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To the two most influential women in my life,
Mother Earth and Carolyn Schmidt, both of whom patiently guided and nurtured my awakening.
Mother Earth gifted me with visitations bearing insights that I treasure.
Carolyn Schmidt gifted me with her presence at, participation in, and witness to the events documented in this book.

WITHOUT 

RESERVATION
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“Without Reservation is a wonderful representation of the personal struggles Native American people often find themselves in. The conflicts between societal viewpoints and self-determination cause many to evaluate and reevaluate themselves on a continuous basis. There are often internal power struggles between the European viewpoints of what an Indian should be and the mirror of our ancestors that shows us who we are—by our mere existence. We are all subconsciously drawn to communications from the spirits of our ancestors, the environment, and the animal and plant relatives. We only have to open our ears, hearts, and minds to receive these messages from the great web of life.”
CHIEF DON STEVENS, 
NULHEGAN BAND OF THE COOSUK–ABENAKI 
NATION
“Without Reservation is a surprising treat for a curious, open, and scientifically trained mind. The story of Coy-Wolf is a delightful fusion of engaging storytelling, anthropology, philosophy of biological science, and findings from recent DNA studies. It is a new and exciting way to understand and explain nature, embracing both scientific rationality and indigenous spirituality.”
ALEH CHERP,
PROFESSOR AT THE CENTRAL EUROPEAN 
UNIVERSITY (AUSTRIA) 
AND LUND UNIVERSITY (SWEDEN)
“Randy’s work and experience are at the right time for all of us to explore our inner and outer medicine world for our true renewal. As Randy has seen and felt with his writing, all of us should truly learn to ‘live’ again in our own way and come together as one universal circle. The old ones called it ‘the way of right relationship with all things.’”
J. T. GARRETT, ED.D.,
MEMBER OF THE EASTERN BAND 
OF CHEROKEE FROM NORTH CAROLINA,
COAUTHOR OF MEDICINE OF THE CHEROKEE,
AND AUTHOR OF MEDITATIONS WITH THE 
CHEROKEE
“We are all native of Mother Earth. Many of us in the ‘developed world’ are hauled out of our roots by the modern industrial culture’s dream of separation from nature and community. Without Reservation is a very personal and skillful reminder to guide us back to reconnect with our soul’s yearning to be one with nature. It inspires us to reconnect with our spirit helpers and our ancestors to gain real knowledge, wisdom, and wholeness.”
ITZHAK BEERY,
SHAMANIC HEALER, TEACHER,
SPEAKER, AND AUTHOR OF THE 
GIFT OF SHAMANISM, SHAMANIC 
TRANSFORMATIONS, AND SHAMANIC 
HEALING
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INTRODUCTION
Reflections
Mirror, mirror on the wall, am I really an Indian, after all?
I can’t count the number of times in recent years that I have been before a mirror and asked this question. The face that stares back at me always has hazel eyes, light brown hair, light skin, and northern European bone structure. I am continually reminded that I look more like my adopted family’s Lithuanian ancestors than my biological family’s Potawatomi ancestors.
This ambiguity surrounding my identity is undoubtedly due to the fact that most of the mirrors around me are not flat and objective glass surfaces. They are social reflections, in the spirit of sociologist Charles Horton Cooley’s term looking glass self. Cooley argued that who we think we are is a composite of reflections of our personhood provided by the world and people around us. These reflections may be accurate, or they may be distorted, like carnival mirrors that make us look ridiculously tall and thin or impossibly short and fat. They may be idealized versions of what we should be, or negative images of what we should avoid becoming. In any case, the experience of sorting through multiple and often competing social identities is universal. In that sense my tale is a common one.
However, another dimension of my experience is somewhat distinct and is rooted in the legacy of indigenous peoples across the globe. Millions of us are but a few generations removed from millennia spent living in intimate contact with the natural world and in close communion with ancestral spirits. Who we are and who we think we are is not merely a social construct rooted in the fleeting here and now. Who we are and who we think we are is rooted in historical connections with those who have walked on but continue to be with us. Our identity is rooted in our relationships with the land and with a sentient natural world that shares an active understanding with us. When we wander too far from our roots, our ancestors and kin in the natural world call us home, sometimes with gentle whispers, and sometimes in loud voices sounding alarms.
When I have looked in the many mirrors around me since my awakening began, much more than a mere passive reflection has greeted me. Something has reached out, grabbed me, and pulled me through the looking glass. That is when things got interesting and I began to write. It is why I continue to write.
I write with the hope that the universal part of my awakening will resonate with a broad audience. Then, standing on that common ground, I hope that readers will trust me to be their guide so that we may together explore the possibility that some significant part of the more distinct nature of my awakening, the Indian part, may also be made accessible to others.
