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5/Stories of  
Asdzáá Tł'ógi
Diné Traditional Narratives as History

In 1992, Acoma poet Simon Ortiz composed “Juanita, Wife of Manu-
elito” after viewing a photograph of her published in a Navajo news-
paper.1 Offering a moment to reflect upon Native people’s experience 
under colonialism, the photograph also provided a moment for Ortiz 
to pay tribute to Navajo women like Juanita, who showed courage 
and resilience in the face of the American war on her people and land. 
Ortiz’s honoring of Native women’s places in ensuring the cultural 
survival of their people is also reflected in the narratives that descen-
dents of Juanita, or Asdzáá Tł'ógi, still remember about their great-
grandmother.

Narratives that I gathered from the descendants of Asdzáá Tł'ógi 
about their great-grandmother appear fragmented, existing as images, 
genealogy, biography, autobiography, creation and traditional narra-
tives, and history. These remaining narratives begin with the return 
of Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her family from Bosque Redondo in 1868 and 
offer insights into how Navajos talk about the past, especially how 
the creation narratives shape an understanding of its meaning. Plac-
ing these narratives within Navajo historical and cultural contexts 
demonstrates that Navajo perspectives on the past contrast and even 
counter perspectives presented in conventional Navajo histories.

Significantly, the stories from Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s maternal clan, the 
Tł'ógi, illuminate women’s roles in the reestablishment of Navajo 
homes and communities after the devastations of the “Navajo wars.” 
As the stories remind us, women’s roles, modeled on those of the 
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Diné Traditional Narratives as History 129

female deities who figure so prominently in the Navajo creation nar-
ratives, indicate that women are conveyors of Diné beliefs and values. 
Although Navajo women have experienced changes under colonial-
ism, they look to the roles set down in the traditional stories as guide-
lines for life. As the stories from Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s descendants illustrate, 
women continue to be held in high regard in their communities, where 
they exercise authority and enjoy a measure of autonomy through 
their roles as grandmothers, mothers, and daughters. In many ways, 
women also link the traditional status of womanhood to their roles 
outside of the home, in the workplace, in professional settings, and in 
other public arenas.

The Storytellers: The Great-grandchildren of  
Hastiin Ch'il Hajin and Asdzáá Tł'ógi

As a child, I had heard stories from my mother but did not realize 
she was talking about Manuelito’s wife until I was much older. Years 
went by before I realized the need to recover these stories, especially 
because the great-grandchildren of Manuelito and Juanita were grow-
ing older. The impetus to record narratives of my ancestors is moti-
vated by the same reasons as those expressed by other Native scholars, 
who note that the history of Indian education has meant a loss of tra-
ditional knowledge and Native languages and little if any access to our 
own histories. Furthermore, our research aims to rewrite our histories 
in ways that more accurately reflect our experiences, especially under 
colonialism. As a result of time spent in my own community, with my 
clanspeople and my own family, my consciousness changed. I came to 
appreciate more fully the importance of oral tradition and affirmed 
for myself the importance of our cultural values. My grandparents 
and other relatives were eager to participate in my research project for 
they are also worried about the future of our children and grandchil-
dren. Writing down the remaining stories of our grandparents thus is 
a way to reaffirm clan ties and the value of Navajo cultural teachings.

Elders of the Tł'ógi clan from Tohatchi, New Mexico, and else-
where, acknowledge their matrilineal kin ties to each other through 
their great-grandmother Juanita, or Asdzáá Tł'ógi, and her two 
daughters. A photograph of an elderly Asdzáá Tł'ógi with her two 
daughters and her grandchildren, taken by George Wharton James in 
1902, depicts the family after the death of Manuelito in 1894 (see fig. 
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130 Chapter 5

8). Grandmother Asdzáá Tł'ógi sits in the center of her family while 
her two daughters, Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá and Ałk'iníbaa, stand beside 
her. Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá’s hand rests on her daughter’s arm. Her 
son, whom descendants believe to be George Manuelito, stands on 
one side of his grandmother. George was most likely a student, as was 
the young girl also pictured, at the Tohatchi School when James took 
this photograph. Ałk'iníbaa was Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s younger daughter, 
and she stands next to her own daughter, who is unidentified.

James also managed to get photographs of Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s daugh-
ters and their families. In figures 9 and 10 the two daughters, of whom 
Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá is the oldest, pose with their husbands and chil-
dren. Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá and Ałk'iníbaa married men who were 
brothers. Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá and her husband, Dághá Chíí, stand 
with their children, Dłíhaazbaa' and George Manuelito. In another 
James photo, Ałk'iníbaa poses with her husband, Dághá Chíí Bik'is, 
and their daughter.

To the Navajo elders I interviewed, Asdzáá Tł'ógi is nihi'masain, 
our maternal grandmother. Her two daughters, Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá 
and Ałk'iníbaa, are also our grandmothers. Anthropologist Gary 
Witherspoon in his study of Navajo kinship and marriage notes that 
the mother and child relationship determines all others among Nava-
jos. This is the relationship upon which concepts of K'e, or kin rela-
tionships, are based.2 This is true of Hastiin Ch'il Hajin and Asdzáá 
Tł'ógi’s descendants, who acknowledge K'e based on Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s  
maternal clan, the Tł'ógi. The elders regard each other as brothers 
and sisters, equivalent to biological siblings in American society. 
When they refer to their clan relationships with each other, they use 
the word biłhajiijeehigii, which indicates that they literally emerged 
from one mother’s womb.3 The phrase also acknowledges that several 
generations of one clan trace their genealogy to one mother, to one 
grandmother, which in this case is Juanita. Today, the elders are con-
cerned about younger generations who do not know about these clan 
ties, which bind us as grandparents, mothers, aunts, uncles, brothers, 
sisters, and cousins. The stories the elders shared with me was one 
way of remembering the kinship ties begun with Hastiin Ch'il Hajin 
and Asdzáá Tł'ógi.

During my search for information about my great-great-great-
grandparents, Hastiin Ch'il Hajin and Asdzáá Tł'ógi, I visited my 
maternal grandparents, who name either Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá or 
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Diné Traditional Narratives as History 131

Ałk'iníbaa as their maternal grandmothers. I didn’t consult with all of 
the great-grandchildren, but focused on those who maintained com-
munication with my mother in various ways, including expectations 
that she would attend traditional ceremonies and invitations to wed-
dings, anniversaries, birthday and graduation parties, and other social 
events. First, Charles Manuelito (fig. 18) and Joan Kinsel (fig. 19) are 
descended from the eldest daughter, Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá, and her 
husband Dághá Chíí. Dághá Chíí, shown in figures 10 and 13, was a 
Navajo scout who served with the U.S. military in the 1880s. In the late 
1930s, when he was elderly, he was awarded a pension for his services.4 
The little girl identified as Dłíhaazbaa' in one of James’s photographs 
(fig. 8) is Charles and Joan’s mother. With the passing of Charles in 
January 2002, Joan is the sole surviving granddaughter of Dághá Chíí 
be Asdzáá and Dághá Chíí.

Charles was the first of my maternal grandparents I approached 
with my research project. Charles was generous with his time and 
shared what he knew with me. From our visits and my mother’s sto-
ries, I came to see that, as a maternal uncle to my mother, Charles had 
taken responsibility for my mother when she was a child. It was Charles 
who placed her in boarding school at Fort Wingate, New Mexico, and 
in Stewart Indian School, in Carson City, Nevada. Charles made sure 
that his niece had adequate clothing and filled other needs of hers at 
school. His concern for his sister’s children was reflected in his own 
sons, whom he also sent to school. In doing so, he followed the dic-
tates of his extended family’s belief that an American education could 
be used to better Navajo conditions.

My interviews with Charles took place at his residence in Toad-
lena, New Mexico, where he lived with his wife, Esther (see fig. 18). 
Esther is my mother’s paternal aunt, of the Kinłichíinii (Red House 
People), and my grandmother, as well. At one point, my grandfather 
shared a number of newspaper articles that he had pasted into a note-
book. He also brought out a set of letters that had once belonged to 
his great-grandmother and grandmother. Indian agents and school 
officials had written them on behalf of the Manuelito family at the 
end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of twentieth. His 
retention of these documents impressed upon me how Navajos are 
concerned about the past and how they hope to learn more about 
their history, including family stories. In particular, my grandfather’s 
concerns about the family stories were directly connected to the land 
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and concerns that we descendants continue to hold onto it as a legacy 
for coming generations of Tł'ógi clan members.

