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For the two new children born to our family since this work was undertaken: Oliver Shema and Zachary Shyaka—may the Southwest still be there for you to delight in and ponder when you grow up and hit the road in search of your place in the world
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Part One


The Absence of Water

A few days before the Fourth of July 1980, forty-three Salvadorans fleeing the crossfire of their country’s civil war toward a vague, mouthwatering picture of America received from television, glossy magazines, and their Mexican arranger arrived at a funky little outpost on the Arizona border called San Luis Río Colorado. There they were informed of a “last-minute change.” Instead of being flown to Los Angeles, which had been part of the twelve-hundred-dollar package each of them had already paid for up front, they were going to have to walk in. But only nineteen miles, their arranger assured them—a piece of cake. All they had to do was walk to Ajo, a dying copper town in the desert hills west of Tucson, where a truck would be waiting to take them the rest of the way.

Fifteen of the Salvadorans decided to stay in San Luis. The other twenty-eight, accompanied by four Mexican coyotes, as alien smugglers are called in border slang, were taken by truck to an even smaller outpost called El Papalote (the Kite), and from there, at about ten o’clock on the night of Thursday, the third, they struck out for Ajo. Several of the men had gotten tanked up at a local bar—not a smart thing to do on the eve of a desert trek, as alcohol accelerates dehydration. One of the women was seriously overweight. She would be the first to die. Another had high heels on. Several others wore sneakers with the toes cut out for ventilation. Only a few of the Salvadorans had thought to bring water.

July in southern Arizona, as any local will tell you, is “blowtorch city,” “hellacious,” “hotter than a jalapeño.” Ground temperatures at midday can hit 145 degrees Fahrenheit. That weekend they hovered at 115. By nine o’clock the next morning, the Salvadorans were weaving and staggering. By eleven the expedition had ground to a halt. Two of the men and one of the coyotes took most of the remaining water and kept going, promising to return with help. The others sat and waited. As the day wore on, the strands of the social contract, of basic human decency, began to unravel. Two of the women threatened to kill a third if she didn’t produce urine for them to drink. Three other women were raped by one of the coyotes as they lay prostrate in the heat. The coyote died from the exertion not long afterward.

That night, the beginning of the holiday weekend, the three men who had gone on were apprehended by La Migra, the border patrol, in an abandoned house in a little place called Why, ten miles south of Ajo (which is at a Y whose right-hand fork leads to Tucson). After lengthy grilling, they broke down and told about the others. The next morning one of La Migra’s planes flew low over the vast creosote-bush flats south of Ajo. From the passenger seat, Agent Gerry Scott spotted a trail of discarded clothes—an ominous sign, because in the latter stages of dehydration the contact of cloth on the skin becomes unbearable. Farther south lay the suitcases several of the Salvadorans had packed with heavy winter clothes and books, in anticipation of their new life in El Norte, “the North.” These were the first things to have been abandoned.

Other agents, who had set out on horses, found the bodies. Three dead men were propped against a telephone pole. Ten others were scattered on the desert floor. It wasn’t a pretty sight. Some had eaten toothpaste. Some had drunk cologne or aftershave lotion. Dirt, cactus, paloverde twigs, were stuffed in the mouths of others. Their skin was gray and completely inelastic. If you had pinched it, it would have stayed pinched, Agent Scott told me. Four of the women and eight of the men were still barely alive. The other four have never been accounted for.

Just before midnight, in the same eyeball-drying, nostril-searing desert on the Arizona-Mexico border that did in the Salvadorans, a sidewinder has crossed a sandy wash (or empty streambed, also known as an arroyo or a draw) in the peculiar manner these highly specialized rattlesnakes have perfected for moving over loose, shifting surfaces: planting the front of its body in the sand, flipping the rear forward and to the side, then planting the rear and flipping the front—and now, having left in its wake an angled trail of parallel J’s, it lies coiled and motionless under a creosote bush.

Along comes a kangaroo rat, hopping back to its burrow, its cheeks bulging with seeds, stopping often to listen for danger with its ultrasensitive hearing, ready to avoid fangs or talons by leaping vertically into the air, or to flick sand into the eyes of an attacker with its long, tufted tail. But the pinkish-mauve sidewinder is perfectly camouflaged on the pinkish-mauve sand. It looks like an inanimate, innocuous bump—like an anthill, maybe—and the rat’s attempt to dodge its sudden lunge is a split second late. As the sun rises, the snake has already swallowed the rat and is absorbing water from its tissue.

One of the easiest ways for a desert animal to obtain water is to eat a plant or another animal (the high water content of all living things being a legacy of their marine origins). Kangaroo rats not only drink surface water—licking beads of dew from stones or leaves, for instance—they manufacture “metabolic water” from seeds and other dry plant material, painstakingly extracting hydrogen and oxygen from their carbohydrates and recombining them into H2O. And this isn’t the only refinement of these remarkable desert specialists: their nostrils have ridges that trap the moisture they exhale; their kidneys secrete a concentrated paste instead of liquid urine. They even go so far as to eat their own fecal pellets to recapture whatever moisture they contain.

Two days later the sluggish sidewinder, still bulging with the partially digested rat, is no match for another southwestern desert specialist—a roadrunner, which circles like a mongoose and suddenly, seeing its moment, darts in and grabs the snake behind the head in its beak. Then shaking the snake violently and flinging it around a few times to break its back, it gulps it down. For the next few days the roadrunner strides around jauntily with several inches of snake tail protruding from its mouth, while its gastric juices work at dissolving the other end and absorbing the sidewinder’s (and the kangaroo rat’s) water.

For the last thousand years or so, the Hopi Indians have lived on four spectacular mesas in northeastern Arizona. Two of their thirteen villages are thought to be the oldest continuously inhabited communities in the Americas. Except for a few springs, seeps, and intermittent washes, there is no surface water in Hopi country. No one in his right mind would want to live in such a dry land unless, like the Hopi, he had special reasons. The Hopi believe that they are living in the Fourth World, three previous ones having been destroyed because of the wickedness of their ancestors, and that the scant rainfall on which their survival depends will only come through prayer, through everybody’s heart being right. They have chosen to live in such a punishing environment because they don’t want the evil traits that brought their ancestors down to surface again. They don’t want to fail in this world, too.

For the Hopi growing corn is an act of faith. Some of their cornfields, down on the desert floor, are miles from the villages. Well into this century, the women would walk to them with jugs of water balanced on their heads and lovingly, making each drop count, water each plant with gourd ladles fastened to poles (now they take plastic water cans out to the cornfields in pickups). Before planting, the Hopi study the sky carefully, and just before it looks as if it is going to rain, they bury the kernels deep in the sandy soil. If it doesn’t rain, the corn doesn’t come up.