Surely those who do not have my Potawatomi ancestry are not going to be visited by the spirits of my ancestors. However, I am convinced that ancestral connections and intimate communications with the natural world are not restricted to those with indigenous cultural roots. If we remove the obstacles, we can all let ourselves explore these dormant but beckoning connections. Then we will better understand our relationship to the past, present, and future. We will begin to imagine and create a more positive road map for what is ahead. We will escape from the torturous burden of hyperpresentness inflicted by social media and the diminished selves reflected in the small screens of smartphones. We may even begin to recover a sense of personal and cultural authenticity, for which there is a desperate hunger.
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Fig. I.1. The statue “Alice Through the Looking Glass,” on the grounds of Guildford Castle, England.
Creative Commons CC0 1.0 Universal Public Domain Dedication.
With such high hopes, I begin my storytelling.

Guided Wanderings
Journeys in the modern 
world are generally carefully scheduled, scripted, planned, and coordinated. They unfold in linear, chronological time. Our destinations are typically selected with considerable forethought; advance reservations are made after consulting travel magazines, brochures, websites, and even algorithms that purport to know our interests and needs better than we do. GPS coordinates in our cars and handheld electronic devices keep us on our chosen paths and eliminate disturbing surprises. Watches or other electronic devices help to keep us on normal everyday time.
While most of our journeys take us away from our immediate daily setting, the journey described in this book has not been a journey away from home. It is a journey, as yet incomplete, homeward.
I have not plodded, or sped along, in linear chronological time. I have not turned pages on the calendar or been able to consult dates on a travel schedule to prepare for what comes next. Instead, I have often strayed from the here and now. I have revisited the present from the perspective of a very distant past, with one of my weary pilgrim’s feet firmly planted in the now, and the other tugging toward a receding distant horizon, my next steps tossing me momentarily even further into the future or past. It has been like a theme park ride that loops and spirals back on to itself until forward, backward, upward, and downward all become breathlessly conflated.
No itinerary was developed. The destination was initially unknown. No hosts or hospitality staff awaited me upon my arrival along the way. Instead guides—familial, nonfamilial, and totally unfamiliar—appeared and sent me hurling in new directions.
With a few momentary exceptions, the journey described here was made without hesitation, invoking one sense of the book’s title Without Reservation.
Without Reservation conveys another reality. This is a tale about a collective journey, one being taken by Native American descendants who are without reservation—those of us who do not live on a reservation and have, at most, occasional exposure to reservations’ cultural richness as well as their challenges and pitfalls. Like me, many Native Americans have spent a lifetime off reservation. We are separated by generations from life on the reserves (as they are called in Canada), or reservations (as they are called in the United States), that European colonists forced upon indigenous peoples of North America. In fact, 70 percent of all Native Americans now live in urban areas—geographically and culturally far from the rez.
This account does not purport to speak for or on behalf of those Native Americans whose lives are deeply embedded in reservation life, those who are currently “on the rez.” Nor does my story pretend to reflect the realities of those whose lives have been connected with the unique and diverse experiences of living within the social, cultural, legal, and geographic bounds of an Indian reservation but for whom this is no longer a daily reality, because they have left. Such itinerant indigenous people are often caught between two worlds in a struggle I cannot adequately capture or represent. Their experience is well documented in a growing body of Native American biographies and in popular fiction produced by Native American authors.
How many Native Americans are there in North America? United States census data for 2010 indicates that 5.2 million people self-reported such status.1 Of these, about 2 million are officially enrolled in federally recognized tribes. In Canada, 1.7 million people self-reported indigenous status in the 2016 census.2 Of those, three quarters of a million people have recognized treaty rights. Nearly six hundred thousand Métis—a uniquely Canadian official indigenous status reflecting a legacy of colonial intermarriage—are now also gaining some legal rights and autonomy. However, the Métis often struggle with their ambiguous status within the world of indigenous people.
So I am one of seven million people living north of the Mexican border who claim Native American ancestry. I am one of the three million people who have a government recognized claim to be called an “Indian.”*1 That is because, in the United States, unlike in Canada, tribes have pretty much been allowed to write their own rules for enrollment. Enrollment status sometimes depends on a documentable ancestral link to historical tribal membership, as with my tribe, rather than on minimum “blood quantum” (a calculation of percentage of “Indian blood”). This process has led to acrimonious disputes within some tribes, especially when treaty settlement claims produce funds to be divided, or when casino earnings are to be divided among tribal members. Canadian Métis have an even more fraught status. Having no quantum requirement, they must document continual historical and current involvement in indigenous community life.
These ambiguous designations of tribal membership have placed many of us in the middle of a long historical struggle about what it means to be an Indian. The matter has been further complicated by the fact that the U.S. government has tried repeatedly to challenge our claims of Indian status and tried to deny our ability to share in treaty rights and enjoy benefits. They would be happy if we just collectively faded away, like some digital image whose pixels fall off the screen one by one until the image finally vanishes.