My maternal grandmother, Joan Kinsel, is Charles’s older sister. 
Today she resides in Yah-Ta-Hey, New Mexico, with her daughter, 
Gloria. As my mother tells me, when my grandmother was a young 
woman, she was a skilled horsewoman, which was true of most Navajo 
women in her generation. Joan speaks English well, and when she 
was young her family relied on her to convey messages to white trad-
ers and government officials. Joan remembers well her grandmother 
Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá and grandfather Dághá Chíí. During one of 
our visits, she gave my mother her grandmother’s necklace.

Mike Allison Sr., Arthur Holyan, Isaac Allison, Faye Yazzie, Helena 
Bitsilly (figs. 17, 20, 22, and 23), and the late Robert Manuelito are 
among the great-grandchildren descended from Hastiin Ch'il Hajin 
and Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s younger daughter, Ałk'iníbaa. Ałk'iníbaa had at 
least three husbands, so some of the descendants do not claim Dághá 
Chíí Bik'is as their grandfather. Her older sister also had several hus-
bands. This experience appears to have been common in this period 
and may reflect ruptures created when men left to seek wage labor 
or died from epidemic diseases. Dághá Chíí Bik'is was appointed to 
the first tribal council in the 1920s and signed oil lease agreements on 
behalf of the Navajo tribe. It is very possible that Dághá Chíí found 
employment as a scout and Dághá Chíí Bik'is as a tribal councilman 
because of their marriages to Manuelito’s daughters.

Of all of my grandparents’s stories, I found those of Mike Allison Sr. 
most informative. Mike, who turned 101 years old in 2003, remembered 
seeing his great-grandmother, Juanita, when he was a boy. I attended 
several of my Mike’s birthday gatherings, which included recognition 
of his wedding anniversaries. His wife, Anna Allison, is my mother’s 
paternal aunt. Married for seventy-five years, my grandparents suc-
cessfully raised nine sons and one daughter, all of whom cared for their 
elderly parents. During our interviews with Mike Sr. and Anna, I came 
to appreciate the lessons they had learned about marriage and raising 
a family. The life stories that they shared on several warm summer 
afternoons exemplify the meaning of Navajo teachings embedded in 
Sà'ah naagháí bik'eh hózhóón. Just as their ancestors had relied upon 
Navajo philosophy to ground their lives, so did they.5

My own research and the histories I heard from my grand-
parents, has led to my understanding of and appreciation for K'e,  
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Diné Traditional Narratives as History 133

which shapes Navajo relationships. Today, my grandmother Faye 
Yazzie never fails to bring up our talks and trips to T and R Mar-
ket, where we bought lamb, bread, and drinks for lunch. I recently 
attended the seventy-fifth birthday of my grandfather Art Holyan, in 
Grants, New Mexico. Art has been very supportive of my research. My 
initial visits to my grandmother Helena Bitsilly were made with hopes 
of talking to her mother, who remembered Ałk'iníbaa well. Unfortu-
nately, that conversation was impossible because she had become for-
getful. My grandfather, the late Robert Manuelito, was very gracious, 
as was his wife, Caroline, and invited me into their home. Robert’s 
mother had died when he was an infant, and then his grandmother, 
Ałk'iníbaa, had cared for him until her death. Because he had been 
so young when both his mother and grandmother died, he had no 
memory of either.

The first responses to my queries about our grandparents included 
a litany of answers like “I don’t know,” “We didn’t ask questions,” and 
“We should have listened when we were told stories of our grand-
mother.” Manuelito and Juanita’s children were young men and 
women when they returned with their parents from Bosque Redondo. 
The next generation, the great-grandchildren of Manuelito and Juan-
ita, also experienced boarding schools and were sent away for long 
periods. In the 1930s, other ancestors saw the beginning of reliance 
on wage labor, when livestock could no longer provide independence. 
Because of such historical experiences under federal Indian policy, 
which sought to exterminate the Navajos culturally, the oral tradition 
was profoundly disrupted. As a result, most of the narratives about 
Juanita and her daughters exist as fragments of stories, images, and 
an extensive genealogy that dates back to the 1860s. However, those 
beliefs and values embedded in the remaining stories are part of a rich 
cultural context still being passed on to the next generation.

The forms in which the narratives of Juanita exist suggest that we 
must redefine and extend the definition of history and oral traditions. 
Traditional narratives cannot necessarily be treated only as informa-
tion to verify “facts” for Western histories. Neither should they be 
discounted and/or ignored when they contradict history. Rather, per-
spectives on the past are constructions that transmit cultural beliefs 
and values that allow for the reevaluation and revaluation of indig-
enous peoples’ oral traditions as valid and legitimate histories.

This chapter is the result of my efforts to capture on paper the sig-
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nificance and richness of Navajo oral traditions, in particular, the role 
of Navajo women as conveyors of stories. To understand and appreci-
ate my elders’ stories, I provide a context that includes an introduc-
tion to traditional creation narratives. I emphasize the place of female 
deities in my retelling, for they are important to understand the nar-
ratives about my grandmothers. Significantly, the remaining stories 
of them reflect the framework of the creation narratives, especially as 
the purpose of life is to return to hózhó.

Diné Creation Narratives

The Diné creation narratives are a vital part of Navajo life and cul-
ture. In order to illuminate their continuing significance to Nava-
jos, it is necessary to revisit them, examine their import, and isolate 
their relevant meanings. Traditional narratives have stood the test 
of time, demonstrating a vitality and resilience to speak to contem-
porary issues and problems. The narratives can be understood on 
multiple levels. I pay close attention to female deities who are part 
of the contingent of Holy People, for their roles remain the template 
for how Navajo women see their own roles. An examination of my 
elders’ narratives reveals similarities between creation narratives and 
stories of my great-great-great-grandmother. In particular, a closer 
look at Juanita’s role illuminates Navajo women’s traditional status 
and sheds light on how the stories of female deities like Changing 
Woman are the template that shape Navajo perspectives on women’s 
roles in Navajo society.

Traditional narratives outline how the world came into existence, 
how the Holy People created the present world, and how the Diné 
came into being. The narratives informed our ancestors, who relied 
on them to practice and convey their beliefs and values. In the face 
of the hardships that life meted out, especially the trauma associated 
with colonization, they relied on the traditional narratives for spiri-
tual and physical renewal. The stories are also a vehicle for reaffirming 
community and kin relationships.

The Creation Stories

We Diné point to a specific place in Dinétah, in present-day north-
eastern New Mexico, as the site of our emergence from the lower 
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Diné Traditional Narratives as History 135

worlds into this one. Our stories tell us how our forebears journeyed 
through a series of worlds to emerge into the present one.6

The first world, which was black, was small in size and appeared 
as a floating island in a sea of water mist. Here, only spirit people and 
Holy People lived. Here, First Man and First Woman were formed. 
Insect people also lived in this world. The various beings quarreled 
among themselves and they began their journey, which started in this 
place of darkness and chaos. The beings continually moved through 
the second world, precipitated by their own transgressions, and 
emerged into the third world, the Yellow world, with the Bluebird 
being the first to enter. After him came First Man, First Woman, Coy-
ote, and one of the insects.

