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The Native Americans in the Verde Valley at 
that time were hunters, gathers and stream-bank 
farmers. They were the Yavapai, who were later 
joined by the Tonto Apache. Today, they are 
known as the Yavapai-Apache Tribe.

The familiar

The Native Americans who first settled the 
Verde Valley likely had connections to the 
Mesoamerican cultures, particularly Mayas. 

“I am sure there were Mayan and other ancient 
travelers up here,” Shute said. “We have lots of evi-
dence of seashells and red coral and all kinds of stuff.”

Shared traditions and customs between the 
Mesoamerica tribes and the Hohokam include a 
reverence of cenotes, the building of ballcourts and 
farming the three sisters—corn, beans and squash.

Cenotes dot Mexico, particularly the Yucatan, 
which was home to the Maya. Cenotes were 
sacred wells, which were used for religious cer-
emonies, as well as for water supply. Cenotes were 
believed to be the gateways to the underworld and 
the key to the afterlife.

Montezuma Well is considered sacred to many 
Native Americans and is still used today for reli-
gious and ceremonial purposes.

“To many Indians, the water of Montezuma 
Well is very sacred,” Beckman wrote. “The Hopi 
Antelope and Snake Clans get water from the 
Well in late summer for their rain ceremonies. 
The Hopi people come to pray, leave prayer feath-
ers, sprinkle sacred cornmeal and take water back 
to the reservation for ceremonies.”

Additionally, Yavapai, Apache and Navajo 
people frequent Montezuma Well for religious 
and ceremonial reasons. The Well is the origina-
tion site for Yavapai and Apaches, who believe 
their ancestors emerged from the Well.

Their origination story tells of people living 
under the lake in the inner earth. The story goes 
that a chief wronged his daughter and was con-
demned to death for his deed. When he died, his 
heart was buried and later corn grew from it. The 

daughter caused a flood and the people were able 
to climb the corn stalk to safety. After a while, an-
other flood occurred (in the Yavapai version…the 
Apache version has only one flood). The second 
flood was caused by rain. A girl and a woodpecker 
were the only survivors. The girl was in a hollow 
cottonwood log that floated for 40 days and 40 
nights. The woodpecker had made a hole through 
which the girl could breathe. When the water 
receded, she was in Boynton Canyon in Sedona. 
For the complete story of the Yavapai Legend of 
When Everything Began, see “The Yavapai People 
of the Red Rocks: People of the Sun” by Kate 
Ruland-Thorne.

The building of ballcourts is another character-
istic that the Hohokam shared with Mesoamerica 
tribes. The Hohokam built more than 200 ball-
courts throughout southern and central Arizona, 
including the Verde Valley. Some archeologists 
believe a game was played within the courts by 
two teams and a hard rubber ball.

“Whether rubber balls were used in the ball courts 
that are found in the Verde Valley is not known,” 
Beckman wrote. “The courts were grouped near 
large pueblos and trading was often carried on during 
special events such as dances and ball games.”

The three sisters—corn, beans and squash—are 
all foods that originated in Mesoamerica. Maize 
was developed by thousands of years of special 
cultivation techniques from a wild grass that grew 
in Southern Mexico. The domestication of maize 
can be traced back at least about 10,000 years. 
It spread across the length and breadth of the 
Americas, the Europe, Africa and Asia.

Beans are most likely native to ancient Peru. 
From there, they spread across the world, possibly 
carried by soldiers. Beans have been cultivated for 
more than 5,000 years.

Squash is native to Mexico and Central Amer-
ica. The flowers, mature seeds and flesh of the 
fruit are eaten. Squash was carried over all parts of 
North America before white man arrived.

Natives planted corn, beans and squash—the 

Timeline of the Sinagua
• 1120 Wupatki founded

• 1125 Tuzigoot founded

• 1215-1299 Increasingly severe drought, 

especially in the northern areas, forces 

the population southward.

• 1250 Wupatki is abandoned after de-

cades of low population.

• 1276-1299 Great drought. Dust bowl 

conditions prevail over much of the 

Sinagua territory.

• Early 1300s Sinagua build Montezuma 

Castle and other pueblos in the Verde 

Valley

• 1380-1400 Sinagua begin leaving the 

Verde Valley

• 1400 Tuzigoot is abandoned

• 1583 First white man arrives and fi nds 

pueblos abandoned. Yavapai people liv-

ing in wickiups are in the area.
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Above, the Sinagua built stone houses all over the Verde Valley. Th is one is on the lower level at 

Montezuma Well. Below, Beaver Creek is a riparian area worthy of preservation.
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three sisters— quite differently from how crops 
are planted today.

Corn was planted in a checkerboard fashion across 
a field in separate patches of one to four stalks each. 
At the base of the corn, beans were planted. The stalk 
became a trellis for the beans and the beans provided 
much-needed nitrogen for the corn.

