive folk metaphor or a spring, a sacred
alcove. Although the entire building, the entire landscape is sacred, cer-
tain portions are especially sacred —a butte, a mesa, a mud pond, a ruin,
a sacred trail. The Zunis want, above all, to have outsiders understand
their depth of feeling for the landscape and their respect for the environ-
ment, the same kind of respect that they have for their friends and
families. The Zunis’ relationship with the environment permeates not
only their religious use of land but also their utilitarian and political use.
Every kind of activity that the Zunis have is associated with religious
activity and religious use. The Zunis’ religion is a seven-day, twenty-four-
hour-a-day religion.

In a traditional sense the religious boundaries of Zuniland are a series
of peaks and mountains: To the west are the San Francisco Peaks; to the
east, the Sandia Mountains and Mount Taylor; to the south, the Mogollon
and Tularosa Mountains; and to the north, Blue Mountain or Sierra Abajo.
These form a skin around the religious lands, which are alive and con-
nected by veins and arteries. Across this living being religious activities
and all other activities take place. Inside these general boundaries are
innumerable springs, ruins, cliffs, waterways, trails, mesas, buttes, all
with religious significance.

Even regions can have special religious values. The Zuni people
believe that after they came into the world from a spot located deep within
the Grand Canyon, they searched about for many years, across what are
now Arizona and New Mexico, for the “Middle Place.” The spot that they
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HISTORIC ZUNI LAND USE

eventually found is near the present pueblo and is believed to be the center
of all six directions: north, south, east, west, zenith, and nadir. Each of
these directions is closely associated with a color, plants, seasons, and
animals as well as with religious organizations. So the entire culture and
being of the Zuni people are tied inextricably to the landscape about them.

There are numerous specific shrines and sacred places within the
Zuni area. Each spot along the migration trail is significant, and many
stories and legends tell about the religious value associated with shrines.
In the west there are the Painted Desert, Jacob’s Well, and Denatsali. Each
waterway is significant. Anthropologist Frank Hamilton Cushing sug-

gested that a spring was the most sacred thing to the Zunis.

To the south are Zuni Salt Lake, the Zuni Plateau, and Broken Pottery
Mountain. Shrines to the east include places near Agua Fria, El Morro, and
Mount Taylor. To the north Chaco Canyon and the Blue Mountain have
shrines. These are just a fraction of the many places that we outsiders
know about, which are in turn only a fraction of the places that the Zunis
treat with veneration and to which they make offerings.

The historic Zunis inherited and developed an encyclopedic knowledge
of their lands. No one person could possibly tell all that there was to know
about agriculture, mineral collection, plant collection, grazing, and religious
use. But in the clans and religious groups, in the kivas and priesthoods,
people remembered different pieces of the knowledge. It was compart-
mentalized throughout the tribe. In this way an incredibly vast amount of
knowledge was retained about the animals that roamed over the land, the
plants that grew on it, and the waterways that flowed across it.

Permanent habitation required specialized techniques to use the
available resources without depleting those resources, even over a long
period of time. In a good year when there was plentiful water, the irrigated

agriculture and floodwater agriculture might provide a large portion of the
food necessary for survival. But during a drought year, it was necessary to
use all of the ancient knowledge of gathering and hunting to subsist. The
Zunis maintained this knowledge year after year regardless of whether
they had to use it very often.

Perhaps the most specialized techniques used by the Zunis were
associated with their agricultural industries, learned over centuries by the
pre-contact Zunis and their ancestors, the Anasazi and Mogollon. In an
area such as this, which is arid and semiarid, every available source of
water had to be used and all tillable land utilized. Much of the water in the
course of a year came in the form of heavy but brief thundershowers. The
rain fell on the mesas and buttes, quickly rushed down drainages into the
valleys, and exited into one of the major rivers (the Little Colorado or the

- Rio Puerco), and was gone. There were few permanent streams or springs,

$0 a limited amount of irrigated land was available.
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10 E. RICHARD HART

Because of these climatic conditions, the Pueblo people in general,
and the Zunis in particular, developed a system of floodwater irrigation,
This involved the construction of check dams, diversionary dams, and
mud walls in order to direct the flow of runoff water. Elaborate systems
were maintained so that corn crops could grow in the silted areas behind
check dams. Every drop of rainfall was used to the greatest extent possi-
ble. Floodwater fields were found wherever there was periodic runoff
throughout a very large area of Zuni territory.