The Hopi believe as well that when they die they become benevolent beings known as kachinas and eventually take the form of clouds, becoming Cloud People, whose substance, or navala, is liquid and is manifested as rain. As Cloud People who send down their life-giving fluid to their kin, the dead continue to play a vital role in the order of things. Their kin must perform certain ceremonies and smoke pipes known as cloud-blowers before they plant their corn. They must summon the Cloud People and beseech them to release their navala.

Or this is what I had learned from Frank Waters’s Book of the Hopi and The Handbook of North American Indians. Whenever I found myself among actual Hopi, I tried to discover if they still held these beliefs. Late one afternoon in the spring of 1992, for instance, I was sitting in my pickup on Second Mesa, waiting for some people, and I got into a discussion with two young Hopi men and a girl who were sitting in a car next to me, passing a joint. I asked if “you guys” were still into reggae. (In the mideighties a reggae craze swept the Hopi and Havasupai Reservations, transforming their youth cultures). One of them said they were, but live concerts were no longer allowed on the reservation; now they had to drive down to Tempe (near Phoenix). “And the clouds,” I asked. “Do you still believe they’re the ancestors?” Yes, the young man said in a tone of great reverence.

A few months later, I drove out to the Hopi mesas for a meeting with a religious leader from the village of Shongopovi, but he didn’t show up at our rendezvous. I drove around with his sister, looking for him, but he wasn’t at any of his usual haunts. I decided to wait in front of his house in case he turned up there.

The woman next door was beating a rug in front of her house. I explained that I was waiting for her neighbor, and idly looked up at the sky. Dozens of small fleecy clouds were hovering over the mesa. It was almost as if they were keeping an eye on things. Suddenly the belief made sense. It seemed perfectly reasonable that when you died and were buried, your corpse would soon dry up, and your fluids would rise into the sky and become one of these little cloud puffs. The ancestors are out in force today, I thought, but none of them is big enough to let down a shower. I could understand the frustration of having these little clouds hanging around day after day and it never raining. You don’t pray to them as much as you harangue them, a Navajo man later explained to me (the Navajo came down from the Pacific Northwest roughly five hundred years ago and subsequently adopted many Hopi beliefs, including the one about the ancestors being clouds). You tell them, I am alive, I have a right to be here, so give me your rain.

The woman next door clearly wanted me to move along. “I don’t know when he’s coming back,” she told me. “He may have gone very far away.”

I looked up at the clouds and said to her, “Those are the ancestors, aren’t they?” and she said, nervously, as if she weren’t sure she should be revealing this to a bahana, a white man, “Yes.”

By the turn of this century the advent of modern techniques for damming and diverting rivers had opened up vast areas of the desert to ranching and farming, and there was a rush on the Southwest’s very limited surface water. An era of water hustling and rustling began. All kinds of treachery was committed on behalf of cities that did not even exist yet. Los Angeles was already off and running, however, spreading into its arid basin so rapidly that the immediate water sources were unable to keep up with it. The Los Angeles River—not a big one to begin with (it only accounts for .005 percent of California’s surface water)—was reduced to half its flow in the 1880s by artesian pumping of the aquifer beneath it. In 1904 William Mulholland, the superintendent of the City of Los Angeles Water Company, declared, “The time has come when we shall have to supplement the supply from some other source.”

Mulholland and his colleague Joseph Lippincott, the regional engineer for the Reclamation Service, cast their eyes up to the Sierra Nevada. Two hundred and fifty miles northeast, at four thousand feet above sea level, there was a big lake, Owens Lake, fed by the Owens River. Thanks to irrigation water from the river, the Owens Valley was verdant with citrus groves planted by homesteaders, who had defrauded and massacred the local Paiute Indians. Mulholland and Lippincott conceived the idea of siphoning off the Owens River into an aqueduct and running it down to Los Angeles and the adjacent San Fernando Valley—it was downhill most of the way—and they invited a select group of Los Angeles businessmen to go in with them. Quietly the syndicate bought up the worthless desert real estate in the San Fernando Valley and persuaded the farmers in the Owens Valley to part with their water rights, dynamiting the private reservoirs of reluctant ones until they agreed to sell at condemnation prices.

The Los Angeles Aqueduct was laid across “some of the most scissile, fractionated, fault-splintered topography in North America,” Marc Reisner writes in his history of water usage in the West, Cadillac Desert. Fifty-three miles of it ran through tunnels. It went on-line in 1913, even before the city had acquired legal control of the Owens River’s flow, with armed guards patroling it day and night. Soon the irrigated land in the San Fernando Valley increased by more than a factor of ten, the real estate shot up to as much as a thousand dollars for a lot in one of the elegant new subdivisions that Mulholland and Lippincott’s buddies in the construction business were putting in, and everyone in the syndicate became a millionaire. By 1918 there were palms along Santa Monica Boulevard. Bungalow courts with lush lawns and tropical landscaping sprouted in the desert, pink haciendas that supposedly replicated the sumptuous homes of the dons in Spanish Colonial California, the fledgling motion picture industry, barrios, ghettos, cafeterias, pet cemeteries, hamburger joints, neon-lit strips, shopping centers, golf courses, winding streets lined with single-story, single-family “ranch” houses, coalesced into a sprawling megalopolis of intimate pseudovillages inhabited by strangers and linked by freeways. By 1930 the aqueduct was providing 1.3 million Angeleños with 50 gallons a day, and the San Fernando Valley, with 88,000 acre-feet for irrigated agriculture (an acre-foot of water covers an acre to a depth of one foot, with approximately 326,000 gallons of water).

There was plenty of water for everybody until the twenties, when droughts left the Owens Valley farmers high and dry three times. Apologists of the aqueduct argued that it provided “the greatest good for the greatest number,” but the farmers were unpersuaded, and in 1924 they armed themselves and drove in a caravan to the aqueduct’s gatehouse. Inside, they spun five huge wheels and returned the Owens River to its valley. But the river was rediverted, so in 1927 they dynamited a section of the aqueduct called No Name Siphon. The following year the San Francisquito Dam, part of the aqueduct’s diversion system, burst, and an avalanche of water swept through the Santa Clara Valley, taking with it trees, houses, bridges, railroad tracks, telephone poles, towns, bodies, mud. The disaster claimed 385 lives, and Mulholland’s career was ruined. But the aqueduct was repaired, and the growth it made possible continued. Today the Owens Valley is desert, as the San Fernando Valley used to be; Owens Lake is a saline pond; and clouds of alkali dust sweep through the abandoned citrus groves.

