PHOTOGRAPHS BY TOM GAMACHE

SENTINELS:

The monoliths of

Monument Valley

watch over 30,000
- acres of desert
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VIEW from atop
Hunts Mesa
stretches
across rocky
remnants of an

As we venture into
the backcountry, the
guides seem intent
on testing Tom's dri-
ving chops by taking
routes through deep
sand, We manage o
reach the base of the mesa without get-
ting stuck. We get out of our trucks, Our
guides, David, Emmett, and Leonard,
look up at the mesa's steep, sandstone

ancient sea.

face. They speak in Navajo, gesturing at
possible routes. 1 follow their hands
and struggle to identify the subtleties
that distinguish the agreed-upon path
from the remainder of the slickrock,
The initial ascent is simple: straight
up a gradual, grooved slope. We begin
to eigeag, tightroping along barely
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discernible ledges no wider than a boot,
then climb hand-over-hand, dependent
on foot- and handholds pecked into the
rock 50 or 60 vears ago,

In this fashion, we gain 400 feer be-
fore reaching a plateau. From here it's
easy. The trail ascends furrowed sand-
stone and ankle-deep sand o lead us 1o
the mesa top, As | hike, | resist the
temptation to look back, saving my first
glance for the summir.

I have seen Monument Valley hun-

dreds of times. In John Ford's classic
westerns, movies like Stagecoach and
She Waore a Yellow Ribbon, which turned
these sandstone monoliths into iconic
expressions of a mythic American West,
In car ads and Road Runner cartoons,
But as 1 turn and look out, | sce Mon-

ument Valley, perhaps for the first
time. And somehow Monument Valley
doesn't look like Monument Valley

We stand, after all, above the mono-

liths. From this v
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smaller, less brooding, almost delicate
and vulnerable: survivors, not victors,
When vou are on the valley floor, it
swatllows evervthing to become a world
unto itself; up on top, we see Monu-
ment Valley as part of a larger realm, the
Colorado Plateau.

Our view takes in a vast area of the
Four Corners region, including land-
marks like jageed Comb Ridge: accord-
ing o Navajo lore, it is one of four ar-
rowheads used o carve the Earth and
todday helps protect Navajo land. Seventy
miles o the north are the twin 9,000-

Not that | really need any confirmation,
but our Navajo guides provide some
clues that this is not just any view. They
too have brought cameras.

foot buttes known as the Bear's Ears—
huge and imposing when we drove be-
tween them the day before, now faint
silhouettes breaking the horizon.

Mot that 1 really need any confirma-
tion, but our MNavajo guides provide
some clues that this is not just any view:
They oo have brought cameras. With
the valley in the background, they snap
prhotos like any other toarist group.

“People always say they want to do a
hike, but most of them wrn around
when they see what they have o
s David, “I've worked as a
guide for 15 years. This is my second

climb,” s

time up here,”

ne of the essentials o truly
experiencing Monument V.

lev is to ger over the notion

that you know it. In some ways, the v

ley is so familiar as 1o be almost invisi-
ble. You can look at Monument Valley
and see through i, straight back o your
PreconCeplions.

The name its

If supgests something
dead, a misnomer on several counts,
For one thing, the concept of monu-
ments is foreign to the Navajo, They re-
fer to the arca as Tse' Bii® Ndzisgaii, or
“changing of the rock.”

That name is appropriate, because
Monument Valley is still a living place.
The sandstone  formations—delicate
spindly towers like the Yei Bi Chei
dancers and stout buttes like Wetherill
Mesa—are the 25-million-vear-old rem-
nants of hardened sediments deposited
by ancient seas that covered most of the
Southwest. Wind and ran, as well as
emperature-driven contractions and ex-
pansions, conspired o wear away softer
material. All that sand we battled on our
way o Hunts Mesa is the residue of the

massive mesas that once rose here,

This geologic evolution is by no

s over, Come back in another mil

1) L&

lion vears or so and the buttes and tow-
ers will be gone. “There is no contract,
no completion date,” says retired geolo-
gist and onetime Monument Valley
guide Gene Foushee. “It is ongoing.”
Past the presshoard souvenir shacks

near the highway and the even more
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ramshackle kiosks where tour operators
iry 1o entice  Cuslomers, we  meet
Foushee at the tribal park
He had told us to look [or a all skinny
guy of about 70 wearing a plaid shirt.

ior center.

W hind him easily, although he is sport-
ing a bright orange hooded swearshirt
to ward off the day's unexpected chill.
He still carries the accent of his native
Morth Carolina and greets us with a
voice as sweet as a country preacher’s,

Foushee first visited Monument Val-
ley 50 vears ago. Then 19, he came out
here with his father, driving the sand-
track from the south. He had seen pic-
tures of the formations in his geology
texthook—scant preparation for an ac-
tual visit.

