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The winter of 1993/94 was very mild, the ground was clear of any snow in Durango, Colorado. I was
asked by a good friend Doug Loebig if I would like to go see Dinetah. My reply was “What’s that?”
Dinetah is the ancestral home of the Navajo; early Spanish accounts place them in this area in the 1600’s
and 1700’s and archaeological evidence places them in the area hundreds of years before the Spanish
arrived. I said yes to my friend’s offer and we were off to New Mexico on a sunny January morning. The
main drainage in Dinetah is Largo Canyon, which has two large auxiliary drainages; Carrizo and Blanco.
Between these three drainages there are more than 70 side canyons to explore. I was happy that our trip
into Dinetah only focused on Largo; a place where the Spanish Trail wound its way through the canyon
bottom a couple hundred years ago. We turned onto the main county road and were immediately driving
across a road surface that consisted of coarse road base and washboards from bar ditch to bar ditch. For
25 miles we drove on this type of road surface until we reached the parking area. This entire area is a
large gas field; roads in every direction with well pads, valves and compressor stations everywhere. We
parked by one of the small metal buildings covering pipeline controls and started walking into Crow
Canyon. A brief description of the landscape is in order. Most of the area is 500ft or so from canyon
bottom to rim. In these 500 vertical feet are numerous cliff bands composed of San Jose Formation
sandstone. This formation erodes into fantastic shapes, spires, arches and hoodoos. Odd shaped rocks dot
the landscape. This formation is also very rotten; eroding away at a fast rate due to poor cement between
the grains of sand comprising the stone. The canyons are big: some of the side canyons off Largo are
several miles long with multiple branches. Even the small ones are rugged and difficult to negotiate.

Junction of Largo & Tapicito Canyons. Largo is on the right side of the image.

Big Paluchie Canyon
We left the car and started making our way along the lowest cliff band. Within a few hundred feet of the
car we were seeing rock art, lots of rock art. As we made our way along, we found an old sheepherder’s
cabin, numerous historic inscriptions and more Navajo rock art. I had no idea how special of a place I was
being introduced to that day. After years of chasing rock art I’ve come realize this is where my rock art
obsession really started, not at the Great Gallery 11 years later, as I have often recounted to friends. As we
went along Doug identified Navajo deities and their symbols pecked into the rock surface: Monster
Slayer, Born for Water, the Harvest God, and several other members of the Navajo pantheon of gods
rendered with care and vivid style. As we followed the cliff to the left into a small side drainage it became
hard to travel due to the arroyo erosion being close to the cliff. Here we saw what I have come to know as
a very significant rock art panel, and to this day I have no idea what it’s named. There are multiple
figures, very well rendered, covering 30 sq ft of rock surface. A large corn plant, the Harvest God, and a
couple of what seem to be conquistadors on horseback holding swords in their right hands, are the main
features. It was hard to get a good view of this panel due to the narrow ledge in front of the panel; it was a
steep incline into the wash below. A couple of steps down and you were at a better viewing angle, but
much worse footing. This situation has been addressed by Farmington BLM in the late 1990’s and erosion
control measures was implemented to provide a safe and secure walking surface to view the rock art
along the cliff wall.

Crow Canyon Panel
We continued up the side drainage to an old habitation site in an alcove high above the canyon floor.
There were still large walls standing and an inscription from the early 1900’s on the far wall. The name
escapes me now but Doug recognized the name as belonging to a semi-famous archaeologist who did a
lot of work in the area. From the ruin it was a sketchy scramble to the top of the rim and we were soon on
top wandering around through the pinion and juniper trees. We started making our way along the rim,
stepping across numerous petrified trees, trunk to top, laying in pieces along the way. After two or three
miles of wandering around we got to a ruin, a pueblito named Shaft House.

Shaft House
Pueblitos were defensive sites built by the Navajo and Pueblo people escaping Spanish retribution
following the Pueblo Revolt. During the same time the Utes and Comanches had a truce which allowed
the Utes to raid the area, capturing women and children for the slave trade. There are over 200 of these
structures known, most have been reduced to piles of rock, but a few are still in great shape and have been
stabilized by the BLM. Shaft House gained its name from a unique structure that acts as protection when
moving from one level to another. There are 15 or so rooms perched on a few ledges just under the upper
rim of the canyon. This place has defensive posture written all over it; easily defended from all sides and
plenty of storage for food and water, it would take a while to siege occupants out of this location. There is
still plaster in place on several walls and roof beams still in place in the upper rooms. I have not climbed
up the shaft into the upper rooms, too much possibility of damaging walls, and a fall would be really bad.
You’re a long way from anywhere if you get hurt.