As off-rez, European-looking, marginal members of the indigenous world, we are sometimes viewed with ambivalence by other Native Americans, especially those with stronger blood quantum or social and cultural connections with Native American tradition. However, I believe that we may prove to be critical allies in the struggle of all indigenous people to preserve their sovereignty, to preserve and revive threatened cultures. As my path of discovery suggests, we may paradoxically even prove to be an underappreciated and unexpected contribution of spiritual rebirth that is so vital to renewal and revival. Being far from the turmoil of life on the reservation, insulated from the temptations of striking financial deals for casino construction and management of lucrative resource extraction agreements, we often inhabit that much maligned, and also envied, space of comfortable middle-class life. This is not the public’s image of an Indian.
Life in mainstream America is certainly easier than life on the rez. However, our middle-class lifestyle too is threatened, not by swashbuckling men in metal armor bearing swords and guns, but by those who would conquer and control all they touch as they parade about in their fine suits. Our lifestyle is threatened by growing economic inequality, increasing burdens of holding multiple jobs, an opiate crisis, and technology that often fragments and distracts rather than uniting us. Many of the more recent and insidious forces of cowboy capitalism present challenges for the mainstream middle class that were once seen as unique to indigenous populations or marginalized racial minorities, such as colonization and marginalization, with mortality rates increasing among the most seriously displaced.
A growing sense of a shattered past and uncertain future in mainstream culture may explain a white middle-class obsession with the image of the “Vanishing Indian.” This widely held historical narrative is a tale that the once triumphant white settlers tell themselves over and over. This is done in a desperate effort to find stories that help them to understand their own increasingly uncertain present and fraught future. If this is the case, perhaps Native American pushback on the Vanishing Indian narrative offers a story of spiritual renewal for the mainstream middle class.
Despite the growing uncertainties of middle-class life in the twenty-first century, the comfort and security of mainstream life may continue to offer many Native Americans like me peace of mind and economic security for some time. With this gift comes an extraordinary, possibly unprecedented, opportunity for self-examination, reflection, and reinvention as we stand with our feet planted in two worlds. But this gift is not only a gift. It is also an awesome responsibility, to be used well and wisely for the benefit of indigenous people as well as the general population.
As my personal journey suggests, the simplest gift, such as sleeping nightly for five months a year on a screened-in porch in a quiet Vermont forest, opens doorways to a world that many thought had vanished. Certainly my twenty-first-century middle-class experience is not to be equated with a lifetime, and even generations, of continual living in intimate contact with a vast and unspoiled nature, as was the case in the precolonial woodlands of North America. However, since the vast majority of my tribe has been forced to abandon those woodlands and live in an arid Oklahoma desert, it may just be that we distant cousins of those Indians have a unique opportunity and responsibility to listen to the whispers of kin and ancestors that are still to be found in the last fragments of a natural world that once covered the Earth and was home to our people.
The subtitle of my journey’s record needs a bit of explanation. I use the word awakening. But my adventure is more than a mere gentle rising from slumber. There is a dimension of urgent desire to recapture something lost, and in my case, enlightenment nearly missed when offered. I see my awakening as a form of rekindling, giving life to smoldering embers nearly extinguished. This image is more than mere metaphor. It touches on the very origins and meaning of my tribal name, the Potawatomi.
Our name dates to the eighth century AD, when three upper midwestern nations of Native Americans—the Ojibwe or Chippewa, the Odawa or Ottawa, and the Potawatomi—formed a Council of the Three Fires. It is part of a larger upper midwestern and southern Canadian confederation of tribes often known today as the Anishinaabe people.
From that confederation came our tribal name, Potawatomi (Bodewadmi), which means “Keepers of the Fire.” Fire may have multiple connotations, just as it does in the Greek myth of Prometheus, which describes how fire was stolen from the gods and given to humans. Over millennia, fire in this myth has been construed in various ways: literally, as controlled combustion; as technics or technology; and as knowledge or enlightenment. These three interpretations of fire suit the narrative of our tribal origin. Fire was critical to the survival of forest dwellers, as was passing along traditional knowledge and the techniques of hunting and agriculture.
The exact mechanics of how the Potawatomi “kept” fire, in its simplest and physical form, are uncertain. But I have been told that embers may have been transported in birds’ nests, which are often lined with dried mud and would serve as an excellent fire-resistant container. The actual ember may have been a tinder fungus (Fomes fomentarius), which can remain smoldering for many hours. The five-thousand-year-old Otzi the Iceman, found in the Alps in 1991, carried four pieces of tinder fungus.
For me, the embers of ancestral connections were nearly extinguished. I did not grow up in a household that made a conscious effort to continue ancestral ceremonies and cultivate ancestral sensitivities. We were not very good keepers of the fire.
My childhood home was in a suburb of Binghamton, New York. The adjoining neighborhood houses were built on an Indian burial ground that was excavated with an indifference that disturbed me even at age four. But neither our family nor neighbors raised any concern over this affront to sacred ground. No archaeological experts were alerted, as would be the case today.
