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FOREWORD



COMES A TIME, comes a man who can read the landscape, and by it come to know a people, then tell their story, and enlighten the world to a whole new way of life.

Tony Hillerman had certainly come to understand the culture of Navajo people, a culture found in and tied to the land where Navajos dwell.

Who better than Tony Hillerman could read the landscapes and by it come to understand the ways of a people, which makes him a son of the Navajo people?

What is presented here, in this book, are some of the places where Tony Hillerman’s stories about Navajos are found, heard, seen, and lived; Navajos call them sacred lands.

In the land are found Navajo people, and Tony Hillerman found them. No story can be told about Navajo people without referring to the land where they are.


In the same way, I hope you come to find a culture, a way of life, and a people in the story told through the landscapes depicted in this book.

Better yet, I invite you to come and see us on our sacred lands.

Dr. Joe Shirley, Jr.
 President, The Navajo Nation
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Actor Wes Studi, Tony Hillerman, Dr. Joe Shirley Jr., President of the Navajo Nation and his wife, Vikki Shirley, at the Notable New Mexican dinner, which honored Hillerman in Albuquerque in 2004.


[image: image]

Badlands near Tuba City








INTRODUCTION



BROWSERS EXPECTING THIS book to be devoted to page after page of lovely vistas, dazzling sunsets, snowcapped peaks, and so forth will be not surprised by what they find. I don’t think the photography will disappoint them.

Don Strel, a former college art professor, museum director, and a much published photographer, first suggested the project. His wife, a nonfiction writer and my senior daughter Anne, provided a wealth of ideas.

Our plan was to take readers with Jim Chee and Joe Leaphorn, the two Navajo detectives in my mystery stories, to Dinetah, a translation of “Land of the Diné” and homeland of the Navajos since long before Christopher Columbus was born. So Anne spent countless hours poring through the eighteen tales of Navajo tribal police activities, looking for scenic or otherwise notable places where old Lieutenant Leaphorn and young Officer Chee had found clues to the crimes and nabbed the criminals who beset the Diné.

That done, Anne obtained a contract from Harper Collins, my publisher for the latest of those novels, to use excerpts describing the scenery, explaining what had happened at the sites of the photographs you will soon be looking at. The text sometimes talks about what had transpired in the mythical past to cause that mountaintop to be rated as holy ground. Or why stepping on the pattern running water had left in a certain streambed was taboo among traditional Navajos and that, therefore, the suspect the FBI agents were looking for probably was not the man they needed to be seeking.
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Mount Taylor as the Navajos may have seen it returning from Bosque Redondo

Alas, there isn’t a way to show in photographs the key cultural beliefs that made me rate traditional Navajos the world’s most humane culture. If the crime Joe Leaphorn must solve involves talk of witchcraft, he will be looking for someone who puts wealth ahead of helping his neighbors—a sure sign of evil since the First Man of Navajo culture emerged from the flooded Fourth World into this glittering world. The Navajo version of their genesis relates that First Man was a witch himself. When he realized that he had left his medicine bundle and all the magic within in the flood below, he told a heron to dive down and recover it for him. But he warned the bird not to mention the evil witchcraft materials it contained. “Just tell them it is the way to get rich.”

I think that explains why the culture of the people whose home is “Between the Sacred Mountains” puts giving ahead of receiving and why accumulating wealth without being generous is a serious social failing. The tribe demonstrated their belief in that value system after the Civil War, when the United States government sent a delegate to the Bosque Redondo concentration camp where the tribe had been imprisoned. The delegate described to the assembled tribesmen the glories of the fertile and well-watered land by the Arkansas River in “Indian Territory,” where their crops and sheep would fare much better, and life would be much easier for them, far better than the rocky, barren, and almost waterless land they had occupied.

Here’s how Barboncito, one of the Diné leaders, responded: “What we want is to be sent back to our own country. Even if we starve there we will have no complaint to make.”