The beings continued their journey, again because of quarreling 
among themselves and with their hosts, and emerged into the third 
world. Here a great river, the Female River, crossed the land from 
north to south. The Male River flowed east to west. The place where 
the rivers crossed is known as Tó Ałnáozlí (Crossings of the Waters). 
The Bluebird emerged first, followed by First Man, First Woman, 
Coyote, and one of the insects. First Man gathered soil from the 
mountains in the third world and used it to form the four main 
sacred mountains. These mountains, which demarcated the bound-
aries of Navajo Land, were dressed, and various Holy People entered 
each of them. Each of these was fastened to the earth with elements 
as follows: Sisnaajiní (East), with a bolt of white lighting; Tsoodził 
(South), with a stone knife; Dook'o'osłííd (West), with a sunbeam; 
and Dibé nitsaa (North), with a rainbow. Two other sacred moun-
tains were also formed: Dził ná'oodiłii (Center, Huerfano Mountain) 
and Ch'óol'í'í (East of Center, Gobernador Knob). Animals such as 
squirrels, chipmunks, foxes, turkeys, spiders, lizards, and snakes 
also lived in this world. From these previous worlds, our ancestors 
brought valuable things and knowledge that we continue to utilize. 
For example, after learning how to make a fire with flint brought 
from the third world, they learned how to calm the fire with a poker 
stick. To this day, then, the poker stick is source of protection and 
lessons about living well.7 Many other lessons were learned in the 
days after the emergence, including how to make a proper hogan, 
medicines for specific illnesses, and so forth. All of the teachings 
and values embedded in the creation narratives are embodied in the 
concept of Hózhó, our philosophy of life.
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Events and interactions that occur in the various worlds have 
come to form many traditional Navajo thoughts and values. Several 
of the narratives feature relationships between the sexes, which schol-
ars have labeled “complementary,” meaning that gender roles are dif-
ferent but equal and necessary.8 The natural world reflects the duality 
of male and female. We have female and male rains, for example. The 
earth is mother and the sun is father. Both female and male are cru-
cial to the creation of all life. The story of the separation of the men 
and women details what happens if we do not work together.9 Tasks 
performed by males and females are equally crucial to the survival of 
the clan and community.10

One of the Holy People is Asdzáá Nádleehé (Changing Woman), 
who is also known as Yooł gai Asdzáán (White Shell Woman). Tra-
ditional scholar Ethelou Yazzie published this version of Changing 
Woman’s birth:

One morning at dawn, First Man and First Woman saw a dark 
cloud over Ch'óol'í'í (Gobernador Knob). Later they heard a baby 
cry. When they looked to see where the crying was coming from, 
they realized that it came from within the cloud that covered the 
top of Ch'óol'í'í. First Man searched and found a baby girl. She 
was born of darkness and the dawn was her father. First Man and 
First Woman brought her up under the direction of the Holy 
People. They fed her on sun-ray pollen, pollen from the clouds, 
pollen from the plants and the dew of flowers. This baby became 
Asdzáá Nádleehé (Changing Woman), one of the most loved of 
the Navajo Holy People.11

First Man and First Woman were so pleased with their new baby 
that they made arrangements for a Blessingway for their daughter, 
which the Holy People performed. The new parents made her cra-
dle from elements like the rainbow. Today, babies are celebrated and 
blessings bestowed upon them so that they will lead lives according 
to Navajo philosophy. Recently, I had the opportunity to hear tradi-
tional educator Ernest Harry Begay share stories from the creation in 
workshops designed to develop parenting skills. During one of the 
sessions that I attended, Begay noted that Asdzáá Nádleehé had been 
born during the month of February and that, as Navajos, we should 
be celebrating her birth, for her birth brought about harmony and 
balance in the world. Begay especially felt that our Navajo leaders 
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should declare a national Navajo holiday in honor of Asdzáá Nádlee-
hé’s birth.12

When Changing Woman reached womanhood with her first men-
ses, the first Kinaaldá was performed for her. She was dressed cer-
emonially and thereafter known as Yooł gai Asdzáán. The Holy People 
came to the ceremony and blessed her with prayers and songs that 
today are part of the Blessingway Ceremony. Her birth, coming of age 
into womanhood, and the birth of her own sons, Naayéé Neezgháni 
(Monster Slayer) and Tó Bájísh Chíní (Born for Water), furnish the 
template for women’s roles in Navajo society.13 As Gary Witherspoon 
recounts, the ceremony and the accompanying prayers and songs 
enabled Changing Woman to have the power to create a new people 
who would transmit this power to the next generations.14 Today the 
Kinaaldá remains an important ceremony for many Diné girls who 
reach womanhood.

One day, Asdzáá Nádleehé was out gathering wood when a force 
held her down. She looked around and finally spied Sun, who was 
a handsome man. She began to visit Sun and often went down to a 
spring and allowed the water to drip into her, which she found plea-
surable. From her relations with Sun, she gave birth to her two sons. In 
Navajo life, mothers create and sustain life. Just as Changing Woman 
sustained her children, so do Navajo women today. All things that 
sustain life, including the earth, agricultural fields, corn, sheep, and 
even men who are nurturing, are called mother.15 Furthermore, moth-
erhood is the role from which Navajo women speak with authority.16

Naayéé Neezgháni and Tó Bájísh Chíní often played outside and 
Changing Woman was always fearful that the monsters who roamed 
the land would discover and devour them. One day, Changing Wom-
an’s sons questioned her, “Who is our father?” She was reluctant to 
tell them, for their father was a powerful force who could harm them. 
Finally, after her sons asked their mother for the fourth time, she 
answered. The twins were determined to search for Jóhonaa'éí, the 
sun and their father, even though their mother pleaded with them to 
stay home.

Naayéé Neezgháni and Tó Bájísh Chíní began a journey to find 
their father. They went east. Along the way they met Grandmother 
Spider, who gave them protection for their trip. As they continued, 
they encountered obstacles, which they overcame with the help of the 
deities and elements like the wind. Finally, they reached the home 
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of their father. When they introduced themselves to him, he did not 
believe that the two boys were his sons. His wife looked on with jeal-
ousy because he had told her that he was faithful when he made his 
daily journey across the sky. Jóhonaa'éí asked, “What do you want? 
What are you after? Where are you from?”17 He refused to acknowl-
edge them as his sons. Sun picked up the boys and threw them at sharp 
spikes that hung in the east. The two were unharmed. Sun threw them 
in the other three directions, and still the twins were unharmed. Sun 
continued to subject them to a series of ordeals, all of which they suc-
cessfully overcame.

After numerous tests, Sun admitted that the boys were his chil-
dren. He offered them gifts like fields of the finest corn and other 
plants and seeds, and jewels and wild animals that included horses, all 
of which the twins admired and said that they would need at a later 
time, but that they had come for weapons with which they could kill 
the monsters. Sun was reluctant because the monsters were also his 
offspring. Finally, although troubled, he gave them suits of flint armor 
and a shield and a bow and arrow made of thunder and lightning. At 
this time Sun named his sons Naayéé Neezgháni and Tó Bájísh Chíní. 
The twins left their father early in the morning and journeyed across 
the sky. They returned to their mother, Asdzáá Nádleehé. They even-
tually rid the land of the monsters. After their deeds were completed, 
they underwent purification rituals, the Enemy Way, which warriors 
still undergo.

Another narrative, which is important for understanding the 
stories of Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her daughters, is that of how Asdzáá 
Nádleehé created the first Diné clans. Asdzáá Nádleehé was living 
with her two sons when Sun visited her in her home. Sun tried to 
persuade Changing Woman to move to a place in the sky where he 
could visit her each time he crossed it. When he became insistent, 
Changing Woman told him that she would consider his request, but 
that she must think about it; if it suited her, she would comply. Such 
narratives indicate Navajo women’s sense of self and the autonomy 
that they enjoy in their society.

After a time, Sun and his sons convinced Asdzáá Nádleehé to live 
on the Western Ocean. Some of the People went with her, but then 
they became lonely and went home. According to Ethelou Yazzie:
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Changing Woman thought that there should be more people, so 
she created more of them (humans) by rubbing the skin from her 
breast, for her back and from under both arms. In this way she cre-
ated the first four clans. Changing Woman rubbed the skin from 
her breast and formed people who became the Kiiyaa'áanii clan. 
From the skin rubbed from her back the Honáháanii clan was 
formed. From the skin under her right arm the Tó'dích'íinii clan 
was created, and from the skin under her left arm the Hashtł'isgnii 
clan was made.18

When these people left to go east, Asdzáá Nádleehé gave pets for 
guardians. Today, many clans claim kin ties to these original clans. 
They trace their lineage matrilineally, a practice begun with Asdzáá 
Nádleehé during creation. These stories exemplify ideal relationships 
between humans and deities and humans and the earth, and teach us 
how we should treat each other. Animals and nature are also reflected 
in these stories.

