

A Note on the Text

Both the author and editor of this book use the term ‘Indian’ to refer to Native Americans. Everett Ruess was writing in the 1930s and W.L. Rusho in the 1980s.

 

In looking back into the past to rediscover, and republish, out-of-print travel books, we have inevitably come across terminology that might not be used today. We made the decision not to change the original words of either writer, but rather to acknowledge that language and attitudes have moved on since the time of writing.





1930

When Everett Ruess headed into the mountains or out onto the desert, he did so with two overall objectives. First, he wanted to absorb impressions; to experience, even to revel in natural scenes. Second, he wished to record the scenes, either visually, in sketches or watercolours, or in writing. His aptitude, however, proved to be stronger in writing, which he turned into his principal vehicle of expression. He could have written a book, or essays, or magazine articles, but he chose letters, probably because they kept him in touch with his family and because they offered an assured, sympathetic audience.

Travelling slowly through the wilderness, Everett had leisure time in abundance, and he could compose dramatic word descriptions almost simultaneously as he received impressions from the scenery. On occasion he used the same phrases in letters written days apart to different people, as if he had either memorized the words or had used rough drafts. And the letters show careful and deliberate drafting and polishing.

Here are most of the extant letters written by Everett from June 1930 until his disappearance in November 1934. They were addressed to his parents or brother or to a small circle of friends. A few of these friends are poorly identified, some only by a first name. An occasional letter lacks even a salutation. The bulk of the collection, however, has been carefully preserved by the Ruess family for fifty years and is in very good condition.

Editing has been kept to a minimum so as to retain the flavour and the continuity of the narrative.

None of the replies, the letters sent to Everett, are included for the simple reason that none exist. The single exception is his father’s reply to some philosophical questions, 10 December 1933. Apparently he destroyed the others in preference to carrying them around in his pack outfit. In his own writing, however, Everett rarely referred to letter comments from others; his focus remained on nature and on his reaction to it. All of this is, of course, our gain in that his letters speak not just to one person, but to us all – now as well as then.

Why did he work so hard on his letters? Obviously he wished to make an impression on his correspondents. More important is that he sought to capture in writing his intense, highly subjective impressions from the landscape. He sometimes complained of the inadequacy of words, but he succeeded with ‘mere words’ far better than he could have realized.

Pledge to the Wind

Onward from vast uncharted spaces,

    Forward through timeless voids,

Into all of us surges and races

    The measureless might of the wind.

Strongly sweeping from open plains,

    Keen and pure from mountain heights,

Freshly blowing after rains,

    It welds itself into our souls.

 

In the steep silence of thin blue air,

    High on a lonely cliff-ledge,

Where the air has a clear, clean rarity,

    I give to the wind . . . my pledge:

 

‘By the strength of my arm, by the sight of my eye,

    By the skill of my fingers, I swear,

As long as life dwells in me, never will I

    Follow any way but the sweeping way of the wind.

1 will feel the wind’s buoyancy until I die;

 

    I will work with the wind’s exhilaration;

I will search for its purity; and never will I

    Follow any way but the sweeping way of the wind.’

Here in the utter stillness,

  

  High on a lonely cliff-ledge,

Where the air is trembling with lightning,

    I have given the wind my pledge.

 

At the early age of sixteen, in the summer of 1930, Everett ventured away from his Los Angeles home on his first extended solo trip. Draped with a bedroll and a huge backpack, he hitchhiked up the coast to Carmel and camped out by the Pacific Ocean.

 

June 28

Dear Mother and Father,

Arrived safely at Morro Bay last night after riding with nine people, including a sailor’s wife, a druggist, a salesman, and a dishwasher. I slept in the middle of a pocket in the sand dunes, building my fire just at dusk. I found that we had eliminated so many things that there wasn’t much to eat. In the morning my blankets were very wet with fog and dew. I rode back to San Luis Obispo with the druggist’s employer, and I am writing this in one of his stores. I am about to leave for Carmel now.

Love from Everett

 

Within two days of his arrival, Everett wrote in the next letter, ‘I went to Edward Weston’s studio and made friends with him.’ Edward Weston was one of America’s most famous and successful photographers. From Everett’s unhesitating approach to Weston, and from similar events later, it seems that Everett had little natural reticence toward photographers, painters, musicians, writers, Indian traders, cowboys or Navajos. It has been said that this boldness was a Ruess family trait, but more likely it was but a component of Stella’s aggressive, positive attitude toward anything artistic, which Everett simply copied.

 

June 30

Carmel

Dear Mother,

I had a jolly time yesterday, tramping up and down the beach. Then I sat in a throne-like place on a rock that was out in the ocean. I didn’t leave until a huge breaker came and splashed over me.

In the afternoon I hiked around the town until now I know it pretty well. I walked a mile or so to the San Carlos Mission and the Carmel River. When I got back in town I went to Edward Weston’s studio and made friends with him. A man who gave me a ride near Morro Bay had told me about him. I saw a large number of his photographs. He is a very broad-minded man.2

Love from Everett

I slept among the pines last night. Write to General Delivery, Carmel.

July 1

Dear Father,

Yesterday I went for a walk and found that I was on the Seventeen-Mile Drive. So I kept on hiking for about fifteen miles, stopping to sketch at some picturesque place. At about two o’clock it was so dark and foggy that I thought it was five o’clock. I tramped over the sand dunes and saw six deer, two does and four fawns, going along in a curious procession. They were quite tