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The “Mystic Chords” of the 

Yavapai People 
 

By Vern Crisler, 2015 

 

1.  Introduction 

 

Yavapai legends are the “mystic chords” 

of memory for the Yavapai people.1  In 

his First Inaugural, Abraham Lincoln 

appealed to the mystic chords of 

memory at the dawn of the Civil 

War―an appeal to the past in order to 

prevent a tragic future.  It is therefore the 

future that is safeguarded by memory.  

For this reason, the myths and legends 

of the Yavapai people are that which 

binds them to their past, and that which 

safeguards and preserves their legacy 

for the future. 

 

In researching the Yavapai legends, I 

wanted to find out why the Yavapai 

regarded Montezuma Well in Arizona as 

the place of origin of the Yavapai 

people.2   I made a special trip to this 

large hole in the desert. First, I visited 

Montezuma Castle and like everyone 

else marveled at this ancient high rise 

                                                           
1 The term “chords” refers not just to musical 

chords but also to a binding agent such as rope, 

string, or chains. 

apartment building that was carved into 

the rock so high up.  Then onto the Well, 

which is about 11 miles further up the 

road, and about a mile beyond the town 

of Rimrock. 

 

Rimrock is a modern small town with 

modern houses built around the hills.  

Ironically, Native Americans make up 

less than three percent of its population.  

Once you drive down the road and reach 

the parking lot, you are in a quiet area of 

the hills and are obliged to walk up a 

long but paved trail. Online pictures 

make it look as though a meteor hit the 

earth and gouged out the cavernous lake.  

In actual fact, however, the Well was 

formed when a limestone cavern 

collapsed. 

 

When you come to the top of the trail, 

suddenly a large, very deep hole in the 

ground opens up before you―slightly 

reminiscent of Meteor Crater―with 

water forming a small lake at the 

bottom.  It is a bit vertiginous looking at 

the lake below from over the railing 

while the wind blows strongly.  It is a 

long way down.  I was thankful for the 

railings, and also for the sign that kindly 

2 Kate Ruland-Thorne, The Yavapai (Sedona, 

AZ: Thorne Enterprises, 1993), p. 1. 

reminded visitors not to throw objects 

over the rim.  A path led down to the 

bottom of the Well and the park service 

has helpfully built paved steps to make 

the descent easier. 

 

While the winds may be strong at the 

top, they hardly stir at the bottom and 

therefore it is somewhat muggy.  

However, there are some pleasant shady 

areas as well.  There are also old 

dwellings built into the rocks at the 

bottom, though unfortunately, their 

faces were besmirched by the writings 

of 19th century visitors. 

 

The question still remained: why place 

the origin of the Yavapai here?  I think 

the answer is that there is no obvious 

source for the water.  It is an oasis in the 

desert that has no streams flowing into 

it, but it does have a small stream that 

flows out from it into an ancient 

irrigation canal.  The Yavapai must have 

been impressed with the fact that this 

water-giving lake lacked any visible 

sources for its water.  I suppose this 

made it more “spiritually” significant to 

the Indians, at least more than it would 
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have been if the source of the water had 

been visible. 

 

We now know that the pool is fed by 

water flowing through underground 

rocks and seeping into the pool, but the 

Yavapai could not have known our 

geology, so they projected supernatural 

elements in the formation of the hole.  

What better place for the creation of the 

Yavapai people, a place where the water 

appears and reappears magically? 

 

I left there with a better understanding 

of why a lake in the middle of the desert 

would serve as a fitting place for 

creation, for an ascent from the world 

below.  The fact is, however, that it is a 

place of death for most aquatic life.  It 

has a high carbonation content and a 

high arsenic level and is therefore 

fishless.  A few creatures have managed 

to survive in this forbidding 

environment, but it is only a paradise for 

                                                           
3 R. J. Rushdoony, The American Indian, Kindle 

edition, Loc 135.  Rushdoony says rather 

critically, “People who see these things [Indian 

poverty, alcoholism, etc.] very often say that the 

government ought to do something for the 

Indians.  The answer to that is that the 

government has already done too much, far too 

much, and that we, the Christians of America, 

have done far too little.”  (Loc 144.) 

the hardiest of creatures, and the 

Yavapai people were among those hardy 

souls.  All of their myths and stories are 

told against the backdrop of this dry, 

stingy Arizona landscape.  And it is 

these myths, lends, and stories that tell 

us much about the culture of the 

Yavapai, and it is these same stories that 

will preserve their legacy long after the 

Yavapai have disappeared. 

 

2.  Background 

 

R. J. Rushdoony once asked “Who is the 

American Indian and what is he like 

today?”3  Let us ask the same thing 

about the Yavapai.  They are 

descendants of the Patayan ceramic 

culture that lived along the Colorado 

around 700 A.D.4  Some of the Patayans 

left the Colorado and migrated into 

Arizona and their descendants would 

meet the Spanish explorers in 1583.5  

Unfortunately, if there were any stories 

4 E. W. Gifford, Northeastern and Western 

Yavapai Myths, 1932, p. 347. 
5 Timothy Braatz, Surviving Conquest: A 

History of the Yavapai Peoples (NE: Univ of 

Nebraska Press, 2003), p. 27.  This is an 

important book on the history and culture of the 

Yavapai people, but it is marred by its 

ideological tone. 
6 The Yavapai people are made up of the 

following regional sub-tribes: Yavepe (Central 

of these migrations, they were lost long 

before the time of the Yavapai story 

tellers. 

 

Historically, the Yavapai lived in small 

camps that were loosely tied together by 

kinship.6  There was no elaborate 

government or social organization and 

when several families came together for 

a time, leadership was informal.  There 

were no chiefs in any formal sense, but 

men were chosen as leaders because of 

their bravery or wisdom, and because 

the men chose to follow them.7  With 

respect to gender roles, men did most of 

the hunting and women did the child-

rearing and cooking.  Grandmothers 

play an important role in child rearing, 

so it is not surprising that they play an 

important role in the Yavapai creation 

story as well.  In fact, a Yavapai minor 

is twice as likely to live with his 

grandparents as does his non-Yavapai 

counterpart.8 

Yavapai), Tolkepaya (Western Yavapai), 

Wipukpa (Northeastern Yavapai), and the 

Kewevkepaya (Southeastern Yavapai). 
7 Braatz, p. 36.  The word “chief” is the white 

man’s term, and may not be synonymous with 

how the Indians thought of their leaders. 
8 As of the 2010 Census, the median household 

income within the Yavapai tribe is $22,000.  

Poverty rates are about the same as the state and 

county rates at 15%.  Class of workers:  total 
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With respect to the “religious” beliefs of 

the Yavapai, they had no sacred text.  As 

with most North American Indians, the 

traditional Yavapai people were 

animists who believed in the personality 

of the world.  To the extent they had any 

sacred text, it was nature itself that 

served as the text.9  In the absence of 

writing, much of Yavapai history 

(including religious beliefs) survived 

only through oral tradition until written 

down by scholars who interviewed 

Yavapai Indians in the twentieth 

century.  We owe what we have to a 

number of individual Yavapai, 

including Mike Burns, Mabel Dogka, 

Mike Harrison, Sam Ichesa, Viola 

Jimulla, Jim Stacey, and John 

Williams.10 

 

 

                                                           
employed 81: private 10, government 68, self-

employed 3.  There are 67 households, with 2.9 

persons as the average size.  Households headed 

by a female head of household (single moms) 

account for one-fourth (25.4%) of all 

households.  “Households on the Yavapai 

Prescott Indian Tribe are three times more likely 

to be headed by a female householder (37%) 

with no husband present. Households headed by 

single mothers are far less prevalent at the State 

(12%) or County (9%).”  By 2010, females 

represent 50% of the tribe and males the other 

50.0%.  This is a larger percentage than one 

finds in the State (49.7%) or the County 

3.  History 

 

As noted, the Yavapais are descendants 

of the Patayan culture that met the 

Spanish explorers.  It would be many 

long years before the Yavapai people 

would encounter Europeans again, 

specifically Americans, who first 

explored the lands of the Apache and 

Yavapai in the 1820s and later in the 

1860s.  The latter meeting was 

occasioned by the last of the great gold 

rushes, which began in earnest when the 

“yellow harlot” was found near Prescott, 

Arizona in 1863 at Lynx Creek. 

 

During the early days of interaction, 

Americans tended to lump the Yavapai 

people in with the Apaches.11   This led 

to tragedy for the Yavapai people.  

When American troops went to war with 

(49.0%).  The Yavapai Prescott Indian tribe 

consists of 115 Indians, 35 whites, 4 blacks, 28 

multi-racial individuals, and 10 individuals who 

are from other racial or ethnic groups.  Source: 

2010 Census. 
9 The notion of a “sacred text” is also the white 

man’s term, borrowed from his knowledge of 

Judaism and Christianity primarily. 
10 Mike Burns is the main source for Braatz’s 

Surviving Conquest, 2003; Mabel Dogka, main 

source for Ruland-Thorne’s The Yavapai, 1993; 

Mike Harrison, a main source for Khera & 

Butler’s Oral History of the Yavapai, 2012; Sam 

Ichesa, a main source for Gifford’s Northeastern 

the Apaches, the Americans did not 

distinguish the two peoples, and were as 

likely to fight against Yavapais as 

against Apaches.  Unfortunately, during 

the time of these hostilities, Yavapai 

raids on American livestock elicited a 

demand by settlers for protection and 

this brought the army into the picture. 

 

A great deal of war and bloodshed took 

place before the American and Apache 

war ended, and it led eventually to the 

placement of the Yavapai tribe within 

the San Carlos Apache reservation near 

Globe, Arizona.12  Eventually, however, 

the Yavapais left the San Carlos 

reservation (on their own) and settled in 

their traditional homeland.  In the 1930s 

they were able to convince the U.S. 

Government to create a reservation for 

and Western Yavapai Myths, 1932; Viola 

Jimulla, main source for Franklin Barnett’s 

Viola Jimulla: The Indian Chieftess, 1966; Jim 

Stacey, a main source for Gifford’s 

Northeastern and Western Yavapai Myths, 

1932; John Williams, a main source for Khera & 

Butler’s Oral History of the Yavapai, 2012. 
11 Braatz, p. 12. 
12 “It was gold that ultimately defeated the 

Apaches and wild Indians in much of the West, 

for it was gold that brought in population, and 

the Army to protect it. . . .” (Dan L. Thrapp, The 

Conquest of Apacheria, Univ. of Oklahoma 

Press, Norman and London, 1967, p. 24.)  
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the Yavapai people, and its land area has 

increased in size since then. 

 

4.  Sacred Traditions 

 

The Yavapai people have slightly 

different stories of creation, depending 

upon how each of the storytellers 

remembered their oral tradition.  Due to 

the influence of the Spanish explorers, 

and of the other tribes who were in 

contact with Europeans, and of the 

occasional interaction with Mexican and 

North American Christians, there is a 

marked influence of Judeo-Christian 

traditions upon these stories.  

 

It is not easy to determine when these 

Christian elements entered into the 

Yavapai legends.  Since the stories were 

told in the twentieth century, the 

possibility of “contamination” is very 

large.  (I use the word “contamination 

only in an anthropological not in an 

evaluative sense.)  Scholars have noted 

that traditional tribal heroes are 

sometimes replaced with Christian 

heroes, or with Jesus.13 

 

                                                           
13 David M. Jones & Brian L. Molyneaux, 

Mythology of the American Nations, London, 

England: Hermes House, 2009 [2001], p. 22; p. 

26; cf., also page 41. 

With respect to the Yavapai stories, one 

could argue that replication of Judeo-

Christian elements was indigenous to 

the tribe, but this stretches credulity 

beyond the breaking point.   For 

instance, Yavapai storyteller Mabel 

Dogka referred to the Flood as lasting 

“40 days and 40 nights.”14  Storytellers 

Mike Harrison and John Williams also 

refer to the Flood as lasting “40 days and 

40 nights.”  Obviously, this is the same 

time given by the Bible for the time of 

rain during the Flood.   

 

Because Yavapais from different areas 

of Arizona told these stories, the Judeo-

Christian elements might have entered 

into Yavapai legends at an early point, 

at least before the twentieth century.15 

Harrison and Williams refer to a “dove” 

being sent out, and they have no 

hesitation in drawing a parallel between 

the hero Sakarakaamche and Jesus. 