Traditional stories are sources that remind us about what is 
important in our lives. Through them, we express appreciation for the 
power and sacredness of language. We also note that the goal of life 
is continually to seek a state of hózhó, harmony and balance. Seeking 
hózhó means that we wake up and face the dawn each morning to 
accept the Holy People’s blessings as they pass and that we express 
thankfulness that each day is an opportunity to begin anew. Telling 
these stories also offers us an opportunity to remember that, in the 
face of incredible trauma, our ancestors responded with courage and 
integrity. The fact that we are still here to tell the stories attests to their 
resilience. The elders are especially thought to be wise and worthy of 
emulation because they have traveled the road of life and reached the 
goal of Old Age. As Rex Lee Jim declares, “Reaching Sá is a lifelong 
goal for the individual, and an everlasting goal for a people.”19

In my search to learn more about my grandmothers, Juanita and 
her two daughters, I discovered that the elders’ narratives mirror the 
creation stories in form and motifs. As the mythical beings traveled 
through the five worlds and entered the Glittering World—the pres-
ent one—they set about establishing order. In much the same way, 
my grandparents’ stories are accounts of leaving the Bosque Redondo 
reservation, moving across the land, and resettling at former resi-
dences to reestablish order and harmony. The elders’ stories refocus 
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the meaning of the “Navajo wars,” traumatic years of loss and impris-
onment, to stories in which Navajos endeavored to recover their fami-
lies and communities. In them, Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her two daughters 
play a significant role in the survival and continuity of their families 
and clan members. Rooted in creation stories, our grandparents’ sto-
ries testify to the bravery, courage, and resilience of their ancestors.

Remembering Our Grandmothers

The elders begin their narratives with their ancestors’ return from 
Fort Sumner to Navajo Land in 1868. After 1868, the People came 
under American rule and were assaulted with American values about 
education, religion, family, health, and sexuality, many of which con-
tradicted Navajo values. In the face of ongoing colonialism, these sto-
ries about our grandmothers offer evidence about their efforts to cre-
ate continuity between the past and the present, to name once again 
the value of our own traditions. Finally, the characteristics of these 
stories, the themes woven within them, the ways in which they are 
told, and what is told and remembered mirror the shape and form of 
the creation narratives.

In the early nineteenth century, Navajos experienced vast histori-
cal transformations, which shaped Juanita’s life. Although there are 
no written or oral accounts of her life prior to 1868, we can speculate 
based on what is known about the colonial Southwest. For example, 
although non-Indian accounts claim that Juanita was a Mexican slave 
whom Manuelito married and favored among his wives, Navajo oral 
accounts depict her as a Navajo woman. Mostly, her descendants say 
they have not heard stories that she may have been a Mexican slave 
adopted into a Navajo clan.20 Indeed, sometimes when I return to 
Tohatchi, I inevitably come across some relative who has heard of my 
research project and asks, “So, was Juanita a Mexican?” It is interest-
ing to note what pieces of information and knowledge linger, whereas 
others receive little if any attention. No doubt, Navajos’ knowledge 
of Juanita is informed by non-Navajo accounts. Our grandmother’s 
identity is shrouded in the history of the slave trade, in which indige-
nous women and children were targeted. Taken as captives and forced 
to become part of their host society, many crossed cultural boundar-
ies. Being adopted into a host society in the Southwest during colonial 
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times meant that people’s identities were constructed differently then 
than they are today.

Born around 1845, Asdzáá Tł'ógi witnessed, and may have been a 
victim of, the slave trade that characterized cross-cultural relation-
ships in the Southwest. Although slave raiding had been known in 
the region prior to Euro-American invasions, the practice intensified 
under the colonizers. As James Brooks notes, Kit Carson’s campaign 
on the Navajos followed an established practice of raiding for cap-
tives. Indeed, during the course of his campaign, Carson pleaded with 
his superior for “continued rewards in Navajo captives for local mili-
tias and Ute scouts.”21

Navajo relationships with neighboring Pueblos fell along a con-
tinuum of acknowledged kinship through peaceful trading through 
hostility marked by Navajo raids and attacks on New Mexican com-
munities and Pueblos, in many cases as reprisals for attacks on their 
own families and clans. Although the prevailing thought in American 
histories makes Navajos the instigators, in fact, they had both friendly 
and hostile relationships with their neighbors.22

It was under American rule that began in 1846 that war and con-
flict escalated. By the 1860s, slave raiding had reached an all-time high 
since the American military encouraged such enemies of the Navajos 
as the Utes, Comanches, and New Mexicans to attack Navajos, which 
they eagerly did because Navajo women and children were very valu-
able in the slave markets.23 As late as the 1880s, well into the reserva-
tion period, Navajos were still looking for family members in New 
Mexican households and insisting that the Indian agents assist them 
in their search for captive women and children.24

Recent studies of slavery in the Southwest illuminate the complex-
ity of cross-cultural relationships as slaves entered culturally differ-
ent societies. Captive Navajo women and children were baptized as 
Catholic Christians and entered Hispanic communities as servants 
in a hierarchical society in which race and class were demarcated.25 
Generally, Navajos did not conduct slave raids, but usually bought 
captives from raiders or at the trade fairs, which were widespread. 
Although many women experienced violence and rape, others carved 
out spaces within their host society, within which they rebuilt their 
lives with some autonomy. It was possible for slaves to change their 
status to become full-fledged members, either by marriage, whereby 
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their children were considered Navajos, or through their skills and 
intelligence. Navajo society was fluid, captive women’s children tak-
ing on either the Navajo father’s maternal clan, the master’s mater-
nal clan, or, if the mother was accepted, the identity of her master’s 
maternal clan. For example, there are many stories of how Mexican 
women’s children identified with the Mexican clan, which is still pres-
ent in the Navajo clan system.26 Furthermore, because Navajos rely on 
kin relationships for all manner of communication, it was necessary 
to create kinship. Thus, identity was not based solely on biology, but 
also on culture.

If Juanita had been a slave successfully adopted and incorporated 
into Navajo society, she must have been a child when taken from her 
natal society, for by the 1860s, when in her twenties, she was already 
acknowledged as a Navajo woman. The fact that Juanita’s descendents 
know her as a Navajo woman demonstrates her full integration into 
her host society, even if she had been Mexican or came from else-
where. As Navajos see matters, her identity as someone other than 
Navajo is simply not an issue. The fact that indigenous identity is 
presently a topic of discussion reflects contemporary preoccupations 
with biological identity and blood notions of authenticity. Studies 
that discuss these issues also demonstrate that identities are cultural 
constructions that differ across time, culture, and race.27

My great-great-great-grandmother’s public name was Asdzáá 
Tł'ógi, and can be translated as “Lady Weaver.” Tł'ógi also translates 
as “Zia” and refers to Zia Pueblo, approximately seventy-five miles 
northwest of Albuquerque, New Mexico. In Navajo, Zia also translates 
as “weaver.” The Francisan fathers at St. Michael’s Mission translated 
Tł'ógi as “fluffy, or grass-mat people, because they wove mats of grass 
and yucca.”28 The fact that my great-great-great-grandmother was 
named Lady Weaver indicates a number of things. She may have been 
Zia or had kin ties with Zia Pueblo. The name also indicates that she 
was a weaver herself. Mike Allison Sr., as others of the Tł'ógi clan, 
notes that at one time his great-grandmother’s maternal clan had 
been Tódík'ozhí (Salt Water People). The Tódík'ozhí clan is related to 
the Tó'dích'íinii (Bitter Water People), one of the original clans that 
Changing Woman created. The Tódík'ozhí clan is also related to the 
Tł'ógi clan, as I will explain with a story from Mike Allison Sr. in the 
following section.

The great-grandchildren of Asdzáá Tł'ógi began their stories 
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with her return—along with her family and kin—from Hwéeldi, the 
Bosque Redondo reservation. Juanita, her family, and kin relied on 
ancient teachings to guide them back to Navajo Land, where they 
reestablished their lives. Just as the People’s ancestors journeyed 
through various worlds in search of hózhó, Asdzáá Tł'ógi, Manuelito, 
and their kin left years of chaos at the prison camp to reestablish their 
lives, to seek hózhó. The great-grandchildren’s version of their ances-
tors’ return to Navajo Land highlights their grandmother’s role.

