
 
Day 14:  Wednesday, 23 June 2004 

 
FOCK 1:  Canyon de Chelly 

 
 Once again, a bright and sunny day dawned over the southwest, and at about 8:18, I 
cracked open a Diet Coke, and hit the highway.  Today’s first stop, Canyon de Chelly National 
Monument, was still 200 miles away.  Last night’s early wimp-out had left me with about 180 
more miles than The Plan had originally called for.   

But The Plan was full of shit anyway.  It’s a guideline.  It follows my whims; I do not 
follow its.  Besides, the Jerome detour was well worth a little extra roadwork this morning. 

It had been another fine night for sleeping.  Any fears I had harbored about hot nights 
in the desert were way off base.  I’d take a dry and cool June night in these arid lands over a 
thickly humid April night in the Keys anytime, at least as far as vansleep is concerned – maybe 
not much else.  All those D batteries that I had bought in anticipation of the fans guzzling them 
down like cold Sam Adams are still sitting and waiting to be called to duty a year later. 

But there was one incident worth noting.  A dust devil – one of those tornado-like 
whirlwinds that can often be seen dancing around the desert – hit Moby during the night.  All 
was very quiet, and I was just drifting off to z-ville, when this sudden wind rocked the van hard.  
It jumped from calm to about 40-50 MPH wind for a few seconds, then dropped to calm again.  
After maybe a half-minute, it did it again.  Both bursts gave the van a very good shake.  Then 
that was it.  And when I woke up, the van was facing the other way!  (Ha!  Not really.) 

There isn’t much to say about the landscape of this morning’s commute that hasn’t 
already been said:  dry, light brown, sage.  Seen plenty of it already.  Streams and washes 
were all bone dry.  I had to wonder how much of the year they had water.  Now they were just 
dusty erosion channels.  My zeal for such sights had waned.  When things like that are rare and 
unfamiliar, they seem purdy dang cool, but by now anything deserty, droughty, or sagey had 
gotten all too familiar. 

Roped in by a very misleading Painted Desert sign, I found myself in the town of 
Holbrook.  It was a good-sized town, with a stately old town hall, and a big railroad station, 
that, I assumed, was still a going concern.  There were plenty of motels here too.  Maybe 
because of nearby Petrified Forest National Park, and maybe partly left over from the glory days 
of US Route 66, which Holbrook sits proudly on.  I am sure that this town was a real happenin’ 
place in the Route 66 heyday:  it’s an almost 
perfect halfway stop between Albuquerque and 
Flagstaff, with desert attractions galore just down 
the road. 

Holbrook was also the home of Jim Gray’s 
Petrified Wood Company.  This place was clearly 
prospering.  The lot was very big, and the main 
building was a new, hangar-like construction.  
There must be good money in petrified wood.   

Large chunks of petrified wood were placed around the lot, most of which were for sale 
as decorations for your yard, I guess; the shapes did not really lend themselves to any function.  
But there were easily a hundred of them throughout the lot. 

From what I could see, one of the biggest industries out here is rocks.  Yup, rocks.  One 
signed even stated it just that way:  “Rocks.”  There were many places selling polished stones, 
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reside there whether they are lying under sage or a lush lawn, but it still seemed like a harsh 
place to spend eternity. 

Finally, Moby and I reached the legitimate town of Chinle, where our turn for Canyon de 
Chelly (CdC) was.  Chinle High School (home of the Chinle Wildcats) was in session!  Well, 
jiggle my handle!  Late June, I suppose, was not unreasonable; Boston would go that late 
sometimes when there had been a lot of snow days during the school year.  Somehow, I 
suspected that wasn’t as much of a factor here. 

Despite this desert environment, Chinle, like the rest of northern Arizona does indeed 
experience winter.  Daytime highs average upper-40’s from November through February, with 
nighttime lows typically around the mid-20’s.  Snow isn’t an issue here, though, with less than 
3” total precipitation for those four months.  No wonder things looked a tad thirsty around 
here.  Just looking at it all was making me thirsty.  Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait for rain to 
deal with my thirst.   