I now cringe at the fact that we played Cowboys and Indians in a group of boulders left by glaciers millennia ago across the street from our house. The boulders were literally a stone’s throw from the burial remains. “The Rocks,” as we called them, were probably used by Native Americans as a marker for their burial ground. I used them to hide from imaginary “Injuns,” and I would shoot my cap gun at them in imitation of Westerns I saw on television and at the reenactment of an Indian attack on a stagecoach that my family paid to see at Frontier Town, near our summer cottage in the Adirondack Mountains.
So it was that my uncle and cousins recently had to guide me on my often bumbling path of fanning the embers of ancestral memories that were nearly extinguished, but which began to glow unexpectedly when a passing wind touched my nest. As a result, for this attenuated middleclass Native American, reclaiming my status as a keeper of the fire has been a process of recovery.
Perhaps somewhere in the past, many generations ago, a relative was charged with the duty of tending the sacred bird’s nest that held smoldering tinder fungus. He or she may have been neglectful and exposed it to rain, or simply delayed feeding the trace of sacred fire. A sense of panic and failure must have seized this person upon realizing the consequences of breaking a long and uninterrupted chain of trust. I envision this keeper of the fire, bent on knee, desperately blowing on the fading embers and cautiously feeding dry leaves or some other fuel in an effort to avoid extinguishing the chain of fire keeping. So too I imagine my role as a somewhat lapsed fire keeper rekindling connections.


1
BOZHO, BONJOUR, HELLO, DEAR READER
Because the reflections and stories that follow are so personal, and because I wish to invite readers to participate in a journey of discovery with me, I find myself searching for an appropriate greeting.
It is common for members of the Potawatomi tribe to greet one another, as well as outsiders, with “Bozho.” Using our native tongue signals respect for a culture. It supports efforts to keep an endangered indigenous language alive. Speaking an “Indian word” before all else, before uttering the language of the settler colonialists, helps to identify a speaker as an authentic tribal member.
Or so I thought. Then, like everything I am encountering, my simple notion of a tone-setting greeting grew complicated, rich, and more revealing of my own tale than I could have imagined. It turns out that Bozho encapsulates much of the complication of twenty-first-century “Indianness,” my own particular blended Indianness, and my family’s Indian history.
My family connection with the Potawatomi began in the eighteenth century, when a French Canadian voyageur, or fur trader, named Jacques Vieux married into the Potawatomi. When he first encountered the soon to be indigenous branch of our family tree, he probably greeted them with Bozho, or maybe the more Ojibwe version of the greeting: Boozhoo.  
Or maybe with Bonjour, as he was a native French speaker. Or quite possibly he uttered some scrambled combination of all of the above greetings. From my own frequent foreign travels, and often awkward efforts at learning at least a few words of my host country’s language, I am fully aware that my foreign-language greeting is probably quite often a mishmash of English and an inadequate grasp of pronouncing a new language. But the effort is appreciated nevertheless.
In addition to confronting the challenges of correct pronunciation, I quickly discovered that the very origins of the greeting are complicated. Searching print and online sources for the origins of Bozho produced results that are unclear and controversial, like so much in Native American history. For example, Native American authors who speak some form of Algonquin such as Potawatomi or Ojibwe, and have some linguistic credentials, routinely note that Bozho is derived from the French Bonjour. I have read this bit of linguistic history so many times that I began to accept it unquestioningly. But in a fit of historical due diligence, I realized that I had better check out the alleged origins of the word from an authoritative source in which a definitive answer could be grounded. I could find none.
I did find an intriguing alternative explanation of the origins of Bozho, written by Native Americans who take the preservation of indigenous language and culture very seriously. While their explanations vary, there is a common element suggesting that Bozho is a contraction of Giin inna Nanaboozhoo? This Anishinaabe phrase translates as “Are you Nanaboozhoo?” The origins of this question are given various explanations. One is that the greeter is inquiring if the person greeted is of the people of a common ancestor and spirit guide, Nanaboozhoo or Wanaboozhoo.1 Other explanations are more elaborate, suggesting that Nanboozohoo is a trickster who promises to return in disguise. Anishinaabe people thus greet strangers by asking, “Are you Nanaboozhoo?” which was abbreviated as “Boozhoo?”2
I have been unable to find a definitive historical source for the claim that any form of the Bozho greeting has Native roots predating European contact. Putting this observation into print may invite an avalanche of letters and emails attempting to persuade me otherwise. Perhaps in time someone will present a seventeenth-century source indicating that Bozho was uttered by indigenous people upon first contact, uncontaminated by European culture and language. But for now there is something important to be extracted from this confusion.
We must be wary of efforts to resolve issues of Native American authenticity by defaulting to matters of origin, as if such determinations were possible, and as if there were an official referee out there who can determine what is truly rooted in indigenous culture and what is not. Whether it be matters of blood quantum, ceremonial regalia, or indigenous spirituality, we need to be careful both of claims of authenticity and of rejections of aspects of modern Native American life as mere impositions of settler-colonial culture.