Little House

Foothold Pueblito
Since I started coming out to this area, cell towers have been installed in strategic places to maximize cell
coverage, but a call to 911 would get a slow response. From the top of the canyon rim where Shaft House
is located, the descent to the canyon floor looks impossible. My first question to Doug upon starting our
decent was along the lines of “Is this necessary?” After 30 minutes or so of picking our way through the
cliff bands we were standing in the bottom of the canyon. As we made our way along the cliff toward the
truck we passed several more rock art panels. One panel had a large elk with an arrow piercing through
the entire body of the animal. The last panel was one that left a lasting impression and still has an effect
on me when I see it in person. We were within a half mile of Doug’s truck and the sun was low in the sky,
we were making our way along a set of low cliffs that were just before the side canyon we had gone up
that morning to see the cliff dwelling. Smaller figures started appearing along the cliff and I stopped in
my tracks when it came into view. On the wall was a shield figure 5ft tall with a bow that towered over us
as we stood before it in the sand. Off to our left beside the figure were two arrows also 5ft in length. I
stood before this large figure, transfixed on its size and thinking about how much effort had gone into
planning and executing this work of art. Even after looking at hundreds of rock art panels over the
intervening years since first laying eyes on this magnificent warrior, few panels have the presence and
power exuded by this one powerful warrior. We traveled out of Largo Canyon in the dusk of a January
evening. I was still processing what I had just seen and would continue to for the next few days. Little did
I know this would be the introduction to a life-changing subject.

Big Warrior

I spent the next few years poking around in Dinetah getting to know the area a little better, lots of gallons
of gas out the tailpipe trying to find my way back to pavement. This is a vast area, the Largo Canyon
drainage system itself drains over a thousand square miles and the other adjacent drainages empty just as
much land. Countless roads crisscross the area, the vast majority of which have no signs or numbers to
give you a hint of where you might be on a map. The only way to have an idea where you were in the
days before GPS units were cheap or cell phones that had GPS built in was to carry maps and get your
location off wellhead signs. All locations are in Township/Range or Lat/Long and by correlating those
numbers with your map you could get a good idea of where you were located. If you were lucky, the
place you were had a road that showed up on the map. If not, you were in a blank area of the map full of
new roads and had to drive to another well site until you got to one that could allow you to plot a course
to pavement. While the Largo drainage is bound within paved roads, finding your way out isn’t easy even
with a map. I’ve lost count of the times I thought I was here but it turned out I was over there. It would
take someone years to adequately know how this piece of land goes together. Maybe if you worked in the
gas field and drove those roads day in and day out you’d get a handle on the lay of the land, but no time to
spend exploring.
When I was first exposed to the rock art in Dinetah, I didn’t have any idea how special the panels were. I
had been exposed to rock art over the years but didn’t grasp the significance contained in the panels.
Doug was able to readily identify characters in the panels and described their place within Navajo

mythology. As I became exposed to more rock art it became apparent that not all rock art was easily
placed within a known tradition. Old Archaic rock art consists of mainly geometric shapes with few
identifiable elements but Navajo rock art is full of known deities, and the stories surrounding them are
still told. I’ve come to greatly appreciate Navajo rock art due to the fact that the mythology is still alive
and well in 2018. This ability to connect stories to these panels gives them a real sense of being alive and
allows me to see the life in other panels whose story has been lost to time. Seeing the different ways the
same deity is depicted by the different artists and the different colors and patterns in the body hold some
esoteric meaning that is lost to my uninitiated eye. Throughout Dinetah the mythology cycle of the
Navajo is scattered among the rock and cliffs; sacred ceremonies and creation stories are painted onto and
pecked into the rock surfaces. Everywhere there are living collections of storytellers waiting to be
cherished and share their story. The unfortunate aspect of this place is that the rock is very fragile. Several
panels have been lost to natural erosion and many more have been damaged. This is a process that can’t
be arrested; natural weathering will eventually remove all the stories and leave a blank slate for the next
round of inhabitants.
On top of all the fantastic Navajo rock art and pueblitos in Dinetah are a number of rock art panels created
by the Rosa Phase Ancestral Puebloans. These panels were created in the Basketmaker III-Pueblo I
transition phase. The iconography here is much different than what is found west of here in Utah and
Arizona during the same time frame. There are none of the elaborate headdresses that appear in the San
Juan River corridor and Cedar Mesa area. These panels often have newer Navajo rock art superimposed
upon the older glyphs. Most anthropomorphic representations have triangular bodies, some have
medallions in their chest areas. A large majority of these panels have rows of human figures interlocked at
the hands and feet. These people lived in this area until the collapse of Chaco Canyon. After the collapse,
Dinetah was abandoned for several hundred years until the Navajo arrived to build their culture.