Later in the century, when new technology for pumping water in pipes over mountains was perfected, Los Angeles received an additional 5.6 million acre-feet from the Colorado River, hundreds of miles to the east. The Colorado is the lifeblood of the modern Southwest. The most utilized and litigated band of moving fresh water on the planet, it is diverted at dozens of points—to Las Vegas and San Diego, to Phoenix and Tucson, to Tijuana and the vast truck farms in the Imperial and Coachella Valleys. Half of it is whisked away before it even leaves Colorado. A century ago paddle wheelers ascending the Colorado to provision mining camps, wagon trains, and army outposts had to plow through the turbulent tidal bore at its mouth, created by the collision of its mighty discharge with the surf of the Gulf of California. Today the Colorado Delta is, most of the time, as dry as a sandbox. Except in years of heavy spring runoff, not a drop of the Colorado reaches the gulf anymore. The river (like the Yellow River in China) is completely used.

The absence of water has largely determined the behavior and morphology of not only individual species in the Southwest, but entire cultures. Everything comes down to the dryness. I should probably clarify before proceeding just what I mean by “the Southwest,” because dozens of animals answer to that name. I am talking about a region centered on Arizona and New Mexico, whose heart is perhaps the Navajo Reservation, but also embracing southern California, southern Nevada, southern Utah, and southern Colorado and much of Texas and extending east to mid-Missouri and south over the border to include Chihuahua and Sonora—the part of the ethnographic continuum known as the Greater Southwest that is in northern Mexico, in other words, and is sometimes referred to as “the Other Southwest.”

By this definition, the fifty thousand, or maybe twice that many, Tarahumara Indians, who live up in the craggy, canyon-riddled Sierra Madre Occidental, for instance, are a southwestern tribe. The Tarahumara have had much less contact with the modern world than their cousins in the States. “The Tarahumara have a traditional society in which nature is paramount,” a half-Tarahumara man recently explained. “Even rocks can be alive. It is a different concept of everything.” According to Tarahumara belief, heterosexual men have three souls, heterosexual women have four, and homosexuals have seven and are therefore even more powerful than peyote. Death was introduced at the request of a potbellied, slow-moving man who became worried that with humanity multiplying unchecked he was going to be squashed, so he asked God to start taking lives. (This man later became the horned toad.) After he dies, every Tarahumara must make a journey to every place he ever lived and gather his footprints so that he can present them, along with his hair, to God.

I am reminded of this belief now as I try to retrieve my own twenty-seven-year-old footprints—who I was in November 1970, when I drove across New Mexico and Arizona in a battered station wagon with my dog Willie. But that young man is mostly a blur. This was my first encounter with the Southwest. I had no interest in it yet per se. I had just turned twenty-four, and had just split up with a woman I’d been living with in New Hampshire and was on my way to California. I knew I wanted to be a writer of some kind and had tried my hand at poetry. Now I was writing songs reminiscent of the young Bob Dylan’s at the rate of three or four a day. Nature had hit me, and as Willie and I made our way through the rural South, I would often stop to identify birds with my binoculars and field guide. Somewhere in south Texas, I made a watercolor of a scissor-tailed flycatcher sitting on a power line. Looking back, I realize I was exactly the sort of person who is drawn to the Southwest. My choice of that particular cross-country route seems now not so much accidental as in character and providential.

This was my first desert, and I didn’t quite know what to make of it. As I cruised around northeastern Arizona, I repeatedly had the sensation that I was traveling along an old seafloor. The landscape would seem to be thirsting for the water that had once been everywhere; the canyons would seem to plunge to murky depths; the mesas and monuments to be remnant shallows. Even the vegetation contributed to the illusion: sinuous wands of ocotillo wavered like seaweed, cacti bristled like sea urchins encrusted on the rock. Ship rocks—the ancient volcanic necks eroded in Gibraltar-like slants that crop up here and there on the Colorado Plateau—seemed to belong to a fleet sailing a ghost sea.

I was hardly the first to have this intuition, as I would discover in time. Here is the young Georgia O’Keeffe, for instance, writing to a friend in New York in 1916, having just arrived in the Southwest to teach art at West Texas Normal College, in the Texas Panhandle:


Tonight I walked into the sunset—to mail some letters—and the whole sky—and there is so much of it out here—was just blazing—and grey blue clouds were rioting all through the hotness of it.… I walked out past the last house—past the last locust tree—and sat on the fence for a long time—looking—just looking at—the lightning—you see there was nothing but sky and flat prairie land—land that seems more like the ocean than anything else I know.



The Navajo, Hualapai, and Havasupai all sensed this marine past and have myths about a great flood long ago. The Hualapai’s flood ended when the culture hero Packithaawi split the ground open with his club, creating the Grand Canyon, which drained it off deep into the earth. The Colorado, the Big Water meandering on the canyon floor a mile below, is its final runoff, being sucked down into the underworld.

In fact, during the last 150 million years or so, the Southwest has been repeatedly invaded by the sea and is littered with evidence of these submerged periods: sharks’ teeth and imprints of giant seaweed are embedded in an Arizona mountaintop; an arroyo outside Galisteo, New Mexico, is lined with fossil shells of snail-like ammonites, thirty-six inches across. Much of the more recent bedrock is ancient coral reef, made up of the shells and secretions of marine animals subsequently compressed into limestone. These porous formations often hold reservoirs of water, oil, or natural gas.

My first clear recollection of being in the Southwest is the night I cruised into Arizona on Route 66, the two-lane motor route from Chicago to Los Angeles that would be displaced by a series of interstates fifteen years later. The moon was full and so bright that I turned off the headlights and drove across the desert floor in its ghostly light. East of Holbrook, I found myself in a lurid badlands littered with the trunks of thousands of enormous, petrified trees—the Painted Desert—and after we pulled off the highway, Willie and I crashed behind a russet-and-gray-banded mound. In the morning I took a monumental crap and photographed the huge brown bomber as it lay gleaming on the pockmarked sand, with a snowcapped peak in the background, like a Dali composition. Willie and I walked among the trees—two-hundred-foot-long conifers of the long-extinct genus Aucarioxylon, part of a logjam in the floodplain of a broad, shallow river that had flowed here some 200 million years ago and had subsequently been buried under many feet of sand and mud, where they were slowly shot with silica and turned into stone, and only now were they coming to the surface, exposed by millennia of slashing summer-monsoon rain. In those days the continents had not yet separated, and the “Southwest” was seventeen hundred miles closer to the equator. Most of it was a teeming swamp. Dinosaurs had browsed and mated and tangled in mortal combat under these towering evergreens.

The next morning I walked out to the edge of the Grand Canyon and was so dumbfounded that I sat there for several hours trying to process the stupendous abyss, and when I finally stood to my feet, my sense of time and of the visually possible and of my importance in the scheme of things had been permanently altered. I took a snapshot of myself, holding out the camera as I stood at the South Rim—bearded, squinting under a woolen hat, and jauntily clenching a pipe full of homegrown marijuana. Far below, gleaming segments of the Colorado snaked around buttes and multicolored spurs.