“We found a spot where we could
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pull off and not get stuck,” he says. “We
were 4 few miles southwest of Monu-
ment Pass. To the north was Eagle Rock
Mesa and Brigham's Tomb, although we
didn’t know the names. We cooked sup-
per and warched the sun go down,
Then a waning full moon came up, cre-
ating these splendid silhouenes.”

“5o how did that affect you?” 1 ask,

“It blew me away, that's how it af-
fected me,” says Foushee. “1 could not
imagine a landscape such as that.”

On the day we head out, Foushee
seems no less passionate, At several
stops, he drops into a crouch o cagerly
trace our geology lessons in the soft,
red sand, Billowing, threatening clouds
move across the sky above the forma-
tions, Though the clouds are dark and
purple, they also reflect a reddish sheen
from the valley's ruddy rock.

Foushee tells us several times that
we're quite lucky o carch the valley on
a day with such an unsettled and lovely
sky. “You start off with something extra-
ordinary,” he says. “So anything vou add
to Monument Yalley makes it that much
more spectacular”

Foushee has seen Monument Valley
under all sons of conditions, In 1959,
he moved o Bluff, Utah, openced the
landmark Hecapture Lodge, and soon
started guiding visitors into the valley.

Monument Valley tourism had started
more than 30 years earlier, when
rancher Harry Goulding arrived from
Colorado in 1923 o run sheep. Gould-
ing opened a trading post and later a
lolge, turning his encampment into the
closest thing Monument Valley has 1o a
downtown.

By 1937 the valley was enduring the
ravages of the Depression, and Gould-
ing was desperate. He had heard that
United Artists was planning 1o shoot a
western and looking for a location,
Armed with photos taken by friend and
noted landscape photographer Josef
Muench, Goulding and his wife, Mike,
drove to Hollywood with $60 and no
appointment.

In blue jeans and beat-up boots,
Goulding arrived at the studio, only w
be told he needed an appointment. He
began spreading out his bedroll and,
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Navajo etiquette

The more than 200,000 Navajo
who live in the Four Corners
region form a complex and varied
society. Many mix regularly with the
outside world, but others do not
speak fluent English. Visitors should
respect Mavajo privacy and tradi-
tional customs. Among the rules:

* Travel only on designated roads
unless accompanied by a guide.

* Off-road travel by four-wheel-
drive vehicles, dune buggies, and

motorcycles is not allowed on
backcountry roads.
+ Rock climbing and off-trail hiking
are prohibited.
+ Parzonal photography is allowed,
but ask permission before pho-
tographing an individual. A gratuity
Iz appreciated.

— Roberta John

according to one account, said, “1 can
wait. I've lived among the Navajo so
long that 1 don't get so busy that 1 can't
witit.,.. I've got plenty of time, so 111
just stay here.”

Within minutes, Goulding was show-
ing his pictures to John Ford., Three
days later, production began on Stage-
cogch in Monument Yalley.

Ford eventually made nine films in
the valley, although somehow it seems
like more. Few directors have been so
closely associated with a landscape.,
Ford loved running his own show, far
away from the studio bosses—and in
1938, no spot in the United States lay
farther from a railroad. The indepen-
dent-minded director was able to re-
configure shots as he saw fit, using the
valley to best scenic advantage. In this
way, Ford helped define the myth of the
West as landscape painters like Albert
Bierstadt had so memorably a couple of
generations carlier,

Wrote J. A Place

AED ROCK in The Western Fifms
Totem Pole (left)  of fobn Ford: “The
juts into sky. grandeur, beauty,
Below, Cecealia and larger-than-life
Haycock Proportions  neces-
prepares fry sary o an epic tale

bread for guests.,

are offered by Mon-

In Navajo country, the traditional survives
against the march of the modern.
Sheepherders carry cellular phones even
as their parents tell time by marking the
movement of a shadow across a patch of
sunlight on their hogan’s floor.

ument Valley. Ford uses it as Homer
used the sea. It is rather like the sea in
its changes, its colors, its moods.”

Or as Ford himself put it, “1 think vou
can say that the real star of my Westerns
has always been the land.”

