

[image: Cover: Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O'Dell. The cover image depicts the face of a woman. The woman wears earrings and has her long hair spread on either side of her shoulders. The John Newbery Medal is at the bottom left corner of the page.]















[image: Title Page: Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O’Dell, Houghton Mifflin Company Boston]





Contents




	Cover

	Title Page

	Contents

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Introduction

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Author’s Note

	About the Author

	Connect on Social Media








Copyright

Copyright © 1960 By Scott O’Dell

Copyright © Renewed 1988 By Scott O’Dell

Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Houghton Mifflin Company, 1960.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. For information address HarperCollins Children’s Books, a division of HarperCollins Publishers, 195 Broadway, New York, NY 10007.

clarionbooks.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data is on file.

ISBN 978-0-395-06962-2 hardcover

ISBN 978-0-547-32861-4 paperback

eISBN 978-0-547-48889-9 v7.1021






Dedication


For






The Russell Children

Isaac
Dorsa
Clare
Gillian
and
Felicity
and to
Eric
Cherie
and
Twinkle









Introduction

Entry #1183, recorded by Father Gonzales Rubio in the Santa Barbara Mission book of Burials, reads:

 


On October 19, 1853, I gave ecclesiastical burial in the cemetery to the remains of Juana Maria, the Indian woman brought from San Nicolas Island and, since there was no one who could understand her language, she was baptized conditionally by Fr. Sanchez.



 

Thus she became known to history as Juana Maria. It had never been her name. Sometimes, too, she is called the Lone Woman of San Nicolas. But most often she is remembered, now, as Karana, the name that Scott O’Dell gave to her when he wrote her story. Sadly, she was never able to tell that story herself, for her language was one that no one could comprehend. So the details were pieced together, guessed at, fabricated, romanticized at times, embroidered in the retellings.

What is known is this: For thousands of years the Nicoleño tribe had lived peacefully on a tiny three-by-nine-mile island about seventy miles off the coast of Southern California.

In 1811 a Russian American trading company led by an American captain hired a group of Alaskan Aleuts and deposited them on the island of San Nicolas to hunt sea otters, whose pelts were highly prized. When the native Nicoleños objected, they were massacred. Some accounts say that the Aleuts then left the island; others speculate that they were killed by the women whose husbands they had slaughtered.

By 1835 there were very few of the original natives left on San Nicolas, and those who remained, it is generally agreed, were, all but one, female. The woman who was later to be baptized on her deathbed with the name Juana Maria would have been one of these. The Santa Barbara Mission sponsored a rescue operation and sent a schooner and its crew to collect the few remaining Nicoleños for their own safety. They grouped the small band of natives on the beach and then took them aboard the ship.

But they left one woman behind. The versions of why this happened vary. The simplest: A storm was coming, they had to hurry, and one woman didn’t make it to the beach in time. A little embellishment: The woman was with the group on the beach but ran off to find her missing child, and the crew, with a strong storm beginning, couldn’t wait. The most romantic account: She was already on the ship when she realized her child was not among them, and she dived overboard and swam back.

Whatever the circumstances, this was the moment when an unnamed woman became the Lone Woman of San Nicolas. She remained on the island alone for eighteen years. (If, indeed, she had a child, it did not survive.)

Records show that when she was found, in 1853, by fur trapper George Nidever, she was dressed in a skirt made of green cormorant feathers. Nidever described her as about fifty. Other accounts say she was maybe in her 30s. All of them describe her as smiling. A Sacramento newspaper reported:

 


The wild woman who was found on the island of San Nicolas about 70 miles from the coast, west of Santa Barbara, is now at the latter place and is looked upon as a curiosity. It is stated she has been some 18 to 20 years alone on the island. She existed on shell fish and the fat of the seal, and dressed in the skins and feathers of wild ducks, which she sewed together with sinews of the seal. She cannot speak any known language, is good-looking and about middle age. She seems to be contented in her new home among the good people of Santa Barbara.



 

And that is all we will ever know. In the short time remaining to her (she died seven weeks later, succumbing to illness as her predecessors had), no linguist could identify her language or translate the words of the two songs she sang for them.



I knew Scott O’Dell. Not well, but certainly well enough to have asked him questions. Yet I failed to do so, and as has happened before when I have lost people whose wisdom I valued, I am left with regret that I can only guess what the answers might have been.