The following story from Mike Allison Sr. was his response to a 
question from me about our grandmother’s origin and how she came 
to be Tł'ógi. As members of the Tódík'ozhí clan began their return 
from Hwéeldi, Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her family decided to stop at the 
home of their old friends, the Tł'ógi (Zia Pueblo). Although there 
is no evidence to determine Manuelito’s position in his wife’s clan 
group, this particular narrative provides an occasion to think about 
how men were integrated into their wife’s clan and whether Manu-
elito traveled mostly with his wife’s clan. One part of the clan opted to 
continue its travels and the other decided to stop. Allison then related 
the following story:

I don’t know the origins of the clan. . . . They just said the Tł'ógi 
came. They journeyed. They came from Tódík'ozhí [Salt Water]. 
I don’t know where that place is, Tódík'ozhí. My grandmother, 
the one I told you about, she had a donkey. This was her story. 
[She said,] “We are Bitter Water.” So we are Bitter Water. I don’t 
know where they had traveled [return route from Fort Sumner]. 
They had run out of food. Part of the group stopped at the Kiis'áni 
[Pueblo people]. The group that was known as Tódík'ozhí split 
up and one part kept going. I don’t know how many of them were 
hungry and they slowed down.

They said, “Let’s drink some coffee from the Kiis'áani. Let us 
eat there.” And they went in that direction. The Kiis'áani fed them. 
The Kiis'áani shared their food with them. The Kiis'áani that the 
Tódík'ozhí had come to were the Tł'ógi. They ate from the Tł'ógi 
and were given bread to take.

As they were leaving, they were told, “You will be Tł'ógi. You 
will be our relatives. Now you are Tł'ógi, not Tódík'ozhí. Not 
Tódík'ozhí. Now go.”

And the group journeyed on to meet their relatives. So when they 
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met, one group was called Tł'ógi and the others were Tódík'ozhí. 
That is how they came together. My grandmother said, “The 
Kiis'áani named us that, Tł'ógi.” The real Tł'ógi are the Zia Pueblo.

They said, “We will be your relatives.” So we have relatives at 
Tł'ógi.29

Grandfather Allison’s story is remarkably similar in form and theme 
to the creation story that relates how the Diné came to live within the 
four sacred mountains. Both narratives begin with a journey. Allison’s 
story strongly gives an indication of how clans are connected to specific 
places. Although he says he does not know specifically where Tódík'ozhí 
is, somewhere, someone knows where the Tódík'ozhí clan originated. 
Furthermore, as I have noted elsewhere, it is part of Navajo storytell-
ing to begin with the phrase, 'Alk'idaa'jini' (A long time ago they said). 
Although those of us present, storyteller and listeners, did not witness 
the events or see the actors in the story, there is faith that the events 
occurred at some time and that the actors were living beings.30

Each journey entailed movement from a place of darkness and 
chaos, and ancestors endured much hardship as they searched for 
hózhó. In the creation narratives, they were forced to continue their 
journey because of transgressions by a few members in their group. 
As Navajos acknowledge, some of their people had committed trans-
gressions against New Mexicans and neighboring Pueblos and there 
was certainly cause for retaliation. Yet Americans named all Navajos 
as criminals and punished the entire nation.31

At the beginning of the creation narrative as well as Allison’s story, 
our ancestors are depicted as impoverished and hungry. In both of 
these stories, the Diné meet Pueblo peoples who come to their aid. 
Paul Zolbrod’s translated account relates the encounter with Pueblo 
peoples in the fourth world after scouts looked for signs of life:

Finally, two scouts were sent to explore the land that lay to the 
north. And when they returned they had a different story to tell. 
For they reported that they had found a strange race unlike any 
other. These were people who cut their hair square in front. They 
were people who lived in houses in the ground. They were people 
who cultivated the soil so that things grew within. They were now 
harvesting what they had planted, and they gave the couriers food 
to eat. . . . On the very next day, two members of the newly found 
race came to the camp of the exiles. They were called kiis'áanii, 
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they said, which in the language of the Bilagáana, the White Man, 
means People Who Live in Upright Houses. And they wished to 
invite the exiles to visit their village.32

The friendly Kiis'áanii shared their corn and pumpkins with the 
exiles and taught them how to irrigate the soil and plant corn. They 
became very close and called each other by family and kin names. The 
exiles resolved to stay and not make any trouble. However, as the story 
goes, one of members of the Diné made sexual overtures toward the 
Pueblo chief ’s wife. In anger and disgust, the Pueblo chief ordered the 
exiles to leave. And so from that day on, Navajos have lived apart from 
the Pueblo people.

Corn, which is offered to the Diné in friendship, remains a central 
food among them and has sacred symbolic meanings. Indeed, lin-
guists suggest that the Diné word for corn translates as “enemy food.” 
Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her kin, like their primordial kin, relied on old kin-
ships with Pueblo peoples for a measure of security and replenish-
ment. In the elders’ narratives of their grandmothers, as in other sto-
ries, the Pueblo people extended friendship and kinship to their old 
friends, the Navajos. The kinship ties established in primordial times 
are remembered when Navajo travelers are invited to share coffee and 
bread with their hosts. The story of my grandmother is a reminder 
that, although some things may change—like the introduction of 
coffee and white flour—others, like kin relationships, have remained 
strong, even in spite of colonial invasions that created strife between 
former allies.

A closer look at Grandfather Allison’s story illuminates the nature 
of Diné social organization, suggesting that women played central 
roles not only in the creation of identity but also in the establish-
ment of kinship ties across tribal cultures. Traditionally, Navajos 
have established kin relationships before any communication could 
be initiated. Furthermore, as historian Theda Perdue notes, women 
have been central to establishing kin relationships between tribal 
groups.33 Likewise, Navajo recognition of kinship with Pueblo people 
has been a prerequisite for communication. Allison’s narrative indi-
cates that Navajo women like Juanita often created and cemented kin 
relationships with other indigenous peoples. Most likely, traditions 
of matrilineality colored trade and other economic relations as well. 
For Navajos, then, clan identity determines the nature of relation-
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ships that extend beyond the nation to other indigenous peoples, and 
even to Euro-Americans. Even today, traditional Navajos must name 
a relationship to non-Navajos in order to communicate easily.

Allison’s story also notes that Asdzáá Tł'ógi was associated with 
one of the original Diné clans, the Tó'dích'íinii, which is related to 
the Tódík'ozhí. Prior to becoming Tł'ógi, Juanita and her matrilineal 
kin identified themselves as Tódík'ozhí. Revisiting their Zia friends 
led them to cement a kinship in which Juanita and her kin agreed 
to acknowledge the relationship by identifying themselves as Tł'ógi. 
Today, the descendants of Juanita and Manuelito identify themselves as 
Tł'ógi, thereby continuing to acknowledge traditional kinship ties with 
Zia Pueblo. This story about Juanita’s identity underscores the fluidity 
of identity and community building in the nineteenth century.

The visits to Mike and Anna Allison’s home remain with me. Dur-
ing one of them, my grandfather announced that, as a boy, he had seen 
his grandmother Juanita. She often herded sheep with her grandchil-
dren. That afternoon, Mike, Anna, my mother, and I sat silently as 
we imagined our grandmother walking across a familiar landscape, 
her figure outlined against the horizon. As we sat in the living room, 
my grandfather and mother exchanged news about other relatives. 
Pomo writer Greg Sarris has explained that it is impossible to capture 
the context of storytelling, that writing “fixes or makes permanent 
not only oral experience but what is actually an interpretation of that 
experience.”34 In similar fashion, the elders’ narratives are embedded 
in a context that exposes the limited nature of our knowledge and the 
fact that it requires continual learning.

Return to Dinétah

Just like other families, Manuelito, Juanita, their children, and other 
family members returned home in 1868 to begin the process of 
reestablishing their lives. By the 1890s, the Navajo population had 
increased to twenty thousand. The Navajo’s livestock had increased 
from fifteen thousand sheep, goats, and horses in 1868 to more than 
one million by the mid-1880s. Obviously, the original reservation of 
four million acres was inadequate, so from 1876 to 1901, federal execu-
tive orders added land to the original treaty reservation that tripled 
its original size.35

In 1874, Manuelito traveled with his wife, other Navajo leaders, 
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and white officials to Washington, D.C., to meet the U.S. president. 
Asdzáá Tł'ógi’s presence on this Washington, D.C., journey is evi-
denced in photographs (figs. 4–6); however, what she may have said 
or contributed to the delegation’s objectives is not recorded in writ-
ten documents. In contrast, Juanita’s descendants remember her par-
ticipation. Their memories illustrate the centrality of women’s roles 
as wives and mothers, and, in particular, the reality that these roles 
extended beyond what is considered domestic space.