A few days later I took a dirt road that went for fifty miles or so through the desert. On the map it had looked like a shortcut, but the road became rough, and after an hour there was nothing human in sight. Traversing an alluvial fan that sloped down to the desert floor, I came upon a young Indian man with long black hair, sitting on a boulder, facing away from me, looking out over the vastness. I have no idea what tribe he was—maybe Navajo, maybe Pima, O’odham, or Chemehuevi. He was about my age. I stopped and asked if he wanted a lift, but he didn’t answer the question or acknowledge my presence in any way. Maybe he was waiting for a vision. I stayed there for an awkward moment, then drove on. This was my first encounter with a Native American.


A Gallery of Fugitives

The Southwest is the least American part of the United States; as the WPA guide to New Mexico observed in 1940, “The veneer of Americanization in places runs thin indeed.” So it attracts people from modern Anglo-America or Europe who are looking for what anthropologists call the Other. The Southwest offers two basic categories of Other for such people to embrace—the Indians and the Hispanics—without their even having to leave the country, so it is a logical starting point. In 1970 I didn’t know it yet, but I was one of these fugitives myself. My disaffection with the dominant culture had only evolved to the point where I didn’t want to live in its cities; I was “not a pavement person,” as Georgia O’Keeffe—another member of the breed—put it. But over the next twenty-five years my fascination with the Other, my quest to find and reinvent myself in an alternative culture, would take me all over the world. There are four classic meccas for people on such quests—the American Southwest, the Amazon, Africa, and Tibet—and I would touch base with them all, returning to the Southwest more than a dozen times. The Southwest would serve as a way of reviewing my progress, and there I would meet, or learn about, Anglos much like myself, kindred souls, fellow fugitives, who had been drawn to this mystical, sunny part of the world, vast sections of which are not on the American wavelength. And it was in the Southwest that I would ultimately decide that my quest was misframed, because there is no independent Other apart from one’s own projections, and would abandon it. By then I had traveled so extensively that nothing was exotic anymore. No society, I had realized, is without its venal side. I had met the Other, you could say, and he was me.

Everett Ruess, a young artist from southern California who began to take solo trips into the desert Southwest in 1929, was a prototypical Other Questor. Ruess roamed and painted in the Canyonlands of southern Utah, a fantastic rock desert of nubs and spires, mesas and monuments, and gaping canyons whose scalloped beige walls are streaked with lucent blue-black streamers of long-solidified iron- and magnesium-rich drip known as desert varnish, where at every turn there’s a balanced rock, a natural bridge, or a desert window eaten clean through a flying buttress of red sandstone, or some other spectacular erosional artifact. Edward Abbey, a later fugitive—from Hoboken, New Jersey, no less—who reinvented himself in the Canyonlands as a desert dissident in the fifties and sixties, describes them as “the least inhabited, least inhibited, least governed, least priest-ridden, most arid, hostile, most lonesome, most grim bleak desolate and savage quarter of the state.” Mormon boys gone bad—cattle rustlers and stagecoach holdup artists like Butch Cassidy—laid low in back branch canyons. The Mormon farmers who founded communities with names like Orderville and began to irrigate and grow crops on the larger canyon floors in the 1870s found the landscape diabolical, judging from the place-names they bestowed on it—Devil’s Rock Garden, Death Hollow, Carcass Wash. But Everett Ruess found it hauntingly beautiful.

On November 11, 1934, Ruess rode out of the little Mormon town of Escalante on the back of a burro. A lanky, blond twenty-year-old, with his cowboy boots grazing the ground from the back of his mount and his boyish face shaded by a gigantic black ten-gallon hat, he looked quite the dude. This time, he was planning an indefinite stay in the desert. He had loaded his pack burro with ample grub and had written his parents that day, “I may not have a post office for a couple of months,” and his brother Waldo, “As to when I shall visit civilization, it will not be soon, I think.”

Eight days later Ruess turned up at Clayton Porter and Addlin Lay’s sheep camp, in Soda Gulch, a branch of Escalante Canyons about fifty miles to the southeast. He spent two nights with the sheepherders, asking a million questions—about the scenery and the Indian ruins and the distances between water—and the next morning he headed south, toward Hole-in-the-Wall, where the Escalante River runs into the Colorado. He told Porter and Lay that he was going to do some sketching. That was the last anyone saw of him.

Ruess’s parents, especially his mother, were supportive of their son’s desert forays, and they didn’t become worried about his failure to check in until February of the following year. On March 1 a search party was sent out, and it found Ruess’s burros in Davis Gulch, another branch of the Escalante Canyons, below Soda Gulch. The burros were fat and healthy. Davis Gulch is a lush oasis blessed with a cottonwood-lined stream, brilliant wildflowers—columbine, sego lily—and plenty of pasture. Two sandstone arches buttress its north wall, and there are several small cliff dwellings that were built by the Anasazi people and abandoned in the thirteenth century. Near one of the dwellings the searchers found candy wrappers, empty condensed-milk cans, and a jumble of size-nine boot prints—evidently Ruess’s campsite. The words NEMO NOV, 1934, scratched over a doorway, were probably his work and may have referred to the name (“Nobody” in Latin) Ulysses used to deceive the Cyclops; Ruess had been reading The Odyssey in T. E. Lawrence’s translation. Or they could have referred to Captain Nemo, the Jules Verne hero who checks out of Western civilization and creates his own submarine Other. Ruess was continuously trying out new names on himself and his burros.

There was no sign of Ruess, however. Some evidence (a confusion of moccasin and size-nine boot prints on a nearby ledge; a boast reportedly made years later in the Phoenix penitentiary) suggests that he was murdered by a Navajo named Jack Crank, who hated whites and needed the scalp of a “blood enemy” for a ceremony. Or he may have been done in by rustlers known to be working the Escalante drainage and to be on the lookout for an undercover agent who they had heard was going to try to infiltrate their operation. Some think Ruess was flash flooded—swept away by the torrential runoff of a distant rainstorm that had come racing down an arroyo from out of the blue. Or maybe he fell into one of the slits—just too wide to jump over and too deep to climb out of, cut by the abrasive action of swirling, gritty water—that riddle the Canyonlands. In 1985, after spending the night at the Fly Canyon Motel in Utah, just over the Arizona border, I followed one of these baby canyons as it veered all over the place, across miles of gray slickrock. After several hours I was dehydrated, and having lost all sense of direction, I began to panic. But suddenly everything began to look familiar. There was the motel. I realized that I was just a dozen yards from where I had started.