How did he decide on the age she would be, in the book? Clearly he realized that telling the truer story of a grown woman with a child would be less appealing to the young audience he intended. And so he began with “My brother Ramo was a little boy only half my age, which was twelve.” A young girl, still a child herself (she laughs at her older sister, who paints her face with the emblem of a not-yet married woman, and calls her vain), the protagonist faces the challenges of growing up that all twelve-year-olds do. What a heartbreak to have to face them all alone, without peers or parents, without guidance or counsel.

And how would he compress the eighteen years of her isolated life into a compact and coherent story? Mr. O’Dell masterfully lulls the reader into what I can only describe as “island time”: without clocks or calendars, we have only the seasons and the sea to measure by. Many chapters begin with a sense of both time passing and the endlessness of its passage:

 


The white man’s ship did not return that spring or in the summer . . . Flowers were plentiful that spring because of the winter’s heavy rains . . . Another summer had come and still I had not speared the giant devilfish . . . Spring again was a time of flowers and water ran on the ravines . . . After the fierce storms of winter came many days when the wind did not blow . . .



 

Did he comprehend, starting out, the challenge it would be to tell a story that has only one human character? Most of us rely on dialogue and relationships to define the people in our books, to portray their change and growth. Yet after the death of the protagonist’s brother, the reader must depend entirely on the interior voice of a solitary, uneducated girl. The author makes that voice so clear, so convincing that we learn and mature as she does:

 


I wondered what would happen to me if I went against the law of our tribe which forbade the making of weapons by women—if I did not think of it at all and made those things which I must have to protect myself.



 

And, too, he has created characters and company out of wild creatures and the natural landscape itself. It is as if Karana speaks to the sea, confides in the cliffs, whispers to the wind—and to the yellow-eyed gray dog, the fearsome enemy that she tames to friendship:

 


Because of this I was not lonely. I did not know how lonely I had been until I had Rontu to talk to.



 

This is a book that is really about the things most meaningful to young readers: what we are capable of, if called upon; the question of what home is and means; and what our relationship is to the natural world.

 


More than anything, it was the blue dolphins that took me back home.



 

My two young grandsons and I swam, this summer, with dolphins. They were not blue. They were shimmery gray-white, and the sense of their massive power—and their restraint—was overwhelming. It is so easy to believe in their benevolence once they have nudged against you and invited your aff ection with their smooth, glistening smiles. Rereading Island of the Blue Dolphins, I could believe in their blueness, too, in the foaming patterns that they wove in the sea as they guided the boat through bright water.

 


The blue dolphins left me shortly before dusk. They left as quickly as they had come, going on into the west, but for a long time I could see the last of the sun shining on them. After night fell I could still see them in my thoughts . . .



 

Me too. Thank you, Scott O’Dell.

Lois Lowry, Cambridge, Massachusetts






Chapter 1

I Remember the day the Aleut ship came to our island. At first it seemed like a small shell afloat on the sea. Then it grew larger and was a gull with folded wings. At last in the rising sun it became what it really was—a red ship with two red sails.

My brother and I had gone to the head of a canyon that winds down to a little harbor which is called Coral Cove. We had gone to gather roots that grow there in the spring.

My brother Ramo was only a little boy half my age, which was twelve. He was small for one who had lived so many suns and moons, but quick as a cricket. Also foolish as a cricket when he was excited. For this reason and because I wanted him to help me gather roots and not go running off, I said nothing about the shell I saw or the gull with folded wings.

I went on digging in the brush with my pointed stick as though nothing at all were happening on the sea. Even when I knew for sure that the gull was a ship with two red sails.

But Ramo’s eyes missed little in the world. They were black like a lizard’s and very large and, like the eyes of a lizard, could sometimes look sleepy. This was the time when they saw the most. This was the way they looked now. They were half-closed, like those of a lizard lying on a rock about to flick out its tongue to catch a fly.

“The sea is smooth,” Ramo said. “It is a flat stone without any scratches.”

My brother liked to pretend that one thing was another.

“The sea is not a stone without scratches,” I said. “It is water and no waves.”

“To me it is a blue stone,” he said. “And far away on the edge of it is a small cloud which sits on the stone.”

“Clouds do not sit on stones. On blue ones or black ones or any kind of stones.”

“This one does.”