Tribal leaders signed a “peace treaty” on June 1, 1868. Escorted by four companies of U.S. cavalry, the Long Walk home began for the ten-mile-long column of men, women, and children. The marchers averaged walking ten miles per day to cross more than 300 miles, taking what remained of their cattle and sheep with them. On July 5, they crossed Tijeras Canyon and looked down from the next ridge across the little town of Albuquerque by the Rio Grande. Beyond, eighty miles to the west, stood the peak of Turquoise Mountain outlined against the horizon, one of the four sacred mountains marking the borders of their homeland.

One of the commanders of the Army troops who escorted the Navajos wrote about the moment in this report to Lt. Gen. William T. Sherman, who had headed the commission that freed the tribe from captivity: “We paused for a rest there, and when the Navajo saw their mountain on the western horizon, the whole column broke out in shouts and tears of joy.”

But how can you show that in a photograph?

Tony Hillerman
 Summer 2007
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Anne looks over the Chimney Rock landscape north of Shiprock, New Mexico.








CHAPTER ONE
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ON THE ROAD WITH CHEE AND LEAPHORN

A Daughter’s Recollections

ANNE HILLERMAN



    IN JUNE 2007 , I had the pleasure of accompanying Tony Hillerman to two events. Dad was 82 at the time.

First, we went to a reunion of a group he fondly referred to as “ink stained wretches,” men with whom he had worked when he was editor of The [Santa Fe] New Mexican in the 1950s. (I’d been a reporter and editor at the same newspaper myself for 13 years.) As I negotiated the traffic between Albuquerque and Santa Fe, past casinos and new housing developments, Dad talked. In addition to spontaneous critiques of my driving, he reminisced about how the road and the sights along it had changed. He and Mom had been driving this highway for more than fifty years, beginning before engineers smoothed the curves, eased the steepness, and ultimately transformed it into part of Interstate 25 that runs from the landscape of Sinister Pig near Las Cruces to the Colorado border.
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Tony Hillerman loved the red rock landscape near Gallup, New Mexico.

“Back then, we could drive for miles without seeing a car. Some of the cars we did see were off on the shoulder. Steaming. Overheated from climbing La Bajada [a steep incline about twenty miles south of Santa Fe].” He studied the view out the window, Santo Domingo Pueblo land passing by at eighty miles per hour and the blue ridge of mountains far west on the horizon. “I always loved this stretch of highway,” he told me. “Look at the Jemez [Mountains] over there.” He paused, ever the storyteller. “Of course, in those days, we couldn’t drive so fast.”

Our second outing came the following week. The Association for Communication Excellence brought its annual conference to Albuquerque and honored Dad with an award. A few intrepid souls brought copies of his books to the session, and, not surprisingly, Dad signed and chatted instead of eating the lunch I’d gathered for him at the buffet tables. Pleasant conversation always nourished him.

When plates had been cleared, the conference organizer invited him to join her onstage to talk about his life and career. Dad mentioned his newest projects: a pending Jim Chee/Joe Leaphorn novel with mercury poisoning as a subplot, and a nonfiction book, Confessions of an Ink Stained Wretch. That book would answer fans’ frequently asked questions: Questions such as his schedule for writing and where he found ideas.

“Sitting at a computer is the place for taking a clunky sentence and smoothing it out, making it read better,” he told the moderator. “I do some of my best writing in my head before I fall asleep for my afternoon nap. I recommend that!” The audience chuckled. “In the book I’ll talk about the way I write, think things through, say, when I’m driving on a familiar road.”

He explained how, in days past, he would head out to the Navajo reservation, park in a shady spot, and sit, thinking his thoughts surrounded by the gift of natural beauty, away from the pesky telephone. (Dad never had a cell phone and strongly disagreed with the notion that a person should be reachable at any time, anywhere on the planet.) His inspiration came when he found quiet, a rare commodity for many years in the house where he and Mom raised a family of active kids while Dad kept a journalist’s grueling schedule. Later, he juggled the demands of working simultaneously as a teacher, department head, and college newspaper advisor with his publisher’s requests for revisions and new manuscripts.

The search for quiet often led him to the vast empty country that I’ve nicknamed “Hillerman’s Landscape.”