The Zunis grew very large crops of corn, cultivating as much as, and
even more than 10,000 acres after the arrival of the Americans. It must have
been an amazing sight to see a crier calling the people into the fields when
a rainstorm was arriving so that the waters could be directed over the
cultivated plots. Reports indicate that almost the entire Zuni valley was
under cultivation in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centu-
ries. People walked forty to sixty miles to cultivate every available source of
water. The people had to cultivate more areas than could actually be
harvested each year. In other words, because a thunderstorm would not
hit every drainage every year, the Zunis had to care for fields throughout
most of the drainages even though only a percentage of what they culti-
vated could actually be harvested in the fall. In the spring people moved
out to the farming villages. But from the farming villages they went out
even farther. There were Zuni people living in the 1980s who could recall
their fathers and grandfathers farming as far away as the Springerville-St.
Johns area.

In the process of maintaining these floodwater fields, the Zuni people
effected erosion control, preventing topsoil loss from wind and water.
Check dams caused a spreading of water over the surface of the land and
thus prevented gullying. The planting of a row of sagebrush along the
windward side of the cultivated plots prevented erosion. (When the Zunis’
agricultural practices were restricted in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, extensive erosion and gullying took place throughout
their traditional lands.)

Corn was the Zunis’ most important crop and played a central role in
their spiritual, social, and ceremonial life. Wherever there were perma-
nent springs within the Zunis’ territory, the water was developed to the
fullest extent. At Ojo Pescado, Ojo Caliente, and Nutria the important
year-long sources of water were developed for irrigated agriculture. Re-
ports throughout the Spanish period indicate that the Zunis had acequias,
or canals, at these places. There was even one nineteenth-century report
that described the Zunis’ use of hollow logs in order to construct several
miles of aqueducts.

After the acquisition of European seed, the Zunis sowed wheat at
their ranches around these springs. Peach orchards were planted and
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HISTORIC ZUNI LAND USE 1

cared for near Dowa Yalanne and elsewhere. The Zunis also cultivated
"waffle gardens” (which have only recently fallen into disuse). Named for
their resemblance to waffles, the gardens were planted along the Zuni
River near the modern village and constructed in squares and rectangles
with low mud walls. Specialty crops were grown in these plots.

The Zunis kept a two-year supply of food on hand in case of drought
or insect infestation. Cord upon cord of corn were sealed in rodent-proof
storage rooms in case of famine. Vegetables were dried and prepared in
myriad ways for use in the cold winter months. Fruit was dried in the
autumn sunshine. It was this specialized agriculture that, probably more
than anything else, provided leisure time and allowed the Zunis to excel in
the arts, in society, and in culture. It was the floodwater fields and the
associated specialized, sophisticated technology that, more than anything
else, allowed their advances.

During the 1850s, the Zunis were selling thousands of bushels,
amounting to many tons of corn, to the U.S. military groups that came
through the area and to the forts that were established in the area to control
the Navajo. The commander of Fort Defiance in its early years indicated in
his correspondence that without the corn that the Zunis were supplying,
the fort could not have survived.

Hunting was also an extremely important part of the Zunis’ land
utilization. Among the big game animals hunted were bobcats, deer,
coyotes, bear, elk, moose, antelope, mountain sheep, wild pigs, foxes, and
mountain lions. The largest game was the buffalo, for which the Zunis
made small-group hunting expeditions to the plains. In recent times, the
Zunis have used at least seventy species of birds, including eagles, ducks,
wild turkeys, hawks, jays, finches, woodpeckers, owls, crows, and blue-
birds. No doubt in the past the people used nearly every species of bird
and animal to be found in their areas. A small number were considered
taboo or sacred and were not used.

Hunting activities were always associated with religious practices,
and some hunting practices were prompted entirely by religious motives.
Snares were placed for birds and small animals. There were group hunts
and solitary hunters who went out after larger game. Game was treated
with respect when it was killed. For instance, after a deer was killed, it was
“laid in state” in the hunter’s household, adorned with fine blankets and
jewelry. Prayers and offerings were made at hunting shrines along the
trails that led to major hunting grounds. Given the expansive territory, the
wide range of altitudes and climates, and the great variety of animals
hunted, it is no surprise that the Zunis maintained an extensive body of
traditional hunting knowledge.