They also reproduce the story of Adam, 

Eve, the forbidden tree, and the Snake, 

seemingly unaware that they are 

repeating the biblical account of the Fall 

of man.16 

 

14 Ruland-Thorne, p. 1. 
15 Khera & Butler, p. 170. 
16 Khera & Butler, pp. 206, 207. 

The point is that the reader has to be 

careful not to credit the story of Adam 

and Eve and the Serpent, and other 

familiar Judeo-Christian concepts, to 

authentic Yavapai tradition. 

 

5.  Yavapai Creation 

 

The Yavapai creation story involves 

people from the underworld coming up 

into the overworld.  After this, the 

people are punished by a great Flood.  

One woman among them named 

Kamalapukwia (“Old Lady White 

Stone”) was chosen to survive the 

Flood.  She was placed in a hallowed 

tree and after 40 days and 40 nights 

came out of it when the Flood was over 

and she landed in Sedona (of all 

places).17 

 

Old Lady White Stone became pregnant 

by virgin birth (the sun and cave-water 

cooperating) and gave birth to a hero son 

named Sakarakaamche (or 

Skaatakaamcha).  Sakarakaamche was 

the first medicine man, who had powers 

over the animals and powers of 

healing.18 

17 Khera & Butler, p. 173.  She functions both as 

a Yavapai Noah and also a Yavapai Eve. 
18 Khera & Butler, pp. 190, 191. 
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Despite some Judeo-Christian elements 

in the various creation stories, it cannot 

be said that the Yavapai concept of 

creation is substantially similar to the 

creation account as found in the Bible.  

The biblical view of creation is that it 

was ex nihilo, out of nothing and was 

cosmic and universal.  This was not true 

of Yavapai legends, which were 

anthropological and particular.  Only the 

Yavapai people are said to have 

emerged from Montezuma Well, not the 

white man or anyone else. 

 

This non-universalism may be related to 

the connection Indians made between 

land and religion.  Joel Martin says this 

link between Indian religion and 

specific landscapes prevent these 

religions from being “portable.”19  This 

is also true of the White Mountain 

Apaches, whose “sacred stories link 

ethics to the landscape” and it is true of 

the traditional Yavapai religion as well.  

The white man could not be related to 

the land, and therefore for the Yavapai 

                                                           
19 Joel W. Martin, The Land Looks After Us: A 

History of Native American Religion, Kindle 

edition, Oxford Univ. Press, 2001, Loc 93. 
20 There is a brief statement in a Western 

Yavapai origins story that two brothers living 

under the earth made the sun and light in order 

this means he could not be placed within 

the Yavapai stories of origins. 

 

Another difference between the biblical 

and Yavapai view of creation is that 

Yavapai stories say very little about how 

the sun and the cosmos came into 

existence.20  It could therefore be said of 

the Yavapai concept of creation that it 

was mainly anthropological rather than 

cosmological.  The primary focus was 

on how the people came into existence, 

and how the people survived to produce 

the Yavapai tribe.21 

 

In the creation legends, the daughter of 

Yavapai Eve was killed by a great eagle, 

and her son Sakarakaamche set out to 

avenge his mother.  This is a hero story 

about Sakarakaamche’s defeat of the 

great bird, and much of the background 

of the story reflects ordinary Yavapai 

life. 

 

Before facing the great Eagle, 

Sakarakaamche would go outside and 

meet many dangerous animals, and 

to brighten their underworld.  See, Gifford, p. 

402. 
21 There are no specific Yavapai texts on 

suffering and death since these were regarded as 

natural features of the world.  Historically, the 

Yavapai people were animist in their beliefs and 

would defeat them one by one, leaving 

the eagle as the last surviving monster of 

that age.  Eventually, Sakarakaamche 

asked his grandmother what happened 

to his mother, but she would not say for 

fear he too would be killed.  None of his 

animal friends would tell him either for 

the same reason but finally a quail 

informed him that the eagle had killed 

his mother. 