“Not on the sea,” I said. “Dolphins sit there, and gulls, and cormorants, and otter, and whales too, but not clouds.”

“It is a whale, maybe.”

Ramo was standing on one foot and then the other, watching the ship coming, which he did not know was a ship because he had never seen one. I had never seen one either, but I knew how they looked because I had been told.

“While you gaze at the sea,” I said, “I dig roots. And it is I who will eat them and you who will not.”

Ramo began to punch at the earth with his stick, but as the ship came closer, its sails showing red through the morning mist, he kept watching it, acting all the time as if he were not.

“Have you ever seen a red whale?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, though I never had.

“Those I have seen are gray.”

“You are very young and have not seen everything that swims in the world.”

Ramo picked up a root and was about to drop it into the basket. Suddenly his mouth opened wide and then closed again.

“A canoe!” he cried. “A great one, bigger than all of our canoes together. And red!”

A canoe or a ship, it did not matter to Ramo. In the very next breath he tossed the root in the air and was gone, crashing through the brush, shouting as he went.

I kept on gathering roots, but my hands trembled as I dug in the earth, for I was more excited than my brother. I knew that it was a ship there on the sea and not a big canoe, and that a ship could mean many things. I wanted to drop the stick and run too, but I went on digging roots because they were needed in the village.



By the time I filled the basket, the Aleut ship had sailed around the wide kelp bed that encloses our island and between the two rocks that guard Coral Cove. Word of its coming had already reached the village of Ghalas-at. Carrying their weapons, our men sped along the trail which winds down to the shore. Our women were gathering at the edge of the mesa.

I made my way through the heavy brush and, moving swiftly, down the ravine until I came to the sea cliffs. There I crouched on my hands and knees. Below me lay the cove. The tide was out and the sun shone on the white sand of the beach. Half the men from our village stood at the water’s edge. The rest were concealed among the rocks at the foot of the trail, ready to attack the intruders should they prove unfriendly.

As I crouched there in the toyon bushes, trying not to fall over the cliff, trying to keep myself hidden and yet to see and hear what went on below me, a boat left the ship. Six men with long oars were rowing. Their faces were broad, and shining dark hair fell over their eyes. When they came closer I saw that they had bone ornaments thrust through their noses.

Behind them in the boat stood a tall man with a yellow beard. I had never seen a Russian before, but my father had told me about them, and I wondered, seeing the way he stood with his feet set apart and his fists on his hips and looked at the little harbor as though it already belonged to him, if he were one of those men from the north whom our people feared. I was certain of it when the boat slid in to the shore and he jumped out, shouting as he did so.

His voice echoed against the rock walls of the cove. The words were strange, unlike any I had ever heard. Slowly then he spoke in our tongue.

“I come in peace and wish to parley,” he said to the men on the shore.

None of them answered, but my father, who was one of those hidden among the rocks, came forward down the sloping beach. He thrust his spear into the sand.

“I am the Chief of Ghalas-at,” he said. “My name is Chief Chowig.”

I was surprised that he gave his real name to a stranger. Everyone in our tribe had two names, the real one which was secret and was seldom used, and one which was common, for if people use your secret name it becomes worn out and loses its magic. Thus I was known as Won-a-pa-lei, which means The Girl with the Long Black Hair, though my secret name is Karana. My father’s secret name was Chowig. Why he gave it to a stranger I do not know.

The Russian smiled and held up his hand, calling himself Captain Orlov. My father also held up his hand. I could not see his face, but I doubted that he smiled in return.

“I have come with forty of my men,” said the Russian. “We come to hunt sea otter. We wish to camp on your island while we are hunting.”

My father said nothing. He was a tall man, though not so tall as Captain Orlov, and he stood with his bare shoulders thrown back, thinking about what the Russian had said. He was in no hurry to reply because the Aleuts had come before to hunt otter. That was long in the past, but my father still remembered them.

“You remember another hunt,” Captain Orlov said when my father was silent. “I have heard of it, too. It was led by Captain Mitriff who was a fool and is now dead. The trouble arose because you and your tribe did all of the hunting.”

“We hunted,” said my father, “but the one you call a fool wished us to hunt from one moon to the next, never ceasing.”

“This time you will need to do nothing,” Captain Orlov said. “My men will hunt and we will divide the catch. One part for you, to be paid in goods, and two parts for us.”