Ruess could also have fallen off a precipice. A daredevil, he loved to shock people by dashing up cliffs and dangling over drops. The previous May he had written a friend, “Yesterday I did some miraculous climbing on a near-vertical rock wall, and escaped from that, too. One way or other, I have been flirting pretty heavily with death, the old clown.”

Or it could be that Ruess faked his disappearance, crossed the Colorado into Navajo country, and, one theory goes, settled down with a Navajo woman on a remote part of the reservation. Another woman swore she met Ruess and talked with him near Monterrey, Mexico, in 1937. Periodic sightings of a wild old man up in the rocks still come out of the Canyonlands, fueling rumors that Ruess is alive.

A final possibility is that Ruess climbed way up some cliff, settled into an alcove or down on some ledge out of sight from below, and, having no further interest in living, simply checked out, and his remains haven’t been found yet. His letters that fall suggest that this may have been what happened. Ruess writes that he has gone “too far alone” to connect with Frances (a girl he had fallen in love with that summer from across a room in San Francisco), college, an art career, or anything, and he resolves to follow “the lone trail” wherever it leads, to “the end of the horizon.”

People who met him had the impression that he wasn’t all there—“a strange kid,” one man recalled, who “loved the Navajos and everybody, loved animals, burros, dogs, kids, and everything.” Ruess himself at one point couldn’t remember where he had been for the last couple of days. The colors in his strongest descriptions—vermilion cliffs, claret shadows—seem almost too intense, like verbal Van Goghs. In one letter he expresses a wish to dissolve into landscape and become the beauty around him.

Taos is a magnet for modern fugitives. The Athens of the Southwest, it was where the cultures of the Plains Indians and the Pueblos, and later Eastern and Amerindian mysticism, met and cross-fertilized. Early in the century the young Swiss psychoanalyst C. G. Jung, seeking perspectives on the European psyche, visited Taos, the northernmost of the pueblos. Jung was deeply impressed by the serenity and the dignity of “the Indians who stood wrapped in blankets on the highest roofs of the pueblo, mute and absorbed in the sight of the sun.” A chief named Ochwiay Biano explained to him that “we are a people who live on the roof of the world; we are the sons of Father sun, and with our religion we daily help our father to go across the sky. We do this not only for ourselves, but for the whole world. If we were to cease practising our religion, in ten years the sun would no longer rise. Then it would be night forever.”

Jung concluded that the serenity of Taoseños was derived from the belief that their lives were “cosmologically meaningful,” that their prayers really mattered, that they had a central place in an orderly scheme of transformations and correspondences, of propitiations and reciprocations. The chief also told Jung what he thought of white people: how sharp and cruel their features were, how uneasy and restless they seemed, how they thought with their heads instead of with their hearts.

In 1921, the British novelist D. H. Lawrence came to Taos at the invitation of the Bohemian heiress Mabel Dodge Sterne (later Luhan). A bearded, sunken-eyed, thirty-six-year-old wraith, stricken with “t.b. in the third degree,” as a Mexican doctor would describe it, Lawrence brought his free-thinking German wife, Frieda, a cousin of Baron von Richthofen, the flying ace. Lawrence had been longing to leave Europe—particularly the dank, grimy ugliness of industrialized England and his “cultured ego,” his “finished self”—behind, and to awaken his “vital, innermost being” through mystic communion with the Indians in America. But the First World War had delayed his plans. Stuck in England, he had consoled himself with the novels of James Fenimore Cooper.

Mabel packed the Lawrences into a big open Cadillac touring car, and they set off “across desert and mesa, down cañons and up divides and along arroyos and so forth.” After two days they reached some Apache, who put on a dance for them. Lawrence found the show more “primordial” than anything Cooper had prepared him for. “Listening [to the pat-pat of the drums and the hie-hie-hie-away of the singers], an acute sadness, and a nostalgia, unbearably yearning for something, and a sickness of the soul came over me,” he wrote. “The gobble-gobble chuckle in the whoop surprised me in my very tissues. Then I got used to it, and could hear in it the humanness, the playfulness, and then, beyond that, the mockery and the diabolical, pre-human, pine-tree fun of cutting dusky throats and letting the blood spurt out unconfined.”

Mabel was involved with an Indian from Taos Pueblo, Tony Luhan, who would become her fourth husband. She was a little too pushy and spoiled for Lawrence, too conscious of the power her inheritance of a Buffalo banking fortune gave her. He wrote his mother-in-law in Berlin after a few months:


Mabel … is … another “culture-carrier,” likes to play the patroness, hates the white world and loves the Indian out of hate … these people have only money, nothing else but money, and because all the world wants money, all the money, America has become strong, proud and over-powerful.

If one would only say: “America, your money is shit, go and shit more”—then America would be a nothing.



Nevertheless, Lawrence accepted Mabel’s invitation to return to Taos in the spring of 1924. His insights into the local ethnic tensions deepened:


The Indian is not in line with us.… And the minute you set eyes on him you know it.… The Indian way of consciousness is different from and fatal to our way of consciousness. Our way of consciousness is different from and fatal to the Indian. The two ways … are never … to be reconciled.… [And there are two reactions a white man can have.] You can detest the insidious devil for having an utterly different way from our own great way. Or you can perform the mental trick, and fool yourself and others into believing that the befeathered and bedaubed darling is nearer to the true ideal gods than we are.



And yet it was the Indians of New Mexico, more than anyone else in his travels, who finally connected Lawrence with the basic race experience:


New Mexico, the picturesque reservation and playground of the eastern states, very romantic, old Spanish, Red Indian, desert mesas, pueblos, cowboys, penitentes, all that film-stuff. Very nice, the great South-West, put on a sombrero and knot a red kerchief round your neck, to go out in the great free spaces!

That is New Mexico wrapped in the absolutely hygienic and shiny mucous-paper of our trite civilization. That is the New Mexico known to most of the Americans who know it at all. But break through the shiny sterilized wrapping, and actually touch the country, and you will never be the same again.

I think New Mexico was the greatest experience from the outside world that I have ever had. It certainly changed me for ever. Curious as it may sound, it was New Mexico that liberated me from the present era of civilization, the great era of material and mechanical development. Months spent in holy Kandy, in Ceylon, the holy of holies of southern Buddhism, had not touched the great psyche of materialism and idealism which dominated me. And years, even in the exquisite beauty of Sicily, right among the old Greek paganism that still lives there, had not shattered the essential Christianity on which my character was established.