 

Sakarakaamche’s defeat of the 

dangerous animals one by one, is said to 

have caused the rocks around Sedona to 

become red with blood.22 

 

6.  Other Legends 

 

Other Yavapai stories are hero tales 

somewhat like old world legends.  One 

theme is that of Coyote, who appears as 

a sort of trickster, troublemaker, 

avenger, or worker of magic.  In the 

story “Coyote Resurrects Mountain 

Lion” Coyote follows the people who 

killed and scalped his friend Mountain 

Lion.  He finds out who the killers were 

there was no sharp dividing line between the 

mundane world and the spirit world or the world 

of the dead. 
22 This shows the Indian fondness for etiology 

stories, shared by many old world story-tellers. 
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then follows one of them, an old woman, 

and kills her. 

 

As a trickster he puts on the skin of the 

old woman and impersonates her during 

a dance.  He steals the scalp and brings 

it back to Mountain Lion’s house, and 

puts it on the dead body.  After four 

days, Mountain Lion comes back from 

the dead.23 

There are many other stories involving 

Coyote that illustrate the different traits 

noted above. 

 

“Scurf Boy” is about a Boy who was 

killed by men and how the Boy’s 

relatives avenged the Boy’s murder.  

This indicates inter-tribal warfare and 

families looking out for their own.24  

The story of the boy’s death and 

family’s revenge shows how children 

were often causal elements in stories.  

For instance, Yavapai stories usually 

explain tribal diversity by telling how 

children fought with one another, 

stirring up disagreements among the 

adults and eventually the tribes.25   

 

                                                           
23 It is tempting to see some parallels in the story 

between Christ (the Lion of the tribe of Judah) 

and his resurrection on the third day, but this 

would require a level of allegorical skill on the 

part of the Indian that seems anachronistic. 

Another story, “The Human Deer” is 

about a mother who abandons her son 

and daughter, then later is killed by her 

son.  In addition, overhunting of deer 

caused a man to turn the sister into a 

deer, and so the son was alone after 

that.26  These show that the Yavapai saw 

child-abandonment as unethical and 

even deserving of death, and also that 

killing animals needlessly could lead to 

great unhappiness. 

 

Why do the Yavapai people tell myths?  

Mabel Dogka, a Yavapai from 

Clarkdale, Arizona, answered: “They 

teach right and wrong, to be proud, to be 

strong . . . things that apply to life.  

When you think about these legends, 

you look at yourself and decide whether 

you are bad, good or a damn fool.”27 

 

This indicates that ethics and practical 

wisdom were the main reason for telling 

stories and myths, and we can see how 

that is done through the story of “Scrurf 

Boy” and the story of “The Human 

Deer.”  Killing children, abandoning 

children, killing animals in excess of 

24 Gifford, pp. 364. 
25 This is a fairly natural or at least a reasonable 

explanation, in that children are often 

quarrelsome, serving as a model for inter-tribal 

quarrelsomeness. 

need, shows that Yavapai life was 

historically very practical and in many 

ways quite ethical. 

 

7.  Yavapai Philosophy 

 

The main thing to say about traditional 

Indian religion in general and Yavapai 

religion in particular is that it involves 

“a world filled with spiritual forces and 

shaped by them.”28  As we noted this is 

really describing what is known as 

animism.  In this view, everything has a 

meaning.  “Dreams may matter,” says 

Martin, “Mountains can harbor gods . . . 

Agriculture can be sacred; hunting 

holy.”29 

 

Many Indian stories (e.g., the Hopis) 

like to tell the origin of specific things, 

such as the origin of corn, the origin of 

land, the behavior of the sun and moon, 

etc.  This is very familiar from the 

mythologies of the ancient world, which 

are also animistic and fond of etiology 

stories.  Many Indians, including 

Yavapai, are returning to their past and 

the traditional myths and legends help 

26 Gifford, p. 367. 
27 Thorne, p. 6. 
28 Martin, Kindle, Loc. 66. 
29 Martin, Kindle, Loc. 69. 
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them in their quest to understand 

themselves by understanding their 

past.30 

 

This brings us to the second point of the 

analysis.  Martin claims that “new songs 

and visions” will help Indians survive, 

but I think it is the old songs and old 

visions that will help the Yavapai people 

survive.  The old stories are that which 

preeminently binds the past to the 

future.  The reason they function in this 

way is that the old stories provide 

historical normativity that guides both 

modern Yavapais and non-Yavapais in 

understanding what the Yavapai people 

have always believed about their 

origins.  In other words, the old stories 

provide a canonical source for learning 

about Yavapai culture and mythology.  