Possible ritual deer harvest scene

Rosa Phase Panel Figure with chest medallion

Rosa Phase Panel

Roas Phase panel with newer Navajo rock art superimposition

Famous Rosa Phase pregnancy scene

Rosa Phase high on wall in Largo Canyon
Every few months I return to Dinetah to revisit places and look for new panels. The panels are alive as
ever and give off a wonderful sense of presence. I make sure to refresh my memory on Navajo mythology
before visiting to see if there’s any connection that can be made between what’s seen and what’s read. I
know there’s plenty of well-hidden stories that may fill in the blanks in my visual vocabulary, stories not
meant for the uninitiated. Several of the trips I’ve taken to Dinetah have been in the company of Navajo
friends and their recounting of these stories gives these panels a depth I can’t attain on my own. It’s a
good possibility that each clan holds a different part of the story connected to each panel, no one knowing
all there is to know. It’s much the same in our world of science, each discipline representing a clan with a
specific set of knowledge, no one clan knowing or even able to know or see the whole picture due to the
depth of complexity. So I wander around in the canyons and mesa tops of Dinetah never knowing the
whole story but greatly enriched by what I can grasp.

Four Yei’
It’s unfortunate that Dinetah has been invaded by an extractive industry. The beautiful landscape is
populated by numerous well pads, crisscrossed by pipelines and penetrated by roads. But it’s this industry

that creates access to what would otherwise be a huge, almost inaccessible expanse of land and provides
us with natural gas to cook food and heat our homes. For the most part, the gas industry has been good
about following the rules in place to protect cultural areas. Several thousand acres of traditional cultural
places (TCP) have been set aside where no development can ever occur. These places are still used by
indigenous people for a multitude of purposes and will continue to be protected. Some infractions are
bound to occur over such a large area with thousands of permits in place. In all of my travels, I’ve only
seen a couple of serious infractions, and both were addressed and cleaned up. There’s not much trash
blowing around, and most workers you run across are friendly and will offer to show you places if they
have time.

When I had my first photo exhibit at Edge of the Cedars Museum in Blanding, Utah, I was hanging a
replacement print on the wall when an elderly Navajo man walked up to me and asked if these were my
pictures. I braced myself for the earful I thought was coming my way for having depictions of Navajo
Deities on the wall. Instead, this gentleman explained he was a teacher from Rough Rock, Arizona and
was glad to see these images. He wished his young students could see these images and get a sense of
where they came from and the richness of their culture. We had a short conversation about how he felt
that so much was being lost. The youth didn’t care much about the old traditions, and an important aspect
of Navajo culture was being lost quickly. He asked for copies of my images to create a program to
introduce young Navajos to their past. I have no idea if anything ever became of it, but at the very least I
got images into the hands of someone who truly understood and respected their significance.

Nightway Panel

Buffalo Masks
A great respect is due to the people who created the beautiful panels in Dinetah. Sites were chosen with
care and elements were executed with the thought of reverence. Each panel not only represents a story but
a prayer and a commitment to tradition. These creations were meant to impart important information to
younger initiates coming up through the social structure. Sometime around 1750 rock art creation was
abandoned and in its place sand paintings were used for ceremonial purposes. Sand Paintings can be
created anywhere, and more importantly can be easily wiped away, leaving no esoteric knowledge in full
view for all to see. There is one rock art site in particular that has seen what I would term as ritual
defacing. Some of the panel was left intact but someone pulled a truck up with a generator and proceeded
to grind several square feet of rock surface away, and with it went an untold number of figures that were
painted on the surface. Over half the panel was removed leaving one to wonder, what was so important
that it had to be removed and what were they protecting by obliterating the information present? Across
the canyon was another panel with a couple of figures covered by mud. Was this the work of the same
person who wiped out the other one? Was this possibly done to keep people from using the site or was it
just to hide information? Further up Largo in the upper reaches of the drainage is a place where a sweat
lodge and small structure are adjacent to a very important rock art site. Dendrochronology tests revealed
that the lodge had been built in the 1910’s and had been used for a number of years. This site still sees
very little visitation and shows signs of still being occasionally used for ritualistic purposes. These are the
places I steer clear of, some lineage of individuals has used this place for several hundred years. More
than likely the people who still use this place are descendants of the people who created this panel around
300 years ago.

Bi Yazzh (Little Deer)
Trips to Dinetah will be on my agenda for years to come. Even with all the gas field infrastructure it’s still
a beautiful place, full of incredible rock formations and holding the remains of important history to those
who inhabited this area long before Europeans showed up on the scene. In every canyon is a surprise,
whether it’s a rattlesnake under a rock, whole petrified trees laying in sections, a claret cup cactus in full
bloom, a puebito or an incredible rock art panel. New places will continue to be discovered, arches, rock
art panels, ruins and patches of rare and endangered flora are still being discovered even after century of
extensive exploration by archaeologists, gas field engineers, recreational hunters and folks like me
wandering around to see what’s out there. And discovered is not the correct term, it’s hard to “discover”
something that was created by another person. Maybe relocated is a more proper term. We are all just
following in the footsteps of all who came before us, the way is known. We are all on a path of selfdiscovery, striving to make sense of it all.

Outstanding Polychrome pictograph

A rare female shield figure. In Navajo rock art, females have square or rectangular heads and male
heads are depicted as round.

Numerous stencils were used to create this panel

Buffalo Warrior

A very lively Navajo panel!