What Lawrence admired about the Indians was that they had the “oldest religion,” which he defined as “the whole life-effort … to … come into sheer naked contact, without a mediator or an intermediary … with the elemental life of the cosmos, mountain-life, cloud-life, thunder-life, air-life, earth-life, sun-life.” But apart from Tony Luhan and apart from watching the Indians’ dances and races from the sidelines, he seems to have had little contact with them. “The point is, what is the feeling that passes from an Indian to me, when we meet?” he asked. In fact, Lawrence’s own reaction, “the feeling of most ordinary farmers and ranchers … it is only honesty to admit it,” was “instinctive but tolerant repulsion.” The earthiness of the Indian in the end offended Lawrence’s squeamish sensibilities, and he didn’t succeed in liberating himself from the kind of racist interjections that were almost expected of an Englishman abroad, about “the silly dark people” of “nauseous” Ceylon, or the Apache, who “have a cult of water-hatred, they never wash flesh or rag. So never in my life have I smelt such an unbearable sulphur-human smell as comes from them when they cluster: a smell that takes the breath from the nostrils.”

And yet he clearly appreciated what the Indians represented. After a visit to Taos Pueblo, he declared, “In the dust where we have buried the silent races and their abominations, we have buried so much of the delicate magic of life.” The negative feelings about European civilization he had brought to New Mexico were reinforced:


But here it is: the newest democracy ousting the oldest religion! And once the oldest religion is ousted, one feels the democracy and all its paraphernalia will collapse, and the oldest religion, which comes down to us from man’s pre-war days, will start again. The sky-scraper will scatter on the winds like thistledown, and the genuine America, the America of New Mexico, will start on its course again. This is an interregnum.



One evening in the spring of 1992, my wife and I had dinner at a restaurant in Taos. As my wife ordered, our waitress, a handsome woman of about sixty with an English accent, asked her if her accent isn’t Ugandan. It is: my wife is Rwandan, but she grew up in a refugee village in Uganda. Our waitress, whose name was Marceline, told us that she had once been the mistress of the brother of King Freddy, Uganda’s last monarch. Marceline invited us back to her house, and we stayed up late listening to the incredible story of her life. She had first been married to a chieftain in northern Pakistan, from whom when the marriage deteriorated she had to flee for her life, leaving their little daughter (who, Muslim Pakistan’s being a patrilineal society, belonged to the father; she would not see her daughter for thirty years, when by a complete fluke they ran into each other in a hotel in Chicago). Then she had toured Africa as a stripper for the Folies Bergères (“I had no talent as a singer or dancer, so all I could do was take off my clothes,” she explained sheepishly), where she attracted the notice of King Freddy’s brother. Later on, she had married an Italian, then a Sioux chief, who brought her to Taos, and they were no longer together. “I love everything that isn’t me,” Marceline told us, adding that the best way to understand a culture is to marry into it.

It isn’t surprising that this woman has ended up in Taos. Taos is still the raw frontier, where few questions are asked, and it attracts all kinds of fugitives. Like sixty-nine-year-old Lawrence “Howie” Krantz, who was arrested in Taos for having stolen $270,000 from a church treasury in Suffern, New York, ten years earlier, back when he was Clyde Womer. Or charming, handsome Judd Adam Platt, who turned up in Taos in 1986. Before long he moved in with the ex-wife of the manager of the ski area, and they converted her home into an upscale bed-and-breakfast. But by the end of 1991 the relationship was over, and while getting a court order to restrain Platt from conducting further business on behalf of the inn, the woman mentioned to the judge that he seemed to be concealing his true identity. This led to the discovery that Platt was really Mark Allen Sampson, a Minnesota lawyer wanted for mail fraud and stealing around $400,000 from twenty clients’ trust accounts.

Santa Fe is also a big reinvention center, where people come to start over and be themselves. The trail from the East is well worn. It has long been a haven for gays. “During the 1920s and 1930s,” writes Jeffrey Hogrefe in his biography of Georgia O’Keeffe,


Santa Fe and Taos were to American lesbians what Capri was to British homosexuals at the same time—a place away from the constraints of organized society, which discouraged homosexual unions. For many years on Canyon Road, a bar for women operated with the unlikely name of Claude’s. Claude was a woman, rumored to be a scion of an old New York family, sent west to pursue her style of life away from the disapproving glare of her family’s social circle. Men were allowed in Claude’s only by a special arrangement when a white flag was raised outside the adobe house. In Broadway crowds at this time a woman who had switched her sexual preference was said to have “gone Santa Fe.”



Another category of people came to the Southwest because of the brightness and clarity of the light. This would include the Navajo (according to one of their origin myths), the motion picture industry, Frank Lloyd Wright, Georgia O’Keeffe, and the eccentric astronomer Percival Lowell. The brother of the president of Harvard and of the imagist poet Amy, Lowell retired in 1894 to Flagstaff, Arizona, where he set up an eighteen-inch telescope on a hill outside of town and focused it on Mars. Over the next twenty years, he developed the theory that the elaborate tracery of canals he thought he saw etching the red planet could only be the work of a high civilization; their purpose, he conjectured, was to pump water from the poles to the equator. The planet was dying because it was drying up; the only water was at the poles, and the Martians, he further conjectured, must have put aside their fratricidal nationalism to have developed this global network of irrigation ditches. Lowell’s theory had a moral, and his mission became spreading the word about it: the earth could dry up too someday, and we should take heed and learn from the Martian experience to live in peace and harmony. The canals proved to be optical illusions, however. About a third of the observers of Mars report seeing them. One wonders to what degree his theory was subliminally influenced by his living in the high desert of northern Arizona.

Another group of fugitives was persecuted for their religion, the Sephardic Jews who fled the Inquisition in Mexico City and came with the first Hispanic settlers of New Mexico in 1590. The descendants of these conversos, so named because they converted to Catholicism but secretly kept their faith alive, are only now beginning to discover (finally understanding the strange vestigial rituals they were brought up with) who they are and are reembracing their hidden Judaic roots. Or the Latter-Day Saints—the Mormons—whose founder and prophet, Joseph Smith, was mob-lynched in Carthage, Illinois, in 1844 for practicing and advocating “plural marriage,” and who were then led by the Moses-like Brigham Young on an epic trek into the western desert in search of their promised land, which they found three years later in the valley of the Great Salt Lake, Utah, and called the Kingdom of Deseret.

Then there were those who came to take the desert cure—victims of tuberculosis and other respiratory ailments, who were fleeing the sooty cities and the miasmal climates of the East and Europe; dry air was the only therapy until the discovery of penicillin. Many of these “lungers” took the train to Las Vegas, New Mexico, and checked into sumptuous sanitoriums like the 270-room, Queen Anne-style Montezuma Hotel (now the Armand Hammer United World College), where because nothing could really be done for them, they generally died. But the desert cure worked for John C. Van Dyke, who arrived in Los Angeles in 1897, forty-two years old and suffering from an unspecified respiratory disease, as he later recalled, “just ill enough not to care about perils and morbid enough to prefer dying alone in the sand, to passing out in a hotel with a room-maid weeping on the foot of the bed.” Early that summer Van Dyke set out alone, undaunted by warnings of heat and dehydration, with a fox terrier and an Indian desert-bred pony, over the San Gorgonio Pass into the Mojave Desert. “I went into the desert to get well,” he wrote. “Many of my days in there were ill days. But I kept busy making notes and studying vegetation and animals. Why did I go alone? Because I could find no one to go with me. They were all afraid of—nothing.”