Someone had told me that Arizona does a funky academic year, with school in session 
for five weeks, then out for three, repeat, repeat, all year round.  I’m not sure if that’s all 
schools, or even if it’s true at all, but the concept is intriguing.  I had to ponder that from both 
teacher’s and student’s perspective.  I’m still chewing on it, wondering if it really sucks, like I 
initially thought, or if it wouldn’t be all that bad.   

Leaving Chinle and angling for CdC, there was another of those irksome “Right Lane 
Ends” signs.  This time, though, the right lane was not a full-service traffic lane; it was a special 
right-turn-only lane, and when it ended, the lane that had been on the right truly did end.  So, 
OK, it seemed valid to post that sign there.  I’ll let that one go.  Grudgingly. 
 At 11:10 AM – actually, it’s 12:10 PM since Indian Reservations do observe DST – and at 
the 5558-mile mark of RR04, we reached Canyon de Chelly National Monement.  I knew little 
about this place.  Scouted it on the NPS website to make sure it would be worth detouring to, 
and left the rest to discovery.  The website does a good job of that for you anyway.  The front 
pages of information give you the gist, but you’d have to delve deeper for specifics.  It’s a good 
approach; you want to be surprised by the best stuff at these places. 
 Coming from the west, CdC forks right away.  I chose left, and set out to see WTF this 
place was all about. 
 After several miles, a turn took me to a large parking lot for The Ledge Ruins Overlook.  
There were only two other cars in the lot.  I parked and set out.  It was a half-mile walk to the 
overlook itself.  Here and there along the hot path, using the small, sparsely-leaved trees for 
some cover, were elderly Navajo sitting on cushions or folding chairs, and selling pottery, 
jewelry and colorful cloth shawls and wraps.  It was all pretty nice stuff, and I suppose I 
could’ve bought something and considered it sort of an admission price, but I politely declined 
them all and walked on. 
 I felt some sympathy for those Native Americans.  It was really hot out and the rocks 
radiating hours of potent sunshine back up made it that much worse.  There couldn’t be very 
many people who happened by here during a typical day:  maybe they saw five or six an hour 
on a day like today.  And only a small percentage would buy stuff.  Heck, nobody in my group 
bought anything!   

Yet there I got the sense that they wouldn’t have much else to do with their day 
anyway.  They didn’t have to be making more of their product; inventory depletion was a slow 
process.  Supply was clearly exceeding demand here. 
 When I finally reached the overlook, it took a few seconds to locate the Ledge Ruins 
themselves.  It didn’t matter, though, because the canyon itself was amazing! 



 The surrounding region was plateau -- no sweeping hillsides, or rolling valleys – and 
here was this sudden, steep, deep canyon.  It was maybe a half-mile wide at some spots, and 
only a couple hundred yards at others.  The canyon walls were almost sheer, vertical cliffs, and 
dropped a few hundred feet to the canyon floor.  In many places, dark brown mineral stains ran 
down the wall. 
 But the canyon floor was what was most surprising.  Instead of being sloped to a gully 
and littered with rocks and gravel, it was flat as a pancake, and fertile.  Full-grown trees thrived 
in the soil and there were even some fields tilled for growing crops.  Horses roamed in fields 
bounded by thin wire fences.  It was a living settlement down there.  Small, but alive.   
 Then, at the north end of the canyon, I spied the ruins.   
 

