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Dedication

To the remembered earth




Epigraph

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the remembered earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from as many angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it. He ought to imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season and listens to the sounds that are made upon it. He ought to imagine the creatures there and all the faintest motions of the wind. He ought to recollect the glare of noon and all the colors of the dawn and dusk.

—from The Way to Rainy Mountain
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Prologue

Many years ago a young woman came to the American West in a covered wagon. I do not know her name, nor do I know the place from which she came. What I do know is this: Among the possessions she brought with her was the one thing she cherished above all others, her wedding dress. It was not the dress in which she had been married, but the dress in which someday she would be married. The personal value of such a belonging is of course inestimable. In the folds of the wedding dress were the woman’s dreams.

An unknown world opened before her, a landscape so vast and primitive that she could not comprehend it. She beheld distances that seemed endless, a range of form and color beyond her imagination. It was a world of constant change and profound mystery, incomparable beauty, and, above all, wonder.

I must believe that the woman’s dreams were realized, that she wore her wedding dress, and that she became one with the spirit of the land. It is a story of belonging.
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The Dawn
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Rock Tree







   I am an elder, and I keep the earth. When I was

   a boy I first became aware of the beautiful world

   in which I lived. It was a world of rich colors—red

   canyons and blue mesas, green fields and yellow-

   ochre sands, silver clouds, and mountains that

   changed from black to charcoal to purple and iron. It

   was a world of great distances. The sky was so deep

   that it had no end, and the air was run through with

   sparkling light. It was a world in which I was wholly

   alive. I knew even then that it was mine and that I

   would keep it forever in my heart. It was essential

   to my being. I touch pollen to my face. I wave cedar

   smoke upon my body. I am a Kiowa man. My Kiowa

   name is Tsoai-talee, “Rock Tree Boy.” These are the

   words of Tsoai-talee.






   Near cornfields I saw a hawk. At first it was

   nothing but a speck, almost still in the sky. But as

   I watched, it swung diagonally down until it took

   shape against a dark ridge, and I could see the sheen

   of its hackles and the pale underside of its wings.

   Its motion seemed slow as it leveled off and sailed

   in a straight line. I caught my breath and waited to

   see what I thought would be its steep ascent away

   from the land. But instead it dived down in a blur, a

   vertical streak like a bolt of lightning, to the ground.

   It struck down in a creosote bush. After a long

   moment in which there was a burst of commotion,

   the great bird beat upward, bearing the limp body

   of a rabbit in its talons. And it was again a mote that

   receded into nothing. I had seen a wild performance,

   I thought, something of the earth that inspired

   wonder and fear. I hold tight this vision.






   The night the old man Dragonfly came to my

   grandfather’s house the moon was full. It rose like a

   great red planet above the black trees on the crooked

   creek. Then there came a flood of pewter light on

   the plain, and I could see the light ebb toward me

   like water, and I thought of rivers I had never seen,

   rising like ribbons of rain. And in the morning

   Dragonfly came from the house, his hair in braids

   and his face painted. He stood on a little mound of

   earth and faced east. Then he raised his arms and

   began to pray. His voice seemed to reach beyond

   itself, a long way on the land, and he prayed the sun

   up. The grasses glistened with dew, and a bird sang

   from the dawn. This happened a long time ago. I was

   not there. My father was there when he was a boy.

   He told me of it. And I was there.






   On the short-grass prairie where I was born, and

   where generations of my family were born before me,

   grasshoppers are innumerable in the summer. In the

   shimmering waves of August heat they make a dense

   green and yellow cloud above the red earth. It is slow

   in motion, and sometimes hesitant, like an ascending

   swarm, and it is irresistible. You walk along, and you

   are constantly struck by these bounding creatures.

   If you catch one and hold it close to your eyes, you

   see that it appears to be very old, as old as the earth

   itself, perhaps, and that its tenure is as original as

   your own.






   I dream of Dragonfly, and always in my dreams

   I am young and he is old. When I see his face it is

   drawn and wrinkled, the face of a holy man, and

   there are faint stains of red and yellow paint on his

   cheeks and about the mouth, made from powdered

   berries and pollen. His hands have pronounced veins,

   and the fingers are long and bent from a lifetime of

   use. He is thin, and his skin is weathered, burned

   by the sun and wind. His voice too is thin, and his

   speech is carefully measured. He speaks of things

   that are the most important to him, spiritual things.

   He keeps the earth, and he has belonging in my

   dreams.
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