Van Dyke had no set itinerary or timetable, and because he only took out his notebook “at odd intervals, when I lay with my back against a rock or propped up in the sand … I cannot well remember the exact route of my odyssey, for … I was not traveling by map.” Of course the location of water was a major determinant of his route. Van Dyke dug for it in empty washes, he followed the flight of doves to tinajas, natural catchments of rainwater (also known as tanks) lingering in shadowy rock crevices. Reaching the Colorado River, he made a raft of reeds and poled across it.

For one sixty-day stretch, he didn’t meet a soul. “At first it was a relief to be alone, to be out of sight and sound of civilization, to be able to stop and think and examine values and try to find out the real worth of things human. But there came a time when the instinct to get back into the herd asserted itself. I never tired of the beauty of the desert,” Van Dyke confessed. “Its fiery dawns and orange sunsets and opalescent air with the grim grandeur of its tall mountains never paled. But I began to long for the sight of familiar faces, and the sound of friendly voices.”

Still, Van Dyke continued his “strange wanderings” for several more seasons, until he realized that he had regained his health (much as the naturalist John Muir cured himself of his pulmonary problems with arduous climbs in the Sierra Nevada). In 1901, Scribners published The Desert: Further Studies in Natural Appearance, his account of four years of “wandering for health and desert information”; it was the eleventh of his thirty-five now all-but-forgotten books. Some of the purpler passages are typical of the Victorian prose of the day:


What tongue shall tell the majesty of it, the poetry of its widespread chaos, the sublimity of its lonely desolation! And who shall paint the splendor of its lights; and from the rising sun to the going down of the moon on the iron mountains the glory of its wondrous colorings! It is a gaunt land of splintered peaks, torn valleys, and hot skies. And at every step there is the suggestion of the fierce, the defiant, the defensive …



At times Van Dyke, endorsing the prevalent view of “nature red in tooth and claw,” sounds like Henry Morton Stanley slashing his way through “darkest Africa”:


The life … on the desert is peculiarly savage. It is a show of teeth in bush and beast and reptile. At every turn one feels the presence of the barb and thorn, and jaw and paw, the beak and talon, and sting and poison thereof. There is no living in concord or brotherhood here. Everything is at war with its neighbor, and the conflict is unceasing.… Everything pursues or is pursued. Every muscle is strung to the highest tension. The bounding deer must get away; the swift-following wolf must not let him. The grey lizard dashes for a ledge of rock like a flash of light; but the bayonet bill of the roadrunner must catch him before he gets there.



At other times Van Dyke affects a sharp-eyed indolence, like Thoreau: “I may confess … to having stretched myself for hours upon granite bowlders [sic] while following the play of indigo lizards in the sand.”

In one of his finest passages, he describes the desert’s cruelest ruse, the rain that never lands:


After many nights of heat, long skeins of white stratus will gather along the horizons, and out of them will slowly be woven forms of the cumulus and the nimbus. And it will rain in short squalls of great violence in the lomas, mesas, and bordering mountains. But usually the cloud that drenches a mountain top eight thousand feet up will pass over an intervening valley, pouring down the same flood of rain, and yet not a drop reaching the ground. The air is always dry and the raindrop that has to fall through eight thousand feet of it before reaching the earth, never arrives. It is evaporated and carried up to its parent cloud again. During the so-called “rainy season” you may frequently see clouds all about the horizon and overhead that are “raining”—letting down long tails and sheets of rain that are plainly visible; but they never touch the earth. The sheet lightens, breaks, and dissipates two thousand feet up. It rains, true enough, but there is no water, just as there are desert rivers, but they have no visible stream.



Thus, he concludes, the desert is not only terrestrial, but aerial. Van Dyke perceived the fusion of the land and the sky—a fundamental characteristic of the southwestern landscape that the Indians had long been aware of. The Jicarilla Apache, for instance, speak of the earth as a woman and the sky as a man lying on top of her.

At the other end of the literary spectrum, perhaps, but in his own way also a fugitive, was Ernie Pyle, a nationally syndicated columnist who settled in Albuquerque during the Depression and became one of its important culture heroes—the only middle school in Albuquerque not named for a U.S. president is named for him. Pyle had the perfect voice for this unpretentious working town. In Ernie Pyle’s Southwest, which introductory “trail notes” by Ed Ainsworth describe as a collection of “some of Ernie’s timeless word pictures describing his wandering trips through the desert corner of the Southwest he loved so much,” Pyle writes about his First Contact, in 1926, during a “crazy kid tour of America” in a Model-T Ford roadster. The following decade he became a roving reporter, and with his wife, who had a drinking problem, he made sure to swing through the Southwest at least once a year. The Pyles made some friends in Albuquerque, and “there grew in us an overwhelming warmth of feeling for the uncanny sweeps of empty space in this part of the world,” Pyle explains. “Out here you actually see the clouds and the stars and the storms, instead of just reading about them in the newspapers. They become a genuine part of your daily life, and half the entire horizon is yours in one glance just for the looking, and the distance sort of gets into your soul and makes you feel that you too are big inside.”

Pyle’s “expeditions into the realm of solitude,” as Ainsworth calls them, took place between 1935 and 1939. Saddened by the suffering of the Depression, he saw himself, according to Ainsworth, as “a vicarious emissary of the destitute,” and he himself wrote in straight-shooting prose, “There has been building within me an obsession that the only way to peace of mind is to go somewhere in the desert, far away from things, and just sit down.”

In 1943 the Pyles built a modest three-room bungalow out in the high desert east of town. Nothing was out there but “rabbits and sagebrush.” The main motive for remoteness was the missus’s alcoholism. It was a long walk to the liquor store, and the town was small enough that, once people understood the problem, nobody would serve her. America had entered the war, and Ernie was frequently gone on long, dangerous assignments, reporting on the Pacific theater from the beachheads and the trenches. His dispatches from the American fighting man were syndicated by Scripps Howard in two hundred papers and won him a Pulitzer Prize. On April 8, 1945, Pyle himself was cut down by a Japanese sniper bullet on the tiny South Pacific island of Ie-Shima. His wife attempted suicide by repeatedly stabbing herself with scissors and died of pneumonia six months after him. The house is now a library on Santa Cruz, a crowded street of bungalows, ranches, and adobes, in Ridgecrest, one of Albuquerque’s swanker neighborhoods.