One of the most interesting kinds of hunting was the group hunts.
These were carried out by large but tightly organized groups of Zunis,



12 E. RICHARD HART

sometimes numbering in the hundreds. Close to the pueblos, the Zunis
used boomeranglike rabbit sticks to round up and kill rabbits. In other
areas of the territory, the Zunis constructed fences or drive lanes for
communal hunting practices. One such fence, probably used to help
capture antelopes, was reported to be seventy-five miles long. Pits were
used to capture deer and were dug next to drive lanes and along existing
game trails at appropriate spots.

Hunting provided the Zunis not only with a crucial supply of their
meat but also with hides for clothing and other manufactured articles.
Bones, sinew, fur, feathers, and every other part of the hunted animal
were used and were essential to the Zunis’long-term survival. Each part of
the territory provided a crop of different animals over the years, though in
some years one area might not be used. In practice, the Zunis conserved
the wildlife in their territory, harvesting only what was necessary to their
survival and religious well-being.

Before contact with Europeans, the Zunis tended extensive flocks of
turkeys. According to tradition, the Zunis “herded” these flocks over large
areas of their territory, using the feathers for clothes and eating the birds
themselves in times of need. How early the Zunis acquired sheep we
cannot say for sure. They did have horses by 1692, which they used in full
view of the Spanish, and there is evidence of the Zunis having sheep by
1721. Burros, goats, and a few cattle were also cared for , but sheep were by
far the most important Zuni grazing animal. By the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury, the tribe had over 15,000 sheep, and they became the important raw
material source for clothing. Prior to having sheep, the Zunis had woven
clothing from yucca, cotton, feathers, and other vegetal and animal mate-
rials, so they soon became expert at weaving wool into mantas and
blankets. Zuni blankets had simple designs and were often black or white
with simple black and brown stripes. Their weaving was known as some of
the best among all of the pueblos.

Sheep also became an important supply of meat. Many thousands of
lambs and sheep were slaughtered each year in anticipation of the Zunis’
annual Sha'lak'o celebration (winter solstice and house-blessing) as well
as the traditional celebration at the summer solstice. Despite the large
herds of sheep, hunting continued to provide the crucial supply of meat for
the people.

During the summer, several large herds of sheep were ranged as far as
seventy miles from the central pueblos. Numbers of Zunis might band
their herds together, and groups of Zunis would shepherd those herds
communally. Tradition determined "“use rights” on certain grazing areas.
The finest, grassiest areas near the village were saved for the lambing
period in the spring or for times when an Apache or a Navajo raid might be
expected. After lambing, the Zuni herders would range their flocks far
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HISTORIC ZUNILAND USE 13

from the pueblo, avoiding the floodwater fields of corn. Several types of
structures were constructed by the shepherds while they moved about
with their flocks: conical and circular brush shelters or lodges for tempor-
ary shelter, cave shelters, rock houses near the lambing areas, watch-
towers, fortified sheep camps, and corrals.

Sheep were the most efficient users of the available grazing lands, so
only nominal numbers of cattle were maintained. Horses were used for
war and for long-distance traveling, but most travel was accomplished on
foot. Burros made agricultural production easier at greater distances, as
crops could be brought in on the animals instead of by individual Zunis,
and the burro facilitated trade of heavier goods.

By the nineteenth century, the number of Zuni sheep had grown to at
least 30,000. By 1900, that number had risen to 50,000 or 60,000. The Zunis
had to use good judgment in order not to overgraze the dry grasslands
away from major water sources. But when the tribe was forced to pull the
herds in and place them on the small reservation, much of the reservation
became severely overgrazed.

Zuni mineral collection and plant collection were also very important.
Many such collections still take place today. Minerals, clays, soils, samples
of water, and types of rock were traditionally collected from as far away as
the Pacific Ocean. Red, blue, yellow, and white clays were collected.
Ochre, jasper, hematite, iron ore, and shale were used to make pigments.

There is also evidence that the Zunis mined copper ore and produced
some primitive copper objects, certainly in precontact times, and there is
considerable evidence that mining was carried on even until the late
nineteenth century. The Zunis along with other Pueblo tribes worked the
mines in the Cerrillos area. At these workings there were tunnels as deep
as 200 feet and pits more than 300 feet wide. The Zunis also had diggings
for copper and turquoise in the Zuni Mountains; these diggings were
described in 1879 as including many “recent” and “ancient” excavations.
The Zunis used native spades, digging sticks, and flint tools to excavate
the copper ore. Probably in precontact times they carried the ore in
a tumpline, or zurrdn, a bag with a strap that looped around the fore-
head so that the individual could lift and carry the bag, sometimes for very
long distances.

