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Kyaptsi: “Respect” for Ancestral Connections 
 
“When we visit the Grand Canyon and we come to this area…we just don’t show up empty 
handed. There’s great preparation that goes into coming down here….we bring offerings for 
allowing us to come through the passage of this place. As we make our way down here, there are 
several places that we stop and give these (offerings). We pray for all good things and humanity, 
great health and life, and abundance-ness from the rain, so that all living species and people 
throughout the world…can prosper from the growth. These prayers are placed at special areas, 
such as here (LCR/Colorado River Confluence)” –Merv Yoytewa, Hopi 
 
Every year, a small, unknown number of Hopi people visit the Grand Canyon. Some stand on the 
rim and gaze into the canyon’s depths, some venture onto the trails and walk paths their 
ancestors first established, and some climb aboard boats and launch into the heart of the Canyon 
(the latter group is exclusively Hopi males, more on that later). No matter what their intentions or 
reasons for coming to the Canyon, for many of these Hopi visitors, to experience the Canyon is 
to tread upon Holy Ground where their ancestors dwell. Much has already been written in these 
pages concerning the special place that the canyon holds in the hearts and minds of Hopi people. 
So what more can be said? Well, as you guessed it, plenty still remains.  
 
As commercial guides, we are often asked by our clients, friends and fellow boatmen, “What 
does the Grand Canyon mean to Hopi people?” If there was ever a can of worms to second-guess 
opening, this is it. Suffice to say, these few pages of writings are not sufficient to fully answer 
this question, but as guides, we must, in the spirit of good faith, attempt to provide some insight 
of the Hopi connection. The reality is that a whole 16-day trip could drift by and in that time, we 
would barely begin to untangle the many viewpoints that exist among Hopi people.  
 
That is as a good a place to start as any in this journey of sharing. The reality being that there is 
no one single Hopi perspective about the canyon and the river. Hopi society consists of a diverse 
set of histories, ideas, and beliefs. This has always been the case. With over 30 Hopi clans, 
distributed among 3 mesas and 13 villages, there are differences in how individual Hopis regard 
the canyon landscape. Just as the view changes with each bend in the river or with each layer of 
geology ascended or descended, the Hopi perception all depends on the cultural “ground” within 
which the individual is rooted. 
 
Some Hopi clans have very direct ties to the canyon, often based in epic pilgrimages to places 
like the Sipapuni and Hopi Salt Mines. Other clans may have had very little interaction within 
the canyon, at least in the historical past. In addition, gender also plays a part in the degree to 
which a Hopi person experiences the canyon. Hopi females, as a cultural rule, are not advised to 
enter the depths of the canyon. This is due to the fact that while the canyon is considered “Holy 
Ground”, it is also a place of danger, which can manifest itself in the physical and spiritual 
realms. 
 
Females, by their ability to birth, raise children and thus perpetuate Hopi culture, are cherished 
within Hopi society and thus are afforded certain protective status. To place a Hopi female in 
harms way, by means of entering the canyon, is considered a cultural taboo. Some may say this 
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is a just another form of gender discrimination, but you must ask yourself, from which cultural 
“ground” is one making that statement? Nevertheless, Hopi females play an important role in 
maintaining the cultural connection with the Canyon as they provide the males with various 
traditional foods and prayers that are ritually offered prior to entering the Canyon. These 
offerings ensure safe passage not only for the Hopi men who venture down the river, but also 
include the non-Hopi boatmen and personnel who accompany them. 
 
Thus the specific cultural knowledge a certain individual Hopi may have about the canyon 
depends on a wide array of factors. All that being said, I feel there is a general perspective that 
most, if not all, Hopi people have about the Grand Canyon and the Colorado River. This 
perspective is evident even if a Hopi person has never hiked, rafted or visited the canyon at all. It 
is a perspective that is rooted within the overall ideology of Hopi culture, and applies not just to 
the Grand Canyon landscape, but all of ancestral Hopi lands (which includes all of the 
Southwest, parts of Mexico and further south, again depending on specific clan histories). 
 
Within Hopi culture is the belief that the meaning of the past is what it contributes to life in the 
present. This belief underlies the inherent connection that Hopi people have with the landscapes 
of their ancestors. How this connection manifests itself, often daily, is in the cultural knowledge 
and traditional know-how a Hopi person maintains. This knowledge is evident in many forms 
within traditional Hopi culture; the crops we grow and eat, the homes we occupy, the tools we 
use, the art we create, the ceremonies we enact and the language we speak. All of which is really 
an accumulation of ancestral Hopi experiences, learned over countless generations 
 
Within the canyon, and throughout the Southwest, are thousands of areas both natural and 
human-made that are imbued with a powerful sense of meaning and connection for modern Hopi 
people. Today, when a Hopi person visits such places, we don’t simply see the remnants of a by-
gone era, we see reflections of who we once were and what we have now become. We witness 
the artistic and technical accomplishments of Hopi ancestors, and we recall the spiritual 
accomplishments of our ancestors as well. We are reminded that in order for the present 
generations of Hopi to flourish and prosper, we are dependent upon the gifts of our departed 
ancestors. Ferguson and Kuwanwisiwma write (2004),  
 

Ancestral villages that have fallen into ruin are not dead places whose only 
meaning comes from scientific values. The Hopi ancestors who lived in these 
villages still spiritually occupy these places, and these ancestors play an integral 
role in the contemporary Hopi ceremonies that bring rain, fertility, and other 
blessings for the Hopi people and their neighbors throughout the world. 
‘Itaakuku’ –footprints –are thus a part of the living legacy of the ancestors, and 
they play a vital role in the religious activities essential to the perpetuation of 
Hopi society. 