Pyle doesn’t seem to have established much rapport with the Indians. “The way the Indians stare at you,” he wrote after one of his desert forays. “It isn’t a stare of curiosity. They see plenty of white people. It’s an unearthly steady stare, like somebody in a trance. They just stare you to death.” D. H. Lawrence had been the recipient of similar looks. “And one of these braves shoved his glittering eyes close to mine,” Lawrence wrote. “He’d have killed me then and there, had he dared. He didn’t dare; and I knew it and he knew it.”

If Pyle had any mystical experiences at the Anasazi’s abandoned sites, he didn’t compromise his hard-nosed journalistic image by admitting to them. After a visit to Chaco Canyon, the Anasazi’s elaborate ritual center, Pyle remarked, “I think I shan’t go see any more Indian ruins. For they are exasperating. They raise a question, and leave it unanswered.

“Here at Chaco Canyon, the two great questions are, ‘Where did they come from? Where did they go?’ You ask with tiredness and resignation, for there is no answer. Nobody knows.”

Then there was my generation. Many of my peers dropped out of the dominant culture in the sixties and created their own countercultural Other. The movement, which sent the largest wave of Anglo questers to the Southwest to date, had in fact begun in the late forties, with the beatniks. Not long before his death I spoke with the poet Allen Ginsberg, one of its catalysts, about the movement’s origins, and he recalled how he and Jack Kerouac and William Burroughs had been deeply impressed by Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West. “We read how at the end of the Roman empire the young aristocrats were no longer interested in what was happening in Rome and started exploring the empire’s far reaches, to make contact with people like the Visigoths, and we could see the parallel. The energy was going out of American civilization and the young people were repelled by its hyperscientific rationality into a second religiousness and were turning to substrates of what Kerouac called Fellahin humanity, like the blacks and the Mexicans and the Indians.”

Ginsberg referred me to a passage near the end of Kerouac’s On the Road. The narrator, Sal, and two friends have driven over the Mexican border and are nearing the city of “Gregoria,” where they will score some marijuana and girls and have an epic debauch. Sal is at the wheel, and while the others are asleep, he thinks how this is


not like driving across Carolina, or Texas, or Arizona, or Illinois; but like driving across the world and into the places where we would finally learn ourselves among the Fellahin Indians of the world, the essential strain of the basic primitive, wailing humanity that stretches in a belt around the equatorial belly of the world from Malaya (the long fingernail of China) to India the great subcontinent to Arabia to Morocco to the selfsame deserts and jungles of Mexico and over the waves to Polynesia to mystic Siam of the Yellow Robe and on around, on around, so that you hear the same mournful wail by the rotted walls of Cadiz, Spain, that you hear 12,000 miles around in the depths of Benares the Capital of the World.



The awe in which Kerouac held these Fellahin Indians is revealed in next sentences:


These people were unmistakably Indians and were not at all like the Pedros and Panchos of silly civilized American lore—they had high cheekbones, and slanted eyes, and soft ways; they were not fools, they were not clowns; they were great, grave Indians and they were the source of mankind and the fathers of it. The waves are Chinese, but the earth is an Indian thing. As essential as rocks in the desert are they in the desert of “history.”




Ruins

My old college buddy Don married the sister of a California classmate right after we graduated in 1968, and after spending the rest of the sixties on the Coast, he and Katie decided to homestead deep in the Hispanic recesses of northern New Mexico. “We went around with topo maps, looking for ranchos that weren’t being worked,” Don recalled. In Coyote (pronounced Ki-yo-TAY), a mountain village of sixty families, whose senior members didn’t speak English, “we hit it off with one family, the Martinezes, and they sort of adopted us.” The Martinezes sold Don and Katie, for twenty-eight dollars an acre, some land on a spectacular mesa high above Coyote, and they built themselves an adobe house. When I dropped in on them in the spring of 1971, they were planting peas. I remember Don and me riding horses to the edge of a deep canyon and tethering them to an ancient, gnarled piñon tree, and Don prying a chunk of hardened waxy yellow sap from one of its cracks with his folding knife and giving it to me to chew, which he said the Indians did. We jigged down to the canyon floor and sat beside a clear stream tumbling in a series of pools and watched a stubby-tailed bird known as a dipper or water ouzel, bobbing on a boulder, doing about one deep knee bend per second; then it flew downstream for twenty feet, dove into a pool, and walked along the bottom snapping up aquatic insects, possibly caddis flies. That evening the three of us sat on a limestone ledge and watched the sun go down. Don put a match to a stack of dead, gray piñon branches, and it exploded into fragrant, popping, purple flames. Within minutes the branches had crumpled up like burnt scraps of paper, and by the time the sun disappeared, all that was left of them was a smudge on the ledge. Across the arroyo a coyote walked out on a shelf, and closing its eyes, flattening its ears behind its head, and raising its muzzle to the sky, it cut loose with a long, dolorous aria, punctuated with frenzied barks and yips, and exultantly informed the world that it was alive, that it “has a right to be here,” as a Navajo friend I made years later would have put it. But then it caught sight of us and immediately clammed up and, with exaggerated insouciance, eyeballing us insolently, melted back into the mesquite.

I admired Don and Katie. They had found their Other years before I would take up my quest. We lost touch with each other. Fifteen years passed. I didn’t have the opportunity to return to the Rio Arriba—the Upper Rio Grande Valley—until the summer of 1986. Driving through Coyote in a rented car, I wondered if Don and Katie were still there. The chances of their even being together still, let alone still living on the mesa, I knew were statistically very slim. I stopped at Coyote’s little grocery store. A woman named Cecilia Salazar was sitting at a loom, weaving a heavy, striped Rio Grande-style rug. “I weave in the way our Spanish ancestors did,” she told me proudly. “This is my great-grandmother’s loom. I card and spin the wool myself. It comes out thicker that way, and I dye it with local herbs.” I asked if she knew Don and Katie, and she asked back, “Who wants to know? I won’t tell, because the last people who were looking for Katie were FBI.” (Katie had been active in the Students for a Democratic Society at Berkeley.) I assured her I was just an old friend, and Cecilia said she didn’t think they were living on the mesa anymore.

On the way up, I stopped to ask directions of a toothless silver-haired woman dressed in black who spoke only Spanish—the rural Castilian of three centuries ago, mixed with some Basque expressions and occasional borrow words from Nahuatl and Rio Grande Pueblo. She was standing outside a Penitente morada, or church. The Penitente Brothers of the Third Order of Saint Francis arose in Spain in the fourteenth century during the Black Death. During Holy Week, its members, known as Penitentes or Hermanos, flagellate themselves to atone for their sins and those of the community. The practice may have come, like many aspects of Old New Mexican culture, from the Moors. Shirtless Shiite Muslims still parade through the
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