Plant collection included a variety of items from which the Zunis were
able to fill their larders and storage bins with an amazing array of foods,
Ir.ledicines, ceremonial materials, basketry materials, and toiletries. Medi-
Cines for almost every type of ailment were prepared, from insect repellent
to anesthetic. Pine gum gourds, cedar bark, willow root, other kinds of
barks, pollen, and opiate derivatives were used by native Zuni doctors in
treating illness and accidents. Burn ointments, painkillers (with different
drugs for headaches, toothaches, or sore throats), and eye ointments were
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prepared from plants gathered throughout the region. There were depila-
tory preparations, narcotics, drugs for assisting women with childbirth,
drugs for inducing vomiting, drugs for helping remove bullets and arrows,
and preparations for healing puncture wounds.

Plants were used to construct clothes and baskets. Rabbit brush was
used for baskets. Drop seed grass was woven into bunches and then
attached together to make mats. In addition, there was subsistence gather-
ing. In a drought year, if the crops failed, the Zunis were able to survive
with the gathering of many other wild foods. The dozens of edible foods
within the Zuni region included pine nuts, watercress, yucca, soap weed,
cactus, cedar berries, and sunflowers.

Over a very long period of time, from at least A.D. 1250 to 1846, the
Zuni people occupied and made exclusive use of the large area of land just
described. Of course, there were times when all of the land was not being
used at once or when other people were allowed to use portions of it. For
instance, in the late eighteenth century many Zunis had to move in to live
with their friends along the Rio Grande because of a terrible drought. The
whole territory was amazed at the compassion that was aroused because
the Zunis were in such need. The Zunis, who had long been friends to so
many, received at that time help in return. But even then the rancherias of
the tribe were not abandoned, and some Zunis stayed in the fields to save
what crops and animals could be saved. Thus, even in the worst of times
the Zunis protected their interests in their lands.

Although the Zunis controlled their lands, they often let others use
them for various purposes. But if anyone else used any of the Zuni
territory, it was at the leave of the Zunis— it was permitted by the Zunis. The
Zunis were and are famous for their hospitality, so it is not surprising that
other tribes were sometimes allowed to hunt, gather pifion nuts, or travel
to Zuni Salt Lake. The Zunis even fed their own enemies during the
Sha'lak’o celebration. Tribal religious leaders are quick to point out that the
Zuni war gods not only protect the Zunis’ lands but also help maintain
order and peace for all the people in the world.

The area of traditional Zuni land use is what the Zunis required for
long-term survival in a territory that even in drought could provide them
sustenance for a considerable time without depleting their natural re-
sources. They are the only people who have ever lived in this area and had
an economy and a culture that could survive for a seemingly indefinite
period of time without depleting the available resources.
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CHAPTER 1 3

An Anthropological Perspective
on Zuni Land Use

1. J. Ferguson

‘Anthropological evidence has been used to investigate two fundamental
ssues raised in the Zuni land claims litigation: (1) the extent and organiza-
tion of Zuni land use and (2) the relationship between human land use and
nvironmental degradation. The anthropological perspective developed
in this chapter is based on archaeological and ethnohistorical data.! Other
raluable anthropological perspectives on Zuni land use were developed
y scholars using ethnological, ethnobotanical, and dendrochronological
data, and their research complements the conclusions summarized in
his chapter.?

: tribal celebration of the passage
ament of Docket 161-79L, Decem- .

HE EXTENT AND ORGANIZATION OF ZUNI LAND

The extent of Zuni land use in 1846 was a fundamental issue in the Zuni 1

itigation for lands taken without payment. Two types of anthropological

vidence were helpful in determining the extent and organization of

‘nineteenth-century land use: archaeological data and ethnohistorical in-
ormation derived from Zuni oral history.

‘Archaeological Data

The area claimed by the Zunis as their sovereign territory in 1846, and
‘confirmed as such by the United States Claims Court,® is depicted in
‘Figure 13.1. The prehistoric archaeology of this area was reviewed in detail
In my testimony “Zuni Settlement and Land Use: An Archaeological
Perspective.” Archaeological evidence does not support a conclusion that
.all people who lived in this area in prehistoric times were members of the
“Zuni Tribe, and the Zuni Tribe did not make such a claim. However, based
-on similarities between the archaeology of the Zuni Indian Reservation
and the styles of prehistoric pottery,* the settlement patterns, and the

rrnor Pesancio Lasalute, Senator
1cilman Virgil Wyaco, and Coun-
of the passage of the Zuni Land
31-79L, December 4, 1990. (Photo-
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