Traveling frequently with her husband, Juanita was privy to her hus-
band’s concerns about issues that faced the Diné. For Manuelito, land 
had foremost importance. Navajo leaders initiated the request to visit 
Washington, D.C., with a letter to the commissioner of Indian Affairs in 
1873.36 After a series of written exchanges between Arny and officials in 
Washington, D.C., the Navajos’ request was reluctantly approved after 
it was agreed that the trip would be financed with their own funds.37

The Navajo delegation spent several months in the East, stopped 
briefly in New York City, and even traveled to Boston, where its mem-
bers toured a textile mill and inspected the Corliss steam engine. The 
Washington Evening Star reported that the Navajos had been subdued 
with “great difficulty,” but that they were “now all pastoral in their 
habits, and own about 130,000 sheep and 10,000 horses.” “These Indi-
ans are of the pure aboriginal type,” it reported. “Manuelito, the old 
war chief, is very sociable. They all have high cheek bones, straight 
black hair, and are of a deep copper color, . . .” the newspaper con-
tinued. “The chief wears black buckskin pants, with the sides of the 
legs ornamented with dashing silver buttons.”38 On December 10, the 
delegation met briefly with President Grant and explained its con-
cerns about land, problems with trespassers on their lands, ongoing 
depredations by Mormons and miners, and the need to have Navajos 
still in captivity returned.39

The meeting between Navajo leaders and President Grant brought 
no results for the Diné, especially since the leaders met only briefly. In 
1951, Dághá Ch'íí' Bik'is, Manuelito’s son-in-law, testified before the 
U.S. Land Claims Commissions on behalf of the Navajo land claims. 
In his testimony, he retold a story he had heard from Manuelito about 
the 1874 journey. He reiterated:

Chief Manuelito and his wife and his son, Na-ta-dasilah 
[Naat'ahsilá], and Gas-donah, Manuelito’s brother. Four of them 
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went. Chief Manuelito took a chief blanket to the president, and 
when he embraced the president he gave him the chief blanket. The 
president refused to accept this blanket as a token of friendship but 
tossed it aside and said, “I cannot, as president of the United States, 
accept anything like this.” He offended Manuelito. The president of 
the United States offended Manuelito, that he did not even speak to 
the president again, and he stayed there two solid months until the 
time he had a chance to speak to the president again.40

The story attests to the patronizing and racist attitude the U.S.  
government held toward its Native wards. Indeed, indigenous lead-
ers expected the U.S. president to honor treaty provisions, but once 
the “Indian threat” had passed, indigenous matters reverted to lower 
federal officials. Faye Yazzie’s remembrances are filtered through her 
matrilineal clan, thus emphasizing her great-grandmother’s role. As 
Faye Yazzie told my mother and me:

Our grandmother took with her Navajo foods. When the men 
became homesick and hungry, she brought forth Navajo food: 
jerkied meat, parched corn, and a paste made from ground pinons 
mixed with parched corn. She took these foods in bags with her. 
Periodically, she doled the food out to the men who were grateful. 
Her husband Manuelito wanted his wife Juanita to go on the trip 
because she spoke well and maybe she could persuade the presi-
dent to let the Navajos keep their lands. Manuelito said the pres-
ident’s back was “stiff” and perhaps Juanita’s words could soften 
[persuade] him.41

The U.S. government sought to strip Navajos of their very identi-
ties; however, Navajo women were central in the struggle to retain 
their cultural values and traditions. As the Navajo delegation trav-
eled months in the East, they experienced loneliness, homesickness, 
racism, and a distaste for strange foods. Once, in Washington, D.C., 
because they were Indians, they slept in a hotel basement, where mat-
tresses were thrown on the floor.42

Navajo women retained cultural values by imbuing traditional 
foods with their former significance. One of the major reasons for 
Navajo defeat in 1863 was the destruction of their food sources. 
Faced with starvation, Navajos surrendered at the American forts. 
The destruction of Navajo food sources and substitution of Ameri-
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can foods was part of the assimilation process. As prisoners, Nava-
jos received rations of white flour, beans, and coffee. Many Navajo 
stories relate ignorance about the preparation of these foods and 
the consequences, which included diarrhea, dysentery, and death.43 
Today, although many of these American foods have become staples 
for Navajos, many of the People plant cornfields and raise sheep as 
they have for generations. Replanting their cornfields and rebuilding 
livestock herds is a way to endow traditional foods with their former 
meanings. Food is connected to power.44 Eating is more than a bio-
logical activity; it is a vibrant cultural activity.

As Faye Yazzie remembered, “Our grandmother used to say that 
they became homesick on that trip. They tired of the Bilagáana food.” 
To ease the men’s loneliness, Asdzáá Tł'ógi periodically doled out 
the foods she had brought along. In sharing familiar foods with the 
homesick and hungry men, Asdzáá Tł'ógi assumed a vital place in 
Navajo society, that of mother. According to traditional narratives, 
mothers provide the sustenance for life. For the Navajo men, Juanita 
must have reminded them of home. As feminist scholar bell hooks 
declares, homes are places where we could “strive to be subjects, not 
objects, where we could be affirmed in our minds and hearts despite 
poverty, hardship, and deprivation, where we could restore to our-
selves the dignity denied us on the outside in the public world.”45 The 
act of remembering is a conscious gesture to honor the efforts of 
women like Juanita who endeavored to provide for their own.

Faye Yazzie’s story about Juanita’s role as a member of the delega-
tion adds further evidence that Navajo women also played a role in 
the political arena. As the wife of a headman, Juanita had the privilege 
of speaking at political meetings between Navajo and non-Navajo 
leaders. A few historical documents refer to the authority attributed 
to Navajo women. For example, Capt. John W. Reid recorded a meet-
ing between leaders of the U.S. military and the Diné in 1846. Dur-
ing the proceedings, in which the revered leader Narbona hoped to 
establish peace with the Americans, Reid described how Narbona’s 
wife disrupted the meeting as she warned the Diné men of Ameri-
can treachery. Describing the Navajo woman as an accomplished 
orator, Reid noted that the warriors stirred at her speech and he 
grew alarmed that the warriors would reject a peace proposal. For-
tunately for the Americans, Narbona motioned his men to remove 
his wife and the council continued.46 A white man like Reid might 
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read the event as an indication that, regardless of race and cultural 
differences, Navajo and white men both shared similar notions about 
women’s proper places, which was that women were not politically 
astute. Certainly, another reading would attribute Navajo women 
with keen insight and political acumen, especially in regard to Ameri-
can motives for seeking a treaty with the Diné.

In much the same manner as Narbona’s wife a generation pre-
viously, Asdzáá Tł'ógi exercised her privilege as a headman’s wife 
to speak in public spaces. According to Grandmother Faye, Juanita 
accompanied her husband Manuelito to Washington, D.C., because he 
recognized her excellent oratory skills. Women’s authority extended 
into the political realm of Navajo society. This glimpse of the rela-
tionship between Manuelito and Juanita reflects the ideal egalitarian 
nature of male-female relationships. Navajo marriages mean that hus-
band and wife are in a partnership expecting that they will establish 
a home where children will benefit from both parents. Another value 
in Navajo society reflected in Grandmother Faye’s story is the respect 
accorded to Asdzáá Tł'ógi. In Navajo society, to speak well and per-
suasively is a highly lauded skill and a sign of exceptional intelligence. 
Traditionally, male leaders were called naat'áanii, or ones who speak 
persuasively. In contemporary studies, only men have been associ-
ated with leadership roles in which the ability to speak persuasively 
and with eloquence is central.47 In contrast, Juanita is associated with 
oratory skills, suggesting that some abilities in Navajo society are not 
limited to the male gender. Other family stories indicate that Asdzáá 
Tł'ógi’s eldest daughter, Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá, carried on character-
istics from her father and mother, since she was also known for her 
oratory skills and regarded highly as a community leader.