This canon helps to differentiate the 

Yavapai people from other Indians, who 

have their own traditions and legends. 

 

A third point is that while even the old 

stories may have borrowed a few 

elements from Europeans, it is much 

                                                           
30 R. Laurence Moore, Touchdown Jesus: The 

Mixing of Sacred and Secular in American 

History, Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster 

John Knox Press, 2003, pp. 119, 120. 
31 Moore, p. 121. 
32www.dcourier.com/main.asp?SectionID=1&S

ubSectionID=1&ArticleID=132712 

more likely that twenty-first century 

stories and visions will be even more 

contaminated by inauthentic influences.  

Just as many Indians are going through 

a “back to animism” movement, so they 

may feel a need to go “back to the 

legends.”  There will be a desire to find 

value in the purity of the tradition, and 

to set it against what they regard as the 

contamination of the modern.  This 

would be an oppositional movement that 

would reject any neglect or devaluation 

of tradition and would seek to secure 

tradition from more modern, New Age 

ideas.31 

 

Does this mean that the Yavapai people 

cannot tell new stories?  The answer is 

no, in that such conservatism does not 

proscribe novelty, for everyone must tell 

his or her own stories.  After all, the 

Yavapai people represent a living 

tradition, and can be creative and 

productive of new traditions. 

 

Nevertheless, the final point that should 

be made is that one also needs to 

33 Martin, Kindle, Loc. 1321. 
34 The term Sesquicentennial refers to the 150th 

birthday of the town, celebrated on May 31, 

2014. 
35 I call her this because she looked like the Mrs. 

Guzman who is one of the leaders of the 

Yavapai-Apache tribe.  She recommended 

recognize the importance of the old 

traditions, for how can one judge of the 

value of the modern stories if one does 

not know the old stories?  One should 

note that the Yavapai people are 

reluctant to talk about their tribe to 

outsiders, but they do love to present 

their history and culture in special 

events, such as the Pai festival.32  These 

events feature old ways, old dances, old 

customs, and remind people of where 

they came from.  Much like the Pai 

festival, the old stories are a part of 

American history, and as long as the old 

stories are remembered, so too the 

American Indian and the Yavapai will 

be remembered.33 

 

8.  Prospects 

 

During the Prescott sesquicentennial the 

Yavapai Indian Tribe had booths at Mile 

High Middle School.34  One of the ladies 

manning a booth was a representative of 

the tribe, whom I will call her Ms. 

Guzman.35  Guzman mentioned that the 

history of the tribe needed to be 

Sigrid Khera’s Oral History of the Yavapai as a 

good book on Yavapai history and beliefs.  

Astonishingly, the book was only published in 

2012, though the manuscript had been available 

to scholars long before that. 
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recorded because in her view the 

Yavapai people would be extinct in 15 

years! 

 

This is a shocking claim, but Ms. 

Guzman said it was because the Yavapai 

people could not survive the impact of 

the surrounding community.  She said it 

was because there were not enough 

children.  In other words there were not 

enough intra-tribal marriages and 

births.36  Unless they had more children, 

said Ms. Guzman, there was no way the 

tribe could survive for very long. 

 

One can note with some sadness that 

what disease, war, or reservation living 

could not accomplish, demographic 

influences have accomplished.  There 

are just not enough Yavapai and too 

many non-Yavapai for the tribe to 

reproduce itself in sufficient numbers.  

While 15 years may be too short of a 

time for this to happen, 50 to 75 years 

may see the final extinction of the 

Yavapai people.  That is why Ms. 

Guzman said it was so important to 

preserve Yavapai history.  For by 

preserving their culture through the old 

stories and myths, the Yavapai people 

will live on in sacred memory. 

                                                           
36 The Prescott tribe only has about 158 or so 

members while the whole of the Yavapai people, 
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