This book grew from my desire to immerse myself in my father’s world, part real, part imagined. I wanted to stand where he stood and see what he saw. Many of Dad’s descriptions in the eighteen books featuring Lieutenant Joe Leaphorn and Officer Jim Chee of the Navajo tribal police ring with such elegance that they made me wonder: How much was his writerly skill and how much, in fact, was the geography itself. When a fine writer meets a fine landscape, who could accuse him of exaggeration?

I’d visited some of the sites before, the familiar stars of Indian country: Painted Desert, Monument Valley, Canyon de Chelly, Grand Canyon. I’d been to Gallup, Farmington, Zuni. I had seen Ship Rock and Mount Taylor. Other sites were new to me. This project provided a wonderful opportunity to see these places as my husband, photographer Don Strel, took countless photos. The book connected me to the two most important men in my life.

When we set out, I expected to be impressed by the landscape, but I didn’t expect to find so many people whom Dad’s words had touched. After his death, the overwhelming kindness of people who felt connected to me because of their love of Dad’s stories often moved me to tears.

Several months after Dad died I received an e-mail from a woman who shines shoes at the Albuquerque Airport. When Dad flew for various book events, he’d stop by for a shine and conversation. She hadn’t been a reader, but over the years became a fan. She put a paperback in her purse for him to sign. Time went by and the novel grew dog-eared, so she took the book home. The next week Dad showed up, and as she polished his shoes she told him about the book. When she was done, he went to the closest magazine stand, bought his collection of short stories, The Great Taos Bank Robbery, and signed it for her with his usual flair. “I am still in awe of that most generous gesture,” she wrote. “To me, that spoke volumes as to the kind of person he was, a true gentleman!”

 

For most of Tony Hillerman’s favorite landscape, highway travel is the only way to get there. After some research, Don and I start our series of road trips. We head out through the shallow brown valley of the Rio Puerco, country populated by rattlesnakes, roadrunners, hardy desert plants, and people who commute into Albuquerque or Grants. The highway rises through cliffs of Jurassic sandstone formed some 200 million or so years ago, dramatic scenery that serves as the platform for one of Dad’s favorite anecdotes. I recall it from hearing him tell the story many times:

 

Traveling on a train to Los Angeles, I walked to the observation car to take in the full expanse of the same landscape. The tracks parallel the highway for much of the route from Albuquerque to Gallup. Towering cumulus clouds cast deep shadows that moved across the plain and canyons. A thunderstorm growing over Mount Taylor looked ominous and powerful and the low angle of the late afternoon sun made the desert glow red.

I shared the car with two men from elsewhere wearing suits and ties. The businessmen stood silently for a moment, looking at the sight. Then one said to the other, “My God, why would anyone want to live here?” From the tone of voice, I knew that he couldn’t imagine it. But I was thinking, “Why would anyone want to live anywhere else?”

 

The encounter raised a recurring question, a subtle refrain that reappears throughout the thirty-six years of the series: Those who don’t respond to the scenery in the Navajo mystery are always the bad guys.

 

Encompassing parts of Utah and Arizona as well as New Mexico, the Navajo Nation—the setting for at least part of each Chee/Leaphorn novel—sprawls over 27,000 square miles, larger than ten of the fifty United States. According to a 2000 estimate the population of Diné Bikéyah, Land of the People, included about 200,000 Navajo residents. This is a good place to live if you like your own company. And a good place to set your stories if, like Dad, you create characters who enjoy the drama of sudden thunderstorms and the freedom of views that can stretch more than a hundred miles.

 

They were driving past the Bisti Badlands now, looking into the edge of a wilderness where eons of time had uncovered alternating layers of gray shale, pink sandstone, yellow caliche and black streaks of coal. Wind and water had played with these varied levels of hardness and carved out a weird tableau of gigantic shapes—toadstools and barrels, gargoyle heads, rows of fat babies, the raw materials of the most frantic imaginations.

“Wow,” Janet [Pete] said. “This country is always ready to surprise you.”