In the spaces between the patches of corn, squash 
was planted. The corn provided a slight shade and 
the course, hairy vines and broad leaves of the squash 
deterred animals from attacking the corn and beans.

The Friends of the Well, along with the Hopi 
Tribe, the National Park Service and Diane Dear-
more with the Institute of Ecotourism have planted 
a traditional Hopi Garden at Montezuma Well.

Hopi elder Jerry Honawa from Third Mesa 
leads the project. Volunteers and Park Service per-
sonnel created a 50-foot by 150-foot garden plot.

“These are ancestral seeds that have been passed 
down in the families for years,” Shute said. “Most 
archeologists and anthropologists agree that the 
Sinagua who lived in this area are the ancestors of 
the Hopi.”

Shute said that when it’s time to harvest, the 
Hopi are planning to “come down and show us 
different ways of cooking the corn.”

Irreplaceable treasures

Archaeological sites and ancient materials 
are precious, nonrenewable resources. 
Once destroyed, they are gone forever.

“Teaching the public, and especially children, 
about the importance of protecting the past 
helps to create a more informed public that will 
safeguard heritage resources for appreciation and 
study by future generations,” Shute said.

Many individual sites located within the 
proposed Sinagua Cultural Heritage Preserve are 
worthy of preservation.

“A ruin of a 70-room pueblo is on top of Sacred 
Mountain,” Shute said. “One theory is that it was 
a monastery where priests and shamans received 
their training. And then they would work on the 
petroglyphs at the V-Bar-V marking the astronomi-
cal observations.”

Another site, he said, is what is thought to be a 
birthing center.

“There is a reclining rock that goes back into a 
cave where women could lie and put their hands 
up on the ceiling,” he said. “There’s petroglyphs 
of shamans handing babies over. It’s really an 
incredible spot. Thousands of women probably 
gave birth there.”

In another location, Shute said there are two 
big red rocks about 10 feet long each.

“This is where they used to sharpen their axe 
heads,” he said. “There are flutes on each side and 
nearby is the location where they got the rock to 
make the axe heads. For a thousand years, people 
would sit there and sharpen their axe heads.”

But establishing the Sinagua Cultural Heritage 
Preserve is not just about the archeology. It’s also 
about the environment.

“One of the most valuable things in a desert 
environment is the riparian areas,” he said. “Here 
we have fantastic riparian areas that need perma-
nent protection. This was the breadbasket of the 
Sinagua. Now, 600 years later, we still see evidence 
of their cultivation skills.”

Shute said establishing the Sinagua Cultural 
Heritage Preserve would have a significant positive 
economic, environmental, spiritual and quality-
of-life impacts on the local communities of the 
Beaver Creek area, the communities of the Verde 
Valley and the state of Arizona.

“Getting the designation will literally take an 

act of Congress,” Shute said. “We know it’s going 
to take three to five years, probably. We have a 
lot of work to do. First, we are working with the 
Forest Service to define the area we are interested 
in. Then, we will have to do some studies, such 
as cataloging the archeological sites, the riparian 
areas and wildlife. Then, we have to write a bill 
to present to Congress and find a sponsor for it. I 
believe we have the people lined up to accomplish 
all this, but it’s going to take a long time.”

Shute added that currently most of the sites 
within the proposed Sinagua Cultural Heritage Pre-
serve are unprotected and susceptible to vandalism. 
He proposes that dedicated volunteers would have 
a proactive involvement in managing visitation and 
reducing vandalism, thereby protecting a part of 
the past from which we could all learn.

“What is most striking is the Sinagua’s ability to 
adapt to a harsh environment and mix freely with 
other cultures,” wrote M. Saldivia-Berglund in an 
article for Sedona Biz. “They tamed nature around 

them without destroying it, and in a peaceful and 
gentle manner they took complete advantage of 
their environment from the rocks and boulders, to 
water sources, to the flora and fauna.”

It’s that idea of living harmoniously with the 
environment that is at the root of Shute’s plans. He 
argues that every piece of “available” land does not 
have to be commercially developed to have value.

“The earth is a being,” Shute said. “It has 
thoughts and feelings and sensitivity and we are a 
part of it. We are not separate. We are not some 
separate things put here to kick the earth around. 
We are the earth, but we have totally lost touch 
with that. The only chance for the salvation of 
the planet is for us to re-establish that connection. 
That’s one of things that the Hopi Garden does. It 
reminds people of that connection.”

For more information about Friends of the 
Well or the proposed Sinagua Cultural Heritage 
Preserve, visit www.friends-of-the-well.org, or call 
(928) 592-9320.
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Above, ruins of a Sinagua free-

standing pueblo at Montezuma 

Well. At left, petroglyphs at Red 

Tank Draw are some of the thou-

sands of petroglyphs that dot the 

Verde Valley.