I am perfectly satisfied with the murky origins of Bozho. Regardless of whether the greeting was used prior to any European contact, using the term is now considered by many Native Americans of Algonquin descent to be a gesture of respect and an acknowledgment of respect for traditions, even if they be fairly new and hybridized ones. That matters most.
I personally find the notion that the greeting I use may reflect both my French Canadian and Potawatomi ancestries to be profoundly satisfying. And while this perspective is my own relatively unique take on a small and obscure linguistic controversy, I think it should serve as a reminder of how much we need to be open-minded and embrace cross-cultural influences in examining current and historical accounts of Native American culture and spirituality, and their richness.
In that spirit I greet you, dear reader. Bozho.

2
THE AWAKENING
It is midnight, heading ever deeper into darkness—and into enlightenment.
Fireflies are dancing on the outside of the screen encapsulating the porch where we sleep nearly half of the year. These annual visitors normally come all too briefly. This year they have come very early and have stayed an unusually long time.
Tonight they have awakened me, taunting me with a mystery that has been presenting itself almost nightly for the last few months—the last months of my mother’s life—which have been both an ordeal and an awakening. This journey ended, in part, for my mother yesterday, but I now recognize that it has actually only begun for both of us. She pointed out a pathway. Now lit with fireflies, it is ever so slowly becoming clearer.
The dancing fireflies are dots I have been struggling to connect, not just since my mother’s death yesterday, but for some months quite intensively, and intermittently and unconsciously for many years. Tonight I began to recognize some semblance of a pattern in the chaos of the little points of dancing light. But the pattern does not consist of clear and simple lines connecting dots to form a two-dimensional image, like in a children’s coloring book where you draw a line from one numbered dot to another, in their numerical order, and then an image is revealed.
Instead I see a wondrous matrix of many scattered dots, which could be connected simultaneously in multiple ways, and through dimensions in the air and in time so complex that I am only beginning to grasp the possibilities. This matrix, or web, is like a three- or four-dimensional dream catcher changing through time. You may be acquainted with Native American dream catchers, which consist of a circle with a web inside and small feathers hanging below. These sacred objects have become commercialized trinkets, sold as key chains, earrings, and rearview mirror bangles in gift shops. But tonight the dream catcher’s web of firefly trails has caught me up and swept me away, just as my mother’s illnesses caught her up and swept her away yesterday.
This newly intense twist in my journey began a little over a year ago, in Montréal.*2 It started innocently enough. Carolyn Schmidt, my wife, and I had developed a fondness for visiting Montréal, staying at a bed-and-breakfast west of the city center, and bicycling into the old port along the historic Lachine Canal. We would walk the city’s cobbled streets and peer in the windows of souvenir shops and art galleries, visit museums, or attend a concert.
On one trip we came upon a collection of art kiosks in an open square in the old section of the city, a tourist section called Vieux Montréal. Standing out amid a collection of small displays of tourist kitsch, jewelry, and cheap caricatures, we came upon a dazzling display of paintings done in brilliant colors, executed with great care and feeling. Quietly sitting in the small shelter that housed the cheerful paintings was a smiling Sikh with a long gray beard and a colorful turban. We expressed our joy at the quality of his work, embarked upon an unexpectedly lengthy and intense conversation about art, and learned how the artist’s roots in India shaped his view of art, both technically and philosophically. The artist presented his card, and we learned his name: Manjit Singh Chatrik. We also learned that Manjit was a poet and that lines of his poetry were embedded in many of the paintings. More significantly, the spirit of his poems was embedded in the artwork.
[image: image]
Fig. 2.1. Native American portrait, mixed media
Painting by Manjit Singh Chatrik
As we chatted, I noticed several paintings of American Indians. All were images of bold individuals made unusually vibrant by a palette that I recognized as distinctly South Asian Indian. I explained that my interest in the Native American images was aesthetic, but also personal, as I have Native American Indian heritage. We exchanged chuckles at the irony of a North American Indian discussing portraits of Indians with an Indian Indian.
Over the course of a summer we returned many times to Manjit’s kiosk. On hot summer days, it was an oasis of beauty and inspiration. Eventually we began to collect his art. But since we biked into the old town and the paintings we purchased were much larger than our backpacks, we nearly always left our purchases with Manjit. He encouraged us to come to his house to pick them up, to continue our conversations, and to see other paintings he kept there. Manjit and Manjeet, his wife, became friends, and our visits a kind of spiritual renewal.
One of my first thoughts upon seeing Manjit’s art was that my mother would love his paintings. The increasing collection of Manjit’s Native American paintings in the house Carolyn and I have in Vermont did indeed capture my mother’s attention. When she visited for holidays, she sat and admired his portraits.
So it was that Manjit’s paintings became colorful dots suggesting a pathway forward for my spiritual wanderings. They were also points of awakening, hanging on and beckoning from our walls.