      
 
 Over 900 years ago, around the year 1100, the Anasazi Indians (who would later move 
their franchise to Cleveland) lived in simple structures built inside natural recesses in the tall 
canyon walls and on the valley floor.  The ruins that sit in the walls would have been especially 
useful against floods and attacks.  The 
valley looked mighty dry to me, but 
being as fertile as it was, it’s easy to 
picture a rare flash flood.  Any other 
local tribes had to be jealous of these 
sweet digs, though, and, as was the 
way back in those times, I’m sure they 
launched the occasional attack.  Still, 
given the desolation of the surrounding 
hundred-plus miles, maybe there 
weren’t all that many rivals.   
 It was cool, though, to stand on 
top of that canyon and visualize the life 
of the Anasazi. 

I did a little wandering, too, 
going places that did not seem 
forbidden, though perhaps not exactly 
urged either.  Scuttering down, over, around, and between a few large rocks, I found the 
absolute coolest clubhouse ever.  I’m sure native youths have used this natural shelter as a 
party hut, and I’m sure native elders have used it as a place for meetings and prayer. 



I even spent several minutes just chilling out under the big stone canopy, and digging 
the views down into the canyon through the natural windows. 
 

       
 
 There didn’t seem to be any sign that these windows had been carved or busted out.  
And it didn’t seem that these people, as harmonious with the land as they were, would have 
been so bold as to break what was there naturally.   
 What a cool place to hang out, though!  It was great just to lie there on the rock floor, 
gazing through the holes, and pondering how many generations had done the same thing.  This 
had to be a place where they came to smoke their native weed. 
 After a while, though, it was time to move on.  I had settled a bit too much under that 
helmet, and there was plenty more to see. 
 I retraced my drive back to the Visitor Center and headed off down the South Fork to 
check out the White House Ruins.  Those were supposed to be the best ones in the canyon. 

It was a distant view from the overlook, but that was OK too; it gave a sense of just 
how isolated these people were here. 
 

 
 
 Without a zoom lens, the ruins themselves are pretty sketchy, but the immensity of the 
cliff face compared to the cluster of domiciles is striking.  With the zoom, it was easy to make 
out the different structures, both on the ground and within the rock.  According to some info 
sign, the central upper building used to be white-washed, hence the name White House. 