“The parts must be equal,” my father said.

Captain Orlov gazed off toward the sea. “We can talk of that later when my supplies are safe ashore,” he replied.

The morning was fair with little wind, yet it was the season of the year when storms could be looked for, so I understood why the Russian wished to move onto our island.

“It is better to agree now,” said my father.

Captain Orlov took two long steps away from my father, then turned and faced him. “One part to you is fair since the work is ours and ours the risk.”

My father shook his head.

The Russian grasped his beard. “Since the sea is not yours, why do I have to give you any part?”

“The sea which surrounds the Island of the Blue Dolphins belongs to us,” answered my father.

He spoke softly as he did when he was angry.

“From here to the coast of Santa Barbara—twenty leagues away?”

“No, only that which touches the island and where the otter live.”

Captain Orlov made a sound in his throat. He looked at our men standing on the beach and toward those who had now come from behind the rocks. He looked at my father and shrugged his shoulders. Suddenly he smiled, showing his long teeth.

“The parts shall be equal,” he said.

He said more, but I did not hear it, for at that instant in my great excitement I moved a small rock, which clattered down the cliff and fell at his feet. Everyone on the beach looked up. Silently I left the toyon bushes and ran without stopping until I reached the mesa.






Chapter 2

Captain Orlov and his Aleut hunters moved to the island that morning, making many trips from their ship to the beach of Coral Cove. Since the beach was small and almost flooded when the tide was in, he asked if he could camp on higher ground. This my father agreed to.

Perhaps I should tell you about our island so you will know how it looks and where our village was and where the Aleuts camped for most of the summer.

Our island is two leagues long and one league wide, and if you were standing on one of the hills that rise in the middle of it, you would think that it looked like a fish. Like a dolphin lying on its side, with its tail pointing toward the sunrise, its nose pointing to the sunset, and its fins making reefs and the rocky ledges along the shore. Whether someone did stand there on the low hills in the days when the earth was new and, because of its shape, called it the Island of the Blue Dolphins, I do not know. Many dolphins live in our seas and it may be from them that the name came. But one way or another, this is what the island was called.

The first thing you would notice about our island, I think, is the wind. It blows almost every day, sometimes from the northwest and sometimes from the east, once in a long while out of the south. All the winds except the one from the south are strong, and because of them the hills are polished smooth and the trees are small and twisted, even in the canyon that runs down to Coral Cove.

The village of Ghalas-at lay east of the hills on a small mesa, near Coral Cove and a good spring. About a half league to the north is another spring and it was there that the Aleuts put up their tents which were made of skins and were so low to the earth that the men had to crawl into them on their stomachs. At dusk we could see the glow of their fires.

That night my father warned everyone in the village of Ghalas-at against visiting the camp.

“The Aleuts come from a country far to the north,” he said. “Their ways are not ours nor is their language. They have come to take otter and to give us our share in many goods which they have and which we can use. In this way shall we profit. But we shall not profit if we try to befriend them. They are people who do not understand friendship. They are not those who were here before, but they are people of the same tribe that caused trouble many years ago.”

My father’s words were obeyed. We did not go to the Aleut camp and they did not come to our village. But this is not to say that we did not know what they did—what they ate and in what way they cooked it, how many otter were killed each day, and other things as well—for someone was always watching from the cliffs while they were hunting, or from the ravine when they were in camp.

Ramo, for instance, brought news about Captain Orlov.

“In the morning when he crawls out of his tent he sits on a rock and combs until the beard shines like a cormorant’s wing,” Ramo said.

My sister Ulape, who was two years older than I, gathered the most curious news of all. She swore that there was an Aleut girl among the hunters.

“She is dressed in skins just like the men,” Ulape said. “But she wears a fur cap and under the cap she has thick hair that falls to her waist.”

No one believed Ulape. Everyone laughed at the idea that hunters would bother to bring their wives with them.

The Aleuts also watched our village, otherwise they would not have known about the good fortune which befell us soon after they came.

It happened in this way. Early spring is a poor season for fishing. The heavy seas and winds of winter drive the fish into deep water where they stay until the weather is settled and where they are hard to catch. During this time the village eats sparingly, mostly from stores of seeds harvested in autumn.

Word of our good fortune came on a stormy afternoon, brought by Ulape, who
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