As I look back, it now seems ludicrous that I was so slow to recognize the significance of the fact that the timber frame cathedral ceiling room where Manjit’s paintings hang is full of religious art. I have collected these objects from around the world during decades of travel. I always thought, and rather emphatically claimed, that I was collecting the objects because of their transcendent beauty. I now believe that, no mere inanimate objets d’art, they have been collecting around me.
To the right of and below an Indian portrait is a large stone Buddha statue. It found me in a Chinese antiques flea market and shows signs of prolonged submersion in water and muck at the bottom of a pond or well. It was probably tossed there for safekeeping during Mao’s Cultural Revolution in the 1960s, when owning such items was forbidden and dangerous.
A few feet away from the Buddha is a one-meter-tall wooden Lithuanian statue of St. Rokas (St. Roch) that found me in Vilnius. To judge by his weathered gray patina, he stood outside, only partly sheltered in a roadside shrine, in Lithuania’s countryside for decades. A few feet away from Rokas is a Chinese Sung Dynasty ceramic “Buddha House,” in which sits a three-inch-tall, glistening, green-glazed gem of a Buddha. And next to it sits a Chinese wooden Buddha, countless centuries old and so dried out that it is almost weightless. Its deeply weathered and eroded surfaces, echoing Rokas’s life as a weather-exposed object of adoration, now present only a vague suggestion of a human form. At first glance, this Buddha looks more like a piece of driftwood than a statue. Except for the face, which has been restored and preserved in great detail with applied and carefully modeled clay. The statue stares out at all present before it. Visitors from eastern Europe have always found this Buddha frightening, its aura simply too overwhelming.
Such objects have been finding me for decades and assembling in our cathedral-ceilinged living room, which one visitor likened to a chapel.
Did I mention that in the space below Manjit’s painting of Native Americans a giant, two-meter-long, wooden Advent calendar appears at Christmas? I spent many months making it. It resembles a medieval altar piece. My mother enjoyed seeing it and opening its doors during her annual Christmas visits. At that time of year our living room really does resemble a chapel. Additional Christian images populate our walls—crucifixes from Lithuania and Spain, Russian icons, paintings and batiks of saints.
You get the idea, probably more quickly than my rational secular mind did.
Back to the dots, those dancing fireflies, points of enlightenment that have been appearing faithfully year in and year out, which I had been ignoring as little more than beautiful light shows put on for us by an obliging Mother Nature.
Tonight the dots spoke to me. For the first time I listened. I suddenly sat up, bolt upright, in the middle of the night in my bed on the porch and realized that in all my musings and reflecting on my mother’s illness and approaching death these last months, I had forgotten the other dot, the one marking the starting point in the most recent sequence of events that has taken me on my journey of reconnecting with Mother Earth and ancestors.
I am referring to the peaceful night that was upended by a phone call telling me that my mother was not answering her phone, the lights of her townhouse were out, and the police had broken her door down and found her on the floor. She had had a stroke, and this was the beginning of the end of her life.
What I saw then as an approaching ending, I now understand as a beginning. The dots of enlightenment were beginning to emerge even then and to connect slowly. Only later would they appear more frequently and more clearly, and be connected by me.
Sunday, June 4, emerged as a pivotal moment, the next emerging dot that alerted me to the fact that discrete events were pointing somewhere. This early June dot was actually more like a great lighthouse emerging out of the fog in a storm at sea, or from the clouded consciousness of someone lost in a sea of uncertainties.
It began as an evening of entertainment and ancestral reconnection. Robin Wall Kimmerer gave a presentation at the Middlebury Bread Loaf Environmental Writers’ Conference. The event was up in the beautiful Green Mountains near Ripton, Vermont. My wife, my mother, and I attended. Kimmerer was scheduled to read from one of her award-winning publications combining a scientific perspective on nature with a Potawatomi view of the world of nature as profoundly spiritual and animate.
Although she had been having difficulty processing complex cognitive relations, my mother had been reading one of Kimmerer’s books prior to the Sunday event. She had slowly read Gathering Moss as she sat on the couch facing west, where each night she alighted in anticipation of watching the sun set over the Adirondack Mountains. This had become part of her end-of-day routine since taking up residency with us after her first stroke. At her invitation, and sometimes insistence, we all began to slow down at this time of day and would sit with her and watch the sunset colors change, often until the very last traces vanished. I think we all understood the greater message of participating in a sunset.
While other presenters at the conference read from their printed texts to the audience that Sunday night, Kimmerer spoke directly to us and told us stories, in the tradition of many indigenous people steeped in oral history. She was engaging, spellbinding, and gentle. She did not attempt to overwhelm the audience with self-consciously crafted literary technique or words displaying a profound depth of academic vocabulary. Her words were carefully chosen. Hints of a writer’s self-conscious crafting, if evident at all, were delicate and employed as a means to a greater end rather than as a display of literary acumen.