Like John Wayne, the star of many
Ford films, Monument Valley always
plaved itself, even though none of the
Ford movies were officially set here, The
valley was Texas in The Searchers, Ari-
zona in My Darfing Clementine, and
Mew Mexico in Stagecoach. Along for the
ride, the local Navajo plaved Comanche,
Arapaho, Chevenne, and Apache, In this
way, for generations of moviegoers
around the world, this valley came o
stand for all the American West,

n his book Sacred Land

Sacred View: Navajo Percep-

tions of the Four Corners Re-
gion, anthropologist Robert S,
McPherson savs Monument Val-
ley's Mittens formations are said
to be hands left behind by the
gods as a sign that they will re-
turn ong day. The thumbs form
the pouring spouts of water bar-
rels. Water is kev in this dry land.
According to one legend. Monu-
ment Valley is arid because peo-
ple have climbed on Totem Pole
Rock, said to be a praver stick,
thus offending the gods,

Today, the Arizona-Utah bor-
der runs berween the Mittens
and Sentinel Mesa. But the
boundary  is unmarked and
largely irrelevant. Monument
Valley is part of the Navajo Na-

tion. This most classic American land.
scape is a Native American landscape:
visitors from the outside world know
they are in a foreign land.

The low, rounded shapes of the tradi-
tional Navajo  dwellings known  as
hogans, careful assemblages of juniper
and cedar covered by mud made of the
valley's red soil, blend into the mesas
that tower over them. Lean, ragged
sheepdogs herd the flocks thar have
long been a mainstay of this tribe. When
wie visit, 2 community gathering known
as an Enemy Way Ceremony is taking
place in the backcountry; one guide we
had hoped o hook up with cancels on
us because he is taking his horses out 1o
the dance.

In Mavajo country, the traditional sur-
vives against the march of the modern,
Sheepherders carry cellular phones
even as their parents tell ime by mark-
ing the movement of a shadow across a
patch of sunlight on their hogan's floor.
A baskethall hoop sporting Michael Jor-
dan’s picture stands beside a traditional
hogan, A Navajo teenager wears a Cleve-
land Indians cap emblzzoned with the
cartoonish Chief Wahoo, with no appar-
ent sense of irony or indignation.

And while the Navajo were once [a-
mous for their horsemanship, woday the
truck does the real work. 5o with more
than 200,000 miles on it and the kind of
torgque that newer vehicles can only
dream of, my friend Tom's Blazer carns
us considerable respect as we travel
around Monument Valley,

“Iwant this truck,” savs Evelvn Yaesic
Jensen, obviously impressed as Tom
steers the Blazer up the bank of a wash,
She has taken us out 1o a remoe arc
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adjacent 1o Monu
Mystery Vallew

went Valley known as

We had met Jensen the day before at

Oljaro Trading Post. Ten miles west of

Goulding's, Oljato actually predates the
more famous trading post by a few
vears. Jensen bought the business cight
vears ago and is the first Navajo o own
it. She was born and raised in a hogan at
Black Mesa, where her mother still
keeps a flock of sheep, One grand-
mother wove rugs. A grandfather ap-
peared in some John Ford films, includ-
ing Clheyenne Antumn,

“He was tall and handsome,” says

TRAVEL FLAMNMNER

Jensen. “People used w refer to him as
the Mavajo John Wayne.”

We head into the backcountry and
end up in a terrain considerably differ-
ent from Monument Valley. Monu-
ment’s broad desert plains and crum-
bling monoliths have given way 1o more
intimate vallevs surrounded by broader,
flatter slickrock mesas. The Navajo dis-
tinguish between the two werrins, Clas-

sic Monument Valley is the “land of

standing rocks.” Where we are is called
the “spaces between the rocks.”

As il determined o refill those
spaces, a gritty sand-filled wind swirls
about the rounded
mesas, We climb to GOULDING'S
MUSELUM &
TRADING POST
{right) looks out
On a view
unchanged
since the post
openad in 1923,
Residents (above
laft) use horsoes

and horsapower.

the top of sand-
stone arches, fol-
low a set of di-
nosaur tracks, and
explore  Anasazi
sites: Baby House
ruin and its in-
fant’s  foor-  and
handprint embed-
ded in the loor; a

The essential Monument Valley

ost of Monument Valley lies

within 30,000-acre Monu-

ment Valley Navajo Tribal

Park. The park stretches
along the Arizona-LUtah border, approxi-
mately 400 miles south of Salt Lake City
and 300 miles north of Phoanix. (For a
map, sea page 75.) Average high tem-
perature in Movember is 50°,

Gateway cities are Kayventa, Arizona,
and Bluff and Mexican Hat, Litah,
TOURING THE WALLEY. Your first stop
should be the Monument Valley Visitor
Center (open daily; 435/727-3287) off
LS. 163. Operated by the Navajo MNa-
tion Parks and Recreation Department,
it will supphy you with much information
about the valley. Jewelry, ceramic pot-
tary, and souwvenirs are for sale.

hMost people choose to see the valley
with a Navajo tour guide. To get a com-
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prehensiva list of guides before you be-
ain your trip, call the Mavajo Tourism De-
partrment at (520) 87 1-6436. The staff al
aither visitor center should also be able
to assist you when you arrive,

Guided tours can vary from a mini-
mum of two hours to a full day. On the
longer towrs, some guides will introduce
you to traditional Navajo foods or show
you how native plants and herbs are
used for ceremonial purposes.