The Navajo delegation arrived back in the Southwest on February 
1, 1875. Not long after, William Arny fled his Fort Defiance post after 
Manuelito and others accused him of stealing government rations 
meant for distribution to Navajos and selling them for his own profit. 
The Navajos were also angry because they had discovered Arny’s 
scheme to exchange prime Navajo lands for less desirable ones.48

Navajo relationship with Pueblos is another recurring image 
in Juanita’s biography. The establishment and recognition of kin 
ties with Pueblo people are central to Navajo identity, as exempli-
fied in both the creation and Tł'ógi clan stories. After the delegation 
returned to Navajo Land, Juanita and Manuelito visited Zia Pueblo, 
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where they engaged in trade, exchanging meat for jewelry and beaded 
bags. As Joan Kinsel recalled, “It was said that Juanita and Manuelito 
returned from Zia on horseback. Beaded buckskin bags, gifts from 
their friends, hung off of their saddles.”49 The relationship with the 
Zia was long lasting. According to Faye, “Dághá Chíí’s wife, your 
grandmother [speaking to the author] was friends with the Zias. They 
used to travel and visit people. Dághá Chíí used to travel a lot, even to 
Ute. Back then,” she continued, “they didn’t have a lot of sheep. Just a 
few. Back then, they used to weave. They used to go to Zia and bring 
back bread. The horse would be packed with bread. And they used to 
bring back turquoise.”50 Today, some Navajos maintain kin relation-
ships with their Pueblo neighbors, but probably not to the extent that 
previous generations did.

As a longtime leader, Manuelito had experience with Euro-Ameri-
can society. He knew personally Americans’ willingness to use mili-
tary power against his people and understood that American laws 
dictated Navajo life. On his travels, he had seen overwhelming num-
bers of whites who inhabited land of formerly indigenous peoples. In 
an effort to reclaim Navajo authority, Manuelito believed that Navajo 
children could benefit from American education and better defend 
their people and land. Tł'ógi clan stories also highlight Manuelito’s 
convictions and indicate how women were instrumental in conveying 
his messages.

The high value that my grandfather, Charles Manuelito, placed 
on education stemmed from his great-grandparents’ convictions. 
During one of our interviews, Charles reiterated one story about his 
great-grandfather that is part of historical accounts:

I guess he [Manuelito] recognized the power of the Anglos. [The 
Anglos had] their weapons and the Navajos used bows and arrows. 
We knew that we can’t overcome the U.S. Army. We start thinking, 
“How can we, at a future time, how can we increase our knowl-
edge? Is there a time when our knowledge can be as high as the 
Anglos?” The best thing to do was to get an education. That’s why 
he said use the stepladder. He used to think the Navajos were liv-
ing at this level [indicates with hand gestures] and the Anglos were 
way up here [gesture indicates a level higher than Navajos]. So in 
order to reach the level of the Anglos, you have to get some knowl-
edge, climb, climb and the time will come we’ll be at the level of 
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the Anglos. And that’s where education is the ladder, climb, step-
by-step. That was his idea. So he introduced it. He sent his son to 
school.51

Two types of documents demonstrate the Manuelito family’s long-
standing commitment to education for Navajo children. In addition 
to George Wharton James’s photographs of the Manuelito family, a 
set of letters preserved by Charles further confirms the family’s com-
mitment to conveying their grandfather’s message about the impor-
tance of an American education.

In 1894, Indian agent Lieut. E. H. Plummer wrote the following 
letter on behalf of Shizie:

The bearer of this is the daughter of Manuelito, the Old War Chief 
of the Navajos, and the friend of the white people. He was a strong 
friend of the school and assisted us very much in managing the 
Navajos when behaving badly. He sent two or three children to 
Carlisle and all died. His daughter has just put a boy in school at 
the Agency.

I sincerely hope that they will always be kindly treated by all 
persons with whom they came in contact, as they are most worthy 
and deserving of such treatment, especially from the officials of 
the Government.52

In 1900 and 1909, Indian agent G. W. Hayzlett and Superintendent 
Peter Paquette endorsed the letter’s contents.

In 1906, a school official named E. H. DeVorn commented on 
Shizie’s stature among her people: “This certifies that Shizie, who is a 
daughter of the late chief Manuelito has much influence among the 
Navahos and has been very helpful in assisting me to fill the school.”53 
George Wharton James mentions his acquaintance with DeVorn 
and his visit to the Tohatchi School in his publication, The Indians 
of the Painted Desert Region. Again, the Manuelito women demon-
strated the influence and persuasive oratory skills of Navajo women. 
The fact that school officials relied on them to assist with enrollment 
also attests to the family’s continuing influence and indicates that 
the women were respected in their community. As Faye remembered 
about Dághá Chíí be Asdzáá (my great-great-grandmother): “No one 
followed in her footsteps. They say that she was an orator. They would 
tell her to speak to people. She would get on her knees, rise on her 
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knees, and her arms moved about as she talked. She would tell them 
about her father and what he envisioned.” Fay continued: “She would 
tell people what was happening in Window Rock. She did not have 
difficulty with speaking. Now they make fun of us because we are 
not like her. They used to say, ‘Your grandmother was formidable.’”54 
The stories remind us of qualities among our ancestors that should 
be emulated. On several occasions, my grandmother’s oratorical skills 
have been pointed out to me, perhaps in hopes that I might cultivate 
them, for it is thought that our ancestors’ qualities are transmitted to 
future generations. These stories are also reminders that our behavior 
must be exemplary, for we are models for later generations.

Manuelito and Juanita’s great-grandchildren also emphasize efforts 
to maintain family closeness. As Faye related, “And so when Hastiin 
Ch'il Hajin died, it seemed that there was no place to go, and so the 
men, Dághá Chíí and Dághá Chíí Bik'is, brought them to Dibé bitó 
[Sheep Springs—not to be mistaken for Sheep Springs, New Mexico]. 
That’s what she said.”55 Mike Sr. pointed out that the Manuelito daugh-
ters were originally Tódík'ozhí, related to the Tó'dich'íinii, and that 
Manuelito had objected to his daughters’ marriages to the brothers.56 
With the Manuelito daughters’ move to Dibé bitó, the land came under 
the control of their maternal clan, the Tł'ógi. Not long after their move 
to the base of the Chuska Mountains, the younger brother Dághá Chíí 
Bik'is took his wife and family and moved northeast.

Asdzáá Tł'ógi spent the remainder of her life with her extended 
family, caring for grandchildren and livestock. Mike Sr. mentioned that 
Asdzáá Tł'ógi preferred to stay with her younger daughter, Ałk'iníbaa. 
As she herded sheep with her grandchildren, she told them stories of 
her life, about the Long Walk and Hwéeldi, and about the journey to 
Washington, D.C. Mike Sr. recalled, “I often saw her in the distance. 
She would ride by on her donkey. She always wore a biil.” Many years 
later, one of Juanita’s granddaughters, Asdzáá Bigizhii, visited her clan 
relatives and retold her grandmother’s stories. As my mother related 
with regret whenever we visited grandparents and begin to talk about 
our ancestors, “We never listened to our grandmother Adzáá Bigizhii. 
She would visit and sit on the floor, and, with her arms waving in the 
air, tell us the stories she had been told. We didn’t listen.”

Asdzáá Tł'ógi died around 1910. Several stories tell about her death 
and burial. This is Mike Sr.’s response after I asked him if he remem-
bered her or had, in fact, seen her:
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Yes. I saw her. I saw her death. I saw my grandmother. She was 
among us. We lived mostly with her. Sometimes she stayed with 
my mother. She stayed mostly with us. She didn’t really want to 
stay with Dághá Chíí. She liked coming to my mother’s. She went 
to Tohatchi. They were dipping the sheep. I was herding sheep by 
Na'bigizhi. She was going by on a donkey, a fast donkey. The don-
key was a little feisty. She was going to Dághá Chíí’s place at Red 
Willow, the planting field. And I was herding sheep. She went by 
on her donkey and I watched them.

She had a stomachache. In the evening, she was lying down 
because of her stomachache. The sheep were at Bisi’s [a relative]. 
My mother was at Red Willow. During the night, some time, 
maybe about three in the morning. I heard gunshots, those big 
guns, coming from Red Willow. We woke up. I wondered, “What 
was that they were shooting at?” What happened was my grand-
mother had lost consciousness. They were shooting outside to see 
if it would wake her up. It was early morning. She didn’t see the 
next day. She had been riding her donkey home. She didn’t wake 
up. I remember that. She died in one night.