Kimmerer first told us a creation myth of Native American people and let this story reveal the fact of our reciprocal relationship with nature. Within the tale lay a powerful call to action and message about global warming. It was a strong yet gentle message. She then told a simpler, more personal tale of gardening and the plenty and love that natural things give to us, in expectation that we will acknowledge that gift and reciprocate the loving activity.
Mom, the elder member of our clan, was enthralled. It was an awakening to our tribal heritage, which she, like many of us, had probably never experienced so deeply.
I will always remember this night as my mother’s brightest end-of-life moment. I don’t know where her energy, enthusiasm, and clarity of mind came from, but it was astounding. It was like the burst of light that ends a meteor’s ephemeral appearance in a summer sky.
Two days later, my mother had a second stroke. I wrote the following message to our multigenerational family as part of my updates about our mother, aunt, grandmother, and sister.
When we returned home [Sunday after Kimmerer’s talk], as I got out of the car, one of the owls that nightly calls in the distance was this night just a few feet from the car. “Who cooks for you, who cooks for you,” it called with almost deafening intensity. The intensity shocked me, but I also had memories of a movie Carolyn and I saw in the 1970s about a dying priest in a northwest Kwakiutl village. He learns about native culture, its belief that the owl calls one’s name at the time near one’s death. The priest ultimately learns of his own impending death when he hears the owl call his name. I knew who cooked for me during my early life, and worried.
Today as Mom lay on a gurney in the ER, motionless and unresponsive, she raised both arms several times and reached out as if grasping something or being called. Twice she did this and clutched ever so gently at the air with her fingertips, as if she were gathering apple blossoms or butterflies so gentle they must not be squeezed.
A time of sadness and discovery. Our elders teaching us even as they fade, maybe because they are fading and see where we cannot?
Randy
My cousin Barb wrote back to me:
Mno gzhep Cousin Randy,
My mom was very moved by the words in your email, so moved that she forwarded them on. I empathize with you and your siblings, and families. This is a difficult time, full of a storm of emotions, concerns and stress. I will put my semaa*3 down for all of you and my sweet auntie as well. Please let me know if there is anything I can do from a distance. I carry a prayer pipe for the women of our Nation. It is my responsibility to help.
I wanted to share with you a teaching about Koo-koo-o-koo (owl). Koo-koo-o-koo is a protector for our people and a helper to grandmother moon and the spirits. Our ancestors’ spirits come back to earth in the spring with the Thunders. Their day is our night. Koo-koo-o-koo flies silently and swiftly all night long, protecting our families while we are sleeping . . . keeping the spirits from the dark side away while bringing love. She has acknowledged you and your momma, protecting you both and sharing love. That is all I can share via cyberspace . . . I hope these words are of value and comfort.
With love,
Your cousin Barb
Barb’s support continued through email communications.
Subject: Full moon pipe ceremony
To: Randy Kritkausky
Hello Cousin, Boozhoo Nitaawes,
Last night I sat in the silver light of D’bik Giizis, Nokmis, our Grandmother moon and I lifted and lit the Nokmis Pwaagan (grandmother pipe). Prayers were said for my auntie (your mom) and her impending journey home. The Nokmisag and Mishomisag (Grandmothers and Grandfathers) said they will help her find her way, as she hasn’t had our teachings. They will greet her with love and a great feast.
Watching the night sky and the clouds flow across the moon I caught glimpses of your mom joyfully soaring above the earth. I sang the Koo-koo-o-koo song and three others. Your mom has done good work here on the earth. She embodies love.
Holding you all in my heart and in my prayers, 
Barb
Grateful, yet dazed, I wrote back.
Barb,
I can hardly describe the impact of your message and Kimmerer’s talk last Sunday here in Vermont.
You see, about a week ago, after learning once and for all that she could not drive, and finally beginning to accept that she could not ever return to her townhouse, Mom asked us and her doctor, “What do I have to look forward to?” I tried to answer this question by suggesting that she could show us, once again, something we did not know how to do, and that which only an aging mother can teach: how to end our lives. Perhaps she is showing us to how to live, not just end, our lives.
I think that your prayer is being answered and that all of us, sometimes clumsily and belatedly, are beginning to learn the meaning of finding our way home, back to Mother Earth.
Kimmerer’s tale last Sunday at the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference, which moved Mom and all of us beyond our ability to express, was about her experience with a turtle along the Hudson River, and then with many turtles at the school in the Adirondacks where she teaches. In the Adirondacks, multiple turtles “invaded” the volleyball court to lay their eggs in the sand because the nearby waters had risen as a result of extreme weather and climate change, and the normal nesting ground was unavailable. The turtles needed our help, as an exchange, or reciprocity for what Mother Earth did in our native Turtle Island creation myth.