You can also tour the valley on a self-
guided horseback or auto tour. Bro-
chures for both options are available at
the Monument Valley Visitor Center.

Liiran "4

STAGECOACH DINING ROOM. At Gould-
ing’s Museum & Trading Post, the
restaurant features Amaerican food and a
few Mavajo dishes. While you're here,

petroglvph of a man pulling on a sheep,
both in angled postures that suggest the
srrain of their ug-of-war; and the multi-
ple handprint pictographs along the
cliff above the remains of a spot called
House of Many Hands,

The Monument Valley is said to have
one of the highest concentrations of
Anasazi sites anvwhere, The Navajo,
however, did not descend from the
Anasazi. Instead, they may have arrived
in Monument Valley as late as 1867,
hundreds of vears after the Anasazi had
left the Four Corners area behind.

Jensen, too, has lived elsewhere but

you may want to visit the nearby mu-
seum (open daily) that showcases the
Hollywood directors and actors who
helped introduce Monument Valley to
tha warld. 1000 Main St., 2 miles west

returned o Monument Valley to recon-
nect with her culture. Her own parents
had abandoned raditional Navajo ways,
and she relishes the chance o redis-
cover Navajo customs  through  her
fr

iendships with elders in Oljato.

“I'm definitely not here to get rich,”
she savs, “Most of it has 1o do with the
grandpas and grandmas. 1 try o spend
as much time as possible with them, |
have a sense of having my grandparents
because 1 st

ay in touch with their ways, 1
find it quite helpful to have that guid-
ance, just being in wne with the Earth.”

She tells the story about an old Ap-

of the Monument Valley Tribal Park
turnoff from ULS. 183; (435) 727-32321.

HASHKE NEINIIH RESTAURANT, Hun by
tha Mavajo Nation Hospitality Enterprise,
the restaurant features dishas from

paloosa mare with a two-week-old colt

she had last seen one fall in a pasture
ot at Black Mesa. Jensen had hoped o
bring the horses back down o a lower
ele
feared the pair wouldn't survive.

Ation, but winter came

arly, She

Then in spring, while chasing cattle,

she spotted some small hoofprings,

Jensen heard a whinny and saw the colr,

“1 approached him and he ran six cir-
cles around me,” she recalls, *1 stanted
talking softly and stuck my hand our
He came over and sniffed it, and 1
thought o myself, ‘U'm taking this baby
home.” He followed me back, 8 miles.”

Mavajo tacos to fry bread. Monument
Vatey Visitor Canter; (435) 727-3287.

NAVAJO MARKET PLACE., Local resi-
dents offer homemade traditional dishes
such as Navajo dumplings. ULS5. 163 at

Invariably in this land, you hear or
see things that transcend simple expla-
nation, be it in millions of vears of
geology, in the tale of a medicine man
on John Ford's pavroll who osed oo
conjure the proper skies for the day’s
shoot, in the pure poetry of watching
the light slide up one of the valley's
sandstone turrets. Or in the near-
miraculous survival, through a cold
winter, of a yvoung colt,

Strange, too, how in a plice where
the Earth is at its most spectacular,
people resort o unearth
describe it John Wavne put it this way;

erms to

“Monument Valley in 1938
wis heaven.” When 1 oask
Gene Foushee about the val-
ley in the late "40s, he, too,
uses that word, Heaven

I can’t sav for sure that
Monument Valley in 1998 is
hie

aven. | think it may be
too dusty for that, Bur, 1 will
say this. IF the gods do walk
anywhere on Earth, they

witlk here. #

Monurment Valey Tribal Park
furnoff,

LOdgZing

KAYENTA, ARIZONA,

Apasazi nn. From $50. (520)
607 -3793.

Best Western Wethe
From $55. (520) 897-3231
Haliday Inn Monument Valley:
From $69. (520) 697-3221
MONUMENT WALLEY., UTAH
Goulding's Lodge. From S72.
(435) 727-3231.

il frr,

MONUMENT WYALLEY, UTAH.
Good Sam Campground.
Tent sites from 314; BV sites
with hookups from $22.

WS HAEL LEWS

Open only 1o November 1.
(435) 727-323
Mitten Wiew Campground, Monument
Valley Mavajo Tribal Park. Campsites £5
per night. (435) 727-3353.

— Robearta John
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