 There was a trail that led down from the overlook area to the ruins.  It was only about a 
mile-and-a-quarter (2 km) each way.  Maybe Next Time, I nodded at the trailhead.  I was 
saddling up Moby and getting ready to move on towards Albuquerque, when I got some pangs.  
They weren’t guilt pangs as such, just when-are-you-gonna-get-another-chance-at-this pangs.  
Time was fleeting, as it often is, and the big city was still about 250 miles to the east.  I had 
already lost my hour by entering the Navajo Reservation land – or maybe I gained it, I don’t 
know – but I needed to get to New Mexico’s biggest city before 7:00.  Given the small roads 
through small towns that lay between CdC and I-40, the distance would require four hours.  It 
was gonna be close. 
 Too bad, Ruins, but I gotta go.  I pulled Moby onto the road, chiched a Dog, and started 
away.  But the pangs were panging too damn loud.  I stopped in the middle of the road, did 
some quick cipherin’ in my head, figured I’d have no need for scenery stops between here and 
Albuquerque, and decided that I could make up the difference.  Next Time was probably not in 
the cards for this remote area. 
 I whirled around and swung back into the parking lot, grabbed Luckless, a hat, and my 
camera bag, put the Dog back on ice, slapped a little SPF-15 on my exposures, and got stridin’.  
The hike would have to be done in less than an hour if I was going to make it.  But it was only 
2.5 miles, fer crissake.  Naturally, I started the stopwatch. 
 The distance was a piece of cake; the question was the terrain.  As it turned out, that 
was no question at all.  Right from the get-go, it was an aggressive and lively hike.  The trail 
down into the canyon sloped gently, with good, mostly-level footing on wide smooth rocks.  It 
was a ridiculously easy walk.  Not quite sidewalkish, but not challenging at all. 
 I was probably about a third of the way down when I encountered a party of three men 
walking back up.  They didn’t look especially fit, but they weren’t fat loads either.  I greeted 
them with good cheer.  They were breathing a little hard. 
 “Hope you brought water!” was the admonition I got in response.  I assumed that they 
had not brought any.  No hello.  No howyadoin.  No man it’s a hot one huh. They couldn’t be 
bothered with any such greeting.  No, they had to impart to me their wisdom, saying, in not so 
many words, You look like you were STUPID enough to attempt this hike without water! 
 I was going to hold my tongue (not literally), but I just couldn’t.  They were a few steps 
beyond me, when I blurted out, in a friendly-sounding way, “Thanks, Coach!” 
 Come on, people, give your body some credit, OK??  You’re not going to shrivel up and 
die just because you spent an hour in the desert without water.  You know what the worst 
thing that could happen is?  You’ll get thirsty!  Or your throat will get a tad dusty.  But please 
don’t talk to me about the dangers of dehydration just 
because I’m strolling 2½ miles in the sun and sand.  I’ve 
run too many waterless 8-milers in my life to worry about 
such a modest endeavor.   
 As I thought about it, it got me kinda mad.  Who 
the hell did they think they were, barking instructions at 
me?  I bore the Luckless Log!  That alone should have 
tipped them off about my savvy and experience.  Just 
because their sorry asses were dragging, that didn’t mean 
that mine would be.  Tend your own gardens, you damn 
putzes.  
 But I put them out of my mind quickly enough, and just enjoyed the trail.  The canyon 
floor was soft dirt, and the trail actually led through a shady grove of not-very-tall trees.  They 
were tall enough to walk comfortably under, but didn’t go much higher. 
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 It was coolo place with a coolo view:  a huge monolith jutting up to the east, and a long 
view of the canyon to the west.  The buildings on ground level were your classic brick 
structures with surprisingly square windows and wall-divided rooms.   The upper level couldn’t 
be seen very well, but looked well protected and large enough to keep a lot of people safe from 
ill-willers or floods.  Could be that long periods here were underwater; this flat sedimentary 
floor wasn’t done by bulldozers. 
 The wall was adorned with some native art, the most prominent of which was a loony-
looking dude with arms and legs all spread out and angled.  Did people really look like that back 
then?  How come the architects were so much better than the artists?  And I don’t even want to 
ask WTF that is on top of his head. 
 No, really, you look at Stonehenge or Machu Pichu or the Pyramids at Giza and you’re 
blown away by the engineering accomplishments.  And then you look at the drawings of dopey-
looking, bubble-headed people, or flat people who walk with all their joints twisted one way.  I 
guess the all good artists were doing the blueprints for the structures. 

I posed for a self-photo, just to prove I was really there.  I should have copied the 
native pose, but I don’t know if I could have done it justice.   

My pit/pic stop lasted 9:10, and then it was time to get on back.  The lowering sun was 
starting to lift the shadow up from the canyon floor, and in a half-hour or so, the upper ruins 
would be revealed in bright sunlight.  But in a half-hour, I’d be ridin’ the Mobe to New Mexico. 
 The hike back up wasn’t hard at all.  It covered a few hundred feet of elevation, but 
none of it was a lift-and-trudge up steep steps.  The stopwatch gave me motivation, and I 
strode with confidence over the rocks.  A woman and her young daughter were on their way 
down.  The woman was a bit too overweight for this, I thought, and the kid was looking like 
she was about to start fussin’.  I don’t think they brought water.  I gave them both an upbeat, 
“It’s just past those trees, and it’s really worth the walk!” and zoomed on by.  Their faces lit up 
some, so I had done my good deed.  I could back to being a rotten, cynical bastard again. 
 The up-hike took only 21:49 – 1:42 faster than the descent – and the overall hike easily 
beat the one-hour goal with its total time of 54:29.  It actually would have been a good run, if I 
had not been toting camera and bag and log.  Maybe Next Time.  ;] 
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White House Ruins  
Canyon de Chelly National Monument, 23 June 2004 