So well-timed, this lesson. Today, as I left to go into town to see Mom again and say goodnight for the evening, a box turtle was in the middle part of our sandy upper driveway. Then I noticed that she was laying eggs. My first thoughts were “How stupid, another turtle in the road!” But she forced me to stop and to think. I remembered Kimmerer’s stories. And I erected a barrier to protect the nest, planning to move it later.
Carolyn has been asking, “So what do we do?” after hearing Kimmerer’s talk. Her second talk began to give answers. And today your message and the turtle are providing more answers. As Kimmerer said, “All we need to do is listen and learn from nature and our kin.” Sometimes our kin find it necessary to park themselves rudely in the middle of the road and stop traffic. Especially when we are obtuse. It is a kind of civil disobedience. Like native people blocking the road to stop a pipeline.
I think we need to leave our upper drive blocked until the turtles hatch. It will be a small inconvenience and a great new beginning of an altered journey and redirection.
I have been secretly praying for such enlightenment for some time. I admit to the secrecy as I hesitate to fess up to anything resembling the sometimes too mechanical actions of those who demand instantaneous gratification from the saints for little problems not worthy of their attention.
The object, or inspiration, of my seeking has been a giant ancient Chinese ancestor painting hanging over our entryway doorway. It came to me as a kind of gift at a Chinese flea market. I had just bought three ancient wooden Bodhisattva (human incarnations of Buddha) statues and the antiques dealer wrapped one in this giant cloth painting, treating it as no more than a useless rag. It was musty and mildewed. I have restored and preserved it. Every time I walk under it during stressful times, I think/pray, “Ancestors and wiser ones, show me/us the way.” How appropriate that I hung it over the door, where each day we begin our travels.
In recent days, I noticed that the hundreds of figures in this remarkable painting are arranged into seven rows/generations. From half way round the world, echoes of our native “seven generations.”
So Barb, your prayer is being answered, and Mom has been hanging on, even without nourishment or water, which she cannot swallow. She cannot speak. Her spirit cannot let go. But in her silence, she is still teaching us. Now perhaps she can be released from the trap of a worn out body.
And perhaps, thanks to her, and your prayers, we can find our way to restoring Mother Earth, not through the narrow paths we have followed for decades, but through a path of reason guided more strongly by the lessons of Mother Earth all around us.
These days are not, and for me will not be remembered as, an ending. They are a new beginning.
Randy
And we continued.
Mno Waaban, Randy, good morning.
I hope you’ve been able to get some rest. Your words, read early this morning and just before I went back to sleep for a while, were a catalyst for my dreams and further connecting of the dots of my thoughts and experiences. It is usually early morning, just before sunrise that teachings and understanding come to me. Waabanong, the eastern direction, is the direction of Gikendasswin or Knowledge.
Here is what I came to understand this morning—
The full moon is a time when turtles of all kinds can be observed laying their eggs . . . we are told to plant seeds with the full moon for best results. Nokmis D’bikat Giizis is connected to our women’s twenty-eight-day cycles, connected to the tides, water, and all life. When she is full, she is at her peak of physical presence and strength. When she is not visible for that one of twenty-eight days, she is at her peak of spiritual strength as her body has disappeared from sight. We call that time Manidoo Giizis (Spirit Moon).
When our people are put out to fast, the intent is to diminish physical strength to allow for reconnection and strengthening of our spirit as well as the connection with our own spirit and the spirits in general. Our people routinely fast (without food or water, and in quiet isolation) for four days, and the old ones are said to have fasted for seven days, some for twelve days.
These teachings bring me to the understanding that as our getsijig (elders) pass, those that are given the opportunity to pass slowly are being “put out to fast” to increase their spiritual strength for the journey ahead. That journey home is a spiritual journey only, not a physical one. That journey home is led by Giiwedinang, the North Star (literally the going-home star).
So, yes, protect that turtle nest, keep seeking enlightenment in whatever way is right for you. Our Ancestors guide us continually, in so many unexpected ways, and we have to be quiet and open to “hear” them. Each day is a new beginning, a new opportunity.
Feel free to pass this along to whomever, and my previous words as well. These “teachings” are given to you with compassion, and they are yours to share as you need to.
Love,
Barb
My mother died on June 14. The circumstances surrounding her final days will remain forever vivid in my mind.
She was in a hospice care room at a small local hospital. She had been unable to swallow water or take food for many days. I had previously understood that a human cannot survive more than three days without water. But hospice care staff informed us that dying patients, who are very inactive, can go many days, occasionally even a week or more, without food or water. Weakened, Mom was barely conscious, at least in the traditional medical sense of the word; she was not reactive, and her eyes rarely opened.
During her last days, Matt, a hospital chaplain, visited Mom. Matt played his harp, and it was calming. During one session, I noticed that a clear plastic cup of water on the table by Mom’s bed was behaving strangely. The surface of the water was dancing, jumping upward in a column about one inch high, as if something beneath the surface were erupting. Carolyn suggested that it might be the music causing the pulsing
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