   
In essence, by acknowledging our ancestors existence, they acknowledge ours through the 
answering of our prayers. This understanding provides a continual connection between modern 
Hopi people and their ancestors. This connection is contained within the landscapes, wherein 
Hopi ancestors interacted with their natural environments, leaving a legacy behind that their 
descendants must now strive to continue.  
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For the fortunate Hopi males who venture into the canyon on annual river trips, sponsored by the 
Hopi Cultural Preservation Office through partnerships with the National Park Service, the 
Bureau of Reclamation and other agencies, there are opportunities to renew spiritual connections 
with ancestral landscapes. These trips also serve another purpose, which is to combine aspects of 
traditional Hopi resource knowledge, with the modern needs of monitoring the effects of the 
Glen Canyon Dam operations on resources along the river corridor that remain important within 
Hopi culture. 
 
The work the Hopi groups conduct during the river trips is successful in demonstrating the vast 
and complex set of knowledge that Hopi people still retain about a region that is located well 
outside modern reservation boundaries. But let’s be honest and say that political boundaries, 
such as the reservation, are quite arbitrary and meaningless for most Hopis. Our connections to 
lands have no boundaries, just as our knowledge about these places traverses boundaries and 
wipes them off the map. The idea of a mental cultural landscape remains within traditional Hopi 
knowledge. 
 
During these cultural trips, Hopi “researchers” (everyday Hopis representing various clans, 
religious societies, artists, ranchers and farmers) document Hopi perspectives concerning cultural 
and natural resources found along the inner river corridor. For many of these Hopi men, this is 
their first time being within the canyon and on the river, yet they come well prepared and 
knowledgeable about this landscape. Many of them had heard of these places through the oral 
tradition as passed down from their own elders. 
 
Thus they come with a wealth of cultural knowledge, which helps to bring the Hopi presence 
within the Grand Canyon from the prehistoric (a static archaeological perspective) into the 
modern era. Hopis have always stated we are a living culture. That is the knowledge about our 
history isn’t relegated to just the past, it lives in the present amongst the Hopis who retain and 
continue to use such information in our daily and ceremonial lives. Whereas strict archaeological 
perspectives portray ancestral Hopi lifeways as relegated to the “prehistoric”, Hopis view these 
lifeways as a continuation over time, constantly evolving with the interactions within our 
environments.  
 
As a part of the Hopi research within the canyon, hundreds of ancestral Hopi sites, as well as 
plants and animals that hold central roles in modern Hopi culture were documented. So it comes 
as no surprise to the Hopi groups that remains of these plants and animals are also found during 
archaeological excavations conducted along the river. It proves that our knowledge of the natural 
world has traversed time, carrying on from one generation to the next. The concept of the living 
culture of Hopi shining brightly in the archaeologists’ excavation pits, yet more importantly, 
within the minds of modern Hopi people. 
 
The Hopi term, Kyaptsi translates as “Respect”. Maintaining the living culture of Hopi requires 
respect, not simply saying the word, but putting action into the meaning. One way this is 
achieved is through the continued practice of Hopi culture, including the visitation and protection 
of ancestral homes such as the Grand Canyon. Only through these continued efforts will future 
generations of Hopi people have their own cultural ground to stand upon; providing them the 
opportunity to interact with their ancestral past as we have done since time immemorial. 
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When Hopi ancestors “emerged” into this world, they were among the first to experience the 
spirit of the canyon, establishing a presence that is a vital part of the history of this unique 
landscape. Thus the modern Hopi tribal presence within the canyon has helped show to the 
outside world what we have always known; We Are The Canyon. 
 
Lyle Balenquah (Hopi, Greasewood Clan, Village of Paaqavi, Third Mesa) 

 

 
Hopi tribal members on the 2009 Hopi Cultural Trip cross Havasu Creek. 

Photo Credit: Lyle Balenquah 
 

 
L-R: Merv Yoytewa (Hopi), Bennett Jackson (Hualapai/Hopi), Howard Dennis (Hopi) during the 2011 Native 

Voices river trip. 
Photo Credit: Nikki Cooley 
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Howard’s shirt with Hopi placenames reads “Sipapuni”, Emergence Place, “Öngtupqa/Öngtuvqa”, Salt Canyon, 

“Pisisvayu” Colorado River, with rain cloud symbol over the canyon, river and Sipapu. He traded for the Moki Mac 
hat from another guide who was on the 2011 GTS trip. 

Photo Credit: Lyle Balenquah 
 