[CHAPTER 26, Sacred Clowns]


Although Mom, Dad, and baby me moved to New Mexico in 1952, Dad had first encountered the landscape that captured his imagination a few years earlier. After his service in the infantry during World War II, he found a job driving a truck from Oklahoma to the Navajo reservation oil fields. South of Borrego Pass, in the isolated Chaco Canyon country of the Navajo reservation, he saw a dozen Navajo men and women on horseback, dressed for a ceremony. He discovered that he had happened upon a delegation bringing necessary elements for an Enemy Way for a couple of Navajo marines just back from the war with Japan. The rituals designed to cure them of the evil effects of involvement with so much death would restore the men to harmony with their people. Outsiders were welcome to attend as long as they behaved.
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A Navajo girl at Monument Valley, Arizona. About a dozen Navajo families live inside the park.

What he observed not only became a scene in his first novel, The Blessing Way, but the seed of Dad’s lifelong affinity for the Navajo culture.

 

“When I returned from France, I was treated like nobody special,” Dad told me a few years ago. He and I sat in his kitchen, where many of our best conversations took place. “These men were my age, had been through probably much the same thing. They were welcomed with a special ceremony to bring them back in rhythm with their people. I thought that was a fine idea, and that it said a lot about what was important to the Navajo.”

He glanced out the window, calling my attention to a fat roadrunner that had hopped onto the patio wall to survey the greenery below. I watched the bird as Dad collected his thoughts.

“I didn’t have any complaints about what had happened to me. But I was impressed with their culture, which teaches Navajos to set aside anger, regret, bad memories and focus on the good.” The image of the mounted ceremonial delegation stayed with him, percolating in his imagination as he wrote news stories as a reporter and editor. He returned to the reservation many times as a respectful visitor, made Navajo friends, and learned more.
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East of Winslow, Arizona, summer 2008

 

Calling the landscape of the Southwest’s Indian Country “sacred” is more than metaphor. This geography of red mesas, volcanic outcroppings, and empty spaces, formed in the age of the dinosaurs, reverberates with stories of spirit beings and human emergence. While working on his Chee/Leaphorn mysteries, Dad heard Navajo and other Native American legends that dignify these arid places, linking them to holy people, divine clowns, and supernatural troublemakers. Outsiders might describe this startling scenery as barren, “barren” translating to “no trees to block the view.” The barren and sacred exist together here. Dad believed that this ruggedly beautiful environment encouraged humankind to simplify life’s complications and focus on our connections to each other and to the divine.

In the years since Dad wrote the inaugural Joe Leaphorn novel, The Blessing Way, traffic heading west from Albuquerque on Interstate 40 has increased dramatically. Back then, a person could cruise along for miles without seeing a big rig. Now, as Don and I head toward Gallup on I-40, it’s harder to enjoy the scenery. Trucks the size of houses block us in on both sides. We have to pay more attention to the road than Dad did when he first drove it more than sixty years ago. We find fewer opportunities to study the red mesas, to admire Mount Taylor on the horizon, to appreciate the surprise of a hawk floating over the sagebrush.

But, despite the busyness and the new casinos, this landscape can still take our breath away.

We get off the interstate for gasoline and lunch at the Acoma Sky City Casino. Enchanted Mesa, the traditional home of Acoma Pueblo, rises majestically a few miles south of the highway, accessible to visitors by guided tour. But there’s nothing enchanted here, just slot machines creating an unharmonious chorus, flashing to entice the quarters out of our pockets. The restaurant, strategically placed behind the slots and blackjack tables, offers a hot buffet, salad bar, and a table of pies and cakes covered with plastic wrap. TVs tuned to sports stations blare out from nearly every wall, as if to preclude any possible chance of silence.

Nothing inside is as stunning as what’s outside. Between here and Grants, the road runs along a broad black river of hardened lava. Mount Taylor, an ancient volcano, towers above us at 11,389 feet. The traditional Navajo know it as Tsoodzil, or Turquoise Mountain, the sacred mountain of the south. Dad mentions it in eleven of his mysteries. In Coyote Waits, an old Navajo recounts its origins to officer Jim Chee:

 

“They
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