About Manuelito and how he went about, I don’t know. We 
don’t know how he took care of his family before and after they 
came back from Hwéeldi.57

From Faye, there is this story about Juanita’s death:

Now Chief Manuelito one time went to Grants to buy some wine 
and that’s how he got sick. He died from chicken pox. They say. After 
he died, his house was burned down because he died in it and today, 
where he was buried, it’s said that he was buried with so much tur-
quoise that it came to the surface. Today if anyone goes near his grave, 
a whirlwind appears above the grave. After he died, Juanita came 
with her children to Dibé bitó. Juanita died from diarrhea. There was 
a sheep dipping in Tohatchi and Juanita cooked a meal there, mut-
ton stew. She got sick, got a stomachache, and didn’t recover.

When I was younger, I was told that she was buried over in 
the small canyon, way past my house. At one time there was horse 
bones scattered over her grave. That’s what they used to do, kill a 
horse when someone died. Now those bones are gone. I looked for 
them one time. . . .

[T]hey lived at Red Willow and they lived there for some time 
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after [Juanita’s death], maybe a year. Willie Nez was young then 
and when Juanita died, Willie Nez was sleeping in her arms. So 
they say. There was a sheep dip, where the Catholic church stands, 
in Tohatchi. I didn’t see the sheep dip. They took the sheep there. 
My grandmother went there. They used to eat everything there. 
She made fresh corn stew. She got sick that same day. She did not 
see the next day. My uncle from Tséyi'bitó. He had a lot of horses. 
They used one of his horses to put on her grave. It used to be evi-
dent by the horse bones on top of her grave.

She is buried here [near Faye’s home]. The grave is gone. 
Before, it was visible because of the horse bones on top of it. Now 
it’s not visible. They say that a beautiful white horse was killed on 
top of Juanita’s grave. They used to kill horses on top of graves.58

On various visits, Faye reiterated the story of our grandmother’s 
death. To the end of her life, our grandmother Juanita played a vital 
role in her extended family. Although elderly, she herded sheep and 
cared for her grandchildren. Indeed, one final image shows her hold-
ing an infant grandchild in her arms, even as she is near death. As 
Kathleen Bahr has noted in her study of Apache families, grandmoth-
ers held the ultimate responsibility for the well-being of their grand-
children. As bearers of cultural heritage, they played a vital role in 
sustaining their families well into their old age.59 In a similar man-
ner, the stories of Asdzáá Tł'ógi indicate that she, too, held a place of 
importance in her family.

The place Asdzáá Tł'ógi is buried is on Tł'ógi lands, not far from 
where Faye Yazzie lives. It is a place east of Tohatchi, where the land 
folds into rugged slopes; in between, the slope’s wild grasses grow. I 
didn’t ask for the exact location, for I knew that I would meet reluc-
tance, but the fact that our grandmother lies on Tł'ógi land is signifi-
cant.

Land and Stories

Navajo creation narratives make central the emergence of pre-Diné 
beings into this world. These beings then became the Diné, as we know 
ourselves today. We name the specific place from which our ancestors 
emerged into the fifth world, which became the center of Dinétah. 
Like the creation narratives that anchor the People to Diné Bikéyah, 

This content downloaded from 76.220.3.239 on Thu, 26 Sep 2019 05:17:40 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



156 Chapter 5

family and clan stories are sources for laying claim to a place and act 
as vehicles to affirm tradition. Narratives about our grandmothers, 
of Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her daughters, evoke images that become the 
source for shared thoughts and feelings about our place, connecting 
our sense of it, identity to our ancestors, and their place on the land. 
As Klara Kelley and Harris Francis have noted about the meaning of 
land and stories to the Diné: “The story of the origin of the Navajo 
people, both as passed down among generations of Navajos and ver-
sions we have constructed, shows that the Navajo people and their 
culture came into being through the struggles of their forebears to 
keep control of the land,” they assert, “and that the culture has sur-
vived because people have stayed on the land and adapted things that 
inevitably come from outside into an ongoing way of life to form a 
distinctive, integrated cultural whole.”60 The great-grandchildren’s 
stories about their ancestors are about movement across the land, 
naming it and reclaiming it through stories, and about resettlement 
on that land.

Just as narratives are vehicles that connect us to the land, so also 
they are tools utilized for practical and political reasons. Remem-
bering Juanita and her daughters and being able to name them as 
matrilineal grandmothers entitles her maternal descendants to land 
use privileges. The reservation, even with several increases, was always 
too small for Navajo use. By the early 1930s, federal officials began 
to report the need to reduce Navajo livestock, ostensibly because of 
environmental deterioration, among other reasons. By 1935, Indian 
Commissioner John Collier had ordered enforcement of livestock 
reduction regulations. In order to improve range, Collier imposed the 
livestock permit system, through which Navajo livestock was limited 
by the issuance of permits that stipulated the number of allowable 
horses, sheep, and goats. These were issued to heads of household, 
which the government considered to be men. In many cases, men 
turned livestock permits over to their wives, who then passed them 
to their daughters. These permits were also tied to specific grazing 
areas. As a result, families became tied to grazing land, although many 
continued to move seasonally with their herds.61

Today, the Navajo Reservation remains much too small for the 
burgeoning population, especially as the young Navajo population 
grows. As a result, there are competing claims for land use, and those 
who can name a succession of grandmothers who lived on the land 
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are able to validate their own claims. Similarly, descendants of the 
daughters of Juanita and Manuelito who live on the lands of their 
grandmothers validate their land claims through livestock permits.

Those afternoons sitting in the living rooms and listening to my 
grandparents’ stories will remain with me. The stories were punc-
tuated with interruptions, sighs, laughter, and pauses, and we often 
reflected quietly while images of our grandmothers appeared in our 
mind’s eye. Our grandmother Asdzáá Tł'ógi moves across the land-
scape with her sheep and goats. As she and her grandchildren herd 
the sheep, she tells them stories of her life and the Long Walk. She tells 
them of Washington, D.C. The stories give us cause to reflect upon 
our grandmothers’ claims to the land, the struggles to survive against 
impossible odds, and the significance of staying on the land for future 
generations. As Keith Basso notes of Apache place-making, to tell sto-
ries is to “speak the past into being,” to summon it and give it dra-
matic form so we can participate in our ancestors’ quest for survival 
and the need to create a sense of community and kin.62

Conclusion

Navajo clan stories like those about Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her daughters 
demonstrate the continuing vitality of traditional narratives and the 
centrality of women in Navajo society. Importantly, creation narra-
tives feature prominent female deities who provide the foundation 
from which Navajo women continue to define their traditional roles 
as grandmothers, mothers, and daughters. These maternal roles are 
positions of power for Navajo women. Also, the fact that Juanita and 
her daughters are remembered as grandmothers who were benevo-
lent, generous, and loving is a testament to the centrality that Chang-
ing Woman holds for the Diné. Our stories of our grandmothers and 
grandfathers serve to renew our faith in the strength of the old ways. 
Just as clan stories may illuminate the Navajo past, they also indicate 
that clan kinship responsibilities are important to survival and the 
persistence of Navajo values. As Angela Wilson shares in regard to 
oral histories that are a part of her family, “The stories handed down 
from grandmother to granddaughter are rooted in a deep sense of 
kinship responsibility, a responsibility that relays a culture, an iden-
tity, and a sense of belonging essential to my life.”63

Our history is similar to those of other indigenous peoples. Waves 
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of conquerors wrested away significant portions of our lands. They 
sought to impose their political, cultural, religious, and economic 
institutions upon our way of life. As Navajos, we have retained many 
of our cultural traditions. One way to understand this process is to 
examine the ways in which oral traditions serve as windows into the 
past, the ways the past inform the present. Even as American institu-
tions sought to undermine women’s positions, Navajo women have 
struggled to retain positions of autonomy and authority in their soci-
ety. The narratives of Asdzáá Tł'ógi and her daughters are not only 
testaments to the validity of the oral tradition, but also demonstra-
tions of how oral traditions serve as vehicles to transmit the past, con-
necting it to the present.
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