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EACH YEAR, OVER 6 MILLION PEOPLE stand on the rim of
the Grand Canyon, gazing into the ancient abyss whose rocks
predated the dinosaurs, formed ancient sea floors, and, at
times, spewed out molten lava.

Yet the canyon is more than its geologic past. And it’s surely
more than a bucket list destination. The Grand Canyon is a
spiritual home to Native peoples whose ancestors farmed
along the river, built homes in the cliffs, and hunted along
the canyon rims since time immemorial.

Today, 11 tribes maintain cultural connections to the Grand
Canyon. Their stories stack up as high as the mile-deep
canyon itself—stories of movement and migration, hardship
and struggle, origins, reverence, and awe.

But rarely do tourists hear firsthand from people whose
cultures, worldviews, and livelihoods are inextricably tied
to the Grand Canyon region.

Here, Jim Enote (Zuni), Nikki Cooley (Diné), Leigh
Kuwanwisiwma (Hopi), Coleen Kaska, (Havasupai), and Loretta
Jackson-Kelly (Hualapai) share what the Grand Canyon means
to them and what they know in their hearts to be true.

COVER PHOTOS BY DEIDRA PEACHES. COLLAGE BY STEPHANIE SMITH. AMY S. MARTIN
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IN 1540, FOLLOWING DISTANT TALES of mythical places laden with

treasures, Spanish conquistadors arrived in what is known today as western New
Mexico thinking they had found the first of the fabled Seven Cities of Gold.
Really, they had stumbled into a Zuni village.

Not seeing the gold bricks and emerald-studded doorways they had imagined,
Francisco Vasquez de Coronado and his army overtook Zuni, plundered what they
could, and turned the village into expedition headquarters. It was among the first
encounters of Europeans with Native peoples of North America.

The Zuni, a farming people, have long lived in the Zuni Valley. They settled
where they found fertile soil and plentiful water—riches more valuable than
Coronado could have hoped for. They call this valley their homeland, but they ‘ ‘
have never forgotten where they come from: the Grand Canyon.

“The Zuni River and Little Colorado River are like umbilical cords, connecting The Zuni people,
us back to the place where we emerged,” says Jim Enote, a Zuni tribal member,
traditional farmer, and CEO of the Colorado Plateau Foundation. 245 :

The Zuni call their place of emergence Chimik'yana’kya dey’a. You might know the A:shiwi. We've

Y

we call ourselves

it as Ribbon Falls, a beautiful 100-foot waterfall north of today’s Phantom Ranch. heen here for a
Enote says that’s where the Zuni people came to see the Sun Father for the first lintilline 4 ver
time, that from there, they explored all the tributaries of the Colorado River. g 7 y

Some groups spread north, others east. But they ultimately came together again long time.
and settled in the Zuni Valley, on the banks of the Zuni River, which if you follow
downstream, empties into the Grand Canyon.

“Deep down into the Earth, when people were still newly forming as human
beings, people had webbed hands and webbed feet. We had tails, and we had

DEIDRA PEACHES
protrusions on our head. And when we came out of the Grand Canyon, those B ) , ,
were removed.” Petroglyphs are really kind of maps. We've always had maps—they‘ve been
There's a boulder along the Colorado River that Enote says depicts the story. etch.ed In stone, th,ey e 5“”9 n pra.yers, they re mer'moned |'n many qlﬁerent
. . . . . orations, and they’re woven in textiles and painted in ceramics. One important
On it, petroglyphs show people in their webbed form alongside people with i« the spiral” Enot i
clearly incised hands, no tails, and no head protrusions. Next to those is a spiral, onels the spiral,” Enote explains.

which Enote says signifies transition, movement, and migration of the Zuni

“These petroglyphs are like a library. They're helping us connect the dots of where
people to where they are today.

we've lived before.”
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IN THE HEART OF THE SOUTHWEST, at exactly 36 degrees, 59 minutes, 56
seconds North and 109 degrees, 02 minutes, 43 seconds West, four invisible lines
converge. Drawn by 19th-century land surveyors, the political boundaries of
Arizona, Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico are literally set in stone. Four Corners

Monument is a tourist destination where Twister-like moves can land you in four
states at once.

What we call the Four Corners region today, the Navajo, or Diné, have forever
known as ancestral homelands. They originate from within four sacred mountains:
Dook’o’osliid (San Francisco Peaks), Dibé Ntsaa (Hesperus Mountain), Sisnaajini
(Blanca Peak), and Tsoodzil (Mount Taylor). According to Nikki Cooley, a Diné
woman from Shonto and Blue Gap, Arizona, these landmarks are sacred
boundaries that require offerings and a promise to return if venturing beyond.

Growing up in the dusty Navajo desert herding sheep and planting corn with
her grandparents, Cooley didn’t spend much time around water, let alone
whitewater. Yet in her adult life, she became the first Navajo woman to be licensed
as a commercial river guide in the Grand Canyon.

“I would often do talks at ancestral sites, and two questions would always
come up: 'l can't believe people lived down here—why did they live down here?’
And, 'l thought Native Americans were extinct?’ They were very serious about it,”
Cooley says. “I had to remind myself that people were coming from very urban
backgrounds, maybe having grown up in New York, or Sweden, or India—places
where Native American culture, to them, was lore. It was John Wayne movies. After |
talked to them, | hope they gained a sense that we are still here and that we're not
going anywhere.”

The Grand Canyon is culturally and spiritually significant to the Navajo because
of the deities that live there, says Cooley.

“We pray to them, for them, with them. It's a very holy place. It's my church,
basically. That's my place of worship. It's hard to explain to someone who is not that
familiar with how sacred it is. It is an innate feeling from the soul, from your gut.”

Beyond a spiritual refuge, the Grand Canyon has also been a physical safe
haven for Navajo people. In the 1860s, Colonel Kit Carson waged war on the

Nikki cooley - Dine

Diné Climate Scientist, Sheep/Goat Herder, and Recovering River Guide
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My ancestral
homelands

Navajo and forcibly marched over 8,000 people hundreds of miles to Fort
Sumner in eastern New Mexico. They were held captive there. Nearly one-third
died of disease, exposure, and hunger.

“The Navajo used [the canyon] as a place to hide so they could survive the
hunting from the U.S. government who were trying to relocate them. It's
a place of resilience in more than one sense and can teach us about the history
of a people who were trying to survive—the people who lived, persevered, and
are still here today.”

As visitors to the Grand Canyon, Cooley challenges us: If we don't know the
complicated history of Indigenous lands, learn.

“It’s not just a museum to be gawked at. Really think about it. Go deeper than just
viewing. Think about who used to live there, who still lives there.”

DEIDRA PEACHES
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FOR A LOT OF US, TRACING FAMILY ANCESTRY is a dead end. But for

the Hopi people in northeastern Arizona, there is no question about where they
come from—the evidence is painted on cliff walls, etched in rock, scattered on
canyon floors, and built into alcoves.

Today, the Hopi live in a system of 12 villages spanning three mesas that, as
the Hopi say, are the center of the world—the spiritual center for everyone.
They've been in their present villages for about 1,000 years, but their history
goes back much further, to the Ancestral Puebloans who lived, farmed, and
moved throughout the Southwest. The Hopi remember their ancestors’
migrations through traditions and clan histories. Petroglyphs, pottery sherds,
and archaeological sites are living connections to the people who walked

before them.

“The archaeological sites are our footprints. It is evidence that the Hopi clans v amoi
traveled through here, and eventually returned to the spiritual center, which R i —e B iy
are the Hopi mesas,” says Leigh Kuwanwisiwma, former director of the Hopi oldest0 anment"\" F 4
Cultural Preservation Office. cultures here in £

The Grand Canyon, he says, is a monument to the legacy of the Hopi clans. 1

e any v . gacy P North America.
It is their genesis as well as their final spiritual home. - . -

“The Hopi are taught that we traveled through four stages of life, which are * Our hIStOI’y goes
still remembered vividly in our rituals, through songs, and different displays. back to creation
And finally, we emerged here, into the fourth world. They say we emerged e -
from the Grand Canyon at a place called Sipapuni, which is the trail to the .

underworld,” he explains.

“The Hopi talk about the Grand Canyon where you can have two growing
seasons. Those are the kind of special memories we have of the Grand Canyon.
That's the practical stuff of living down there and surviving, and then eventually
coming up into the plateau. The Colorado Plateau.”

According to Kuwanwisiwma, the Hopi were told to spread their footprints
as far as they could. From the Grand Canyon, some migrated south, to Mexico,
Honduras, Guatemala, and Peru, then over to Easter Island and Indonesia.
Others stayed in the north. The two cultures—the North American clans and “It’s a tourist destination today, and rightfully so, | believe. But | think visitors should
the South American clans—eventually merged into one. come in and behave in a way that's reverent, respectful, and honoring.”

DEIDRA PEACHES

“Today we coexist as one people.”

The Hopi, he says, are a people who had to go on long migrations and
experience hardship.

“But out of that, we earned the right to be stewards of the Earth. And that's
what we consider ourselves to be.”

Kuwanwisiwma urges Grand Canyon visitors to remember:
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TWO PARALLEL TRACKS OF STEEL dead-end in the heart of Grand
Canyon Village, carrying trainloads of tourists each day to the rim of Grand
Canyon National Park. Built at the turn of the 20th century, the Grand Canyon
Railway touts “before there was a park, there was a train.”
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Well lest we forget: before there was a park or a train, there were Native
peoples farming, raising children, trading goods, and making pilgrimages in
the canyon.

The Havasupai, or the Havasu ‘Baaja, the “people of the blue-green waters,”
have lived in the Grand Canyon for thousands of years.

“My tribe has lost over 500 million acres, which includes all the plateau lands
up here and Grand Canyon National Park. We were told that we could not live
there anymore,” says Coleen Kaska, a former Havasupai Tribal Council member.

Wy people have

As cultures adapt—in this case to forced removal from their ancestral learned to adapt.

territory—so do languages. In a few generations’ time, the word for Grand
Canyon in the Havasupai language has become “wambodajwogo.” Literally
translated, Kaska says it means “where the train stops.”

Today, the Havasupai live 35 miles west of the park hubbub in a tributary
canyon known for its beautiful waterfalls. Getting there from the South Rim
takes a 3.5-hour drive, plus either an 8-mile hike or a helicopter ride. A few
families live at the South Rim in Supai Camp, a 160-acre parcel of land within
the park about a mile from the rim, tucked away from shuttle buses, hotels,
and tourists.

Kaska says growing up in the village of Supai and being restricted to
reservation lands, she only knew of places like Red Butte, the Havasupai place

That's why we're
still here.

DEIDRA PEACHES

. . the centennial—that it's not a celebration. For over 100 years for my people—
of emergence, and Havasupai Gardens (formerly Indian Garden), where her ] L . . Y . .y P - P
. . we've lost a lot of mingling, coming up here, picking herbs, and living like my
ancestors lived and farmed, through oral stories. B
P ancestors,” she says.
Her parents taught her, “You as a youngster, you need to grow up and pursue

the lands that we have lost.”

For Kaska, the centennial anniversary of Grand Canyon National Park in 2019
wasn't an occasion for party hats and balloons. “I want people to know about

“Know that Natives are still around—it’s just they've been restricted from the area of

their roaming grounds. But they are still in the region. And they will never forget. | will
never forget.”
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THE GRAND CANYON IS A SIGNIFICANT ROADBLOCK in northern
Arizona. At 277 miles long, 10-18 miles wide, and over a mile deep, access points
are few and far between. Diamond Creek Road on the Hualapai reservation is
one of the only places in the Grand Canyon where you can drive to the banks of
the Colorado River.

But long before tourists made the bumpy hour-long drive down the
streambed of Diamond Creek, the Hualapai were using it to sustain themselves
as a people. They migrated seasonally between the higher, cooler plateau lands
in the pine trees, and the lower, lush banks of the Colorado River.

“Before the coming of the Anglos, we traversed from area to area utilizing
the natural resources for food, for medicine, for housing, for trade,” says Loretta
Jackson-Kelly, a Hualapai tribal member with decades of service in the tribe’s
department of cultural resources.

Today, the Hualapai reservation encompasses 106 miles of the Colorado River
within the Grand Canyon.

“Since time immemorial, the Colorado River and the Grand Canyon have been
a very important link to our existence, to the time of our creation. Our ancestors
had always told us not to forget that the middle of the river is the backbone of
the people. Without the backbone, we cannot survive.”

Jackson-Kelly speaks about her ancestral ties to the Grand Canyon and the
importance of the Colorado River to her people. She says the Hualapai pay
homage and respect the river, because it’s a healing body of water. And the
native fish that live in it (not the introduced species) are ancestors to the Hualapai
people.

“When you say your prayers and you wash yourself with the water, you're
giving yourself many blessings and letting go of the negativity that might be
building up around.”

Jackson-Kelly has worked as director of the Hualapai Department of Cultural
Resources and for the Grand Canyon Resort Corporation, which runs helicopter
and boat tours and operates the well-known glass bridge called the Skywalk. She
says tourists come to Hualapai holding stereotypical views of Native Americans.
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Loretta Jackson-Kelly - Huatapai

Former Tribal Historic Preservation Officer and Director

DEIDRA PEACHES

“When people travel to other countries, they study up on the culture. They try to
understand the type of world that they're going to step into. | would like to see more
people educated in that, on their own, first. And if they don't get all the answers that
they're looking for, we're here to help people from near and far to understand
Hualapai people, Hualapai values, lifeways, and practices.”

II



The
grand
Canyon SPEAKS TO US ALL IN DIFFERENT WAYS.

For Enote, Cooley, Kuwanwisiwma, Kaska, and Jackson-Kelly,
it's a homing beacon, a place of worship, a link to ancestors,
a livelihood, a truth.

Regardless of the languages we speak, the canyon can give us
butterflies in our stomachs, make us feel small, or move us to tears.
It stands to teach us all. So visit, listen, and ask questions.

And remember: the more you learn, the deeper the canyon gets.

Special thanks to Jim Enote, Nikki Cooley, Leigh Kuwanwisiwma,
Coleen Kaska, and Loretta Jackson-Kelly for sharing their stories.

Explore the interactive story with videos, audio clips, maps, and
more at grandcanyontrust.org/voices

MICHAEL WHITWORTH
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pefore the erand canyon was a national park,
it was the ancestral homeland of Native peoples.
near voices of the erand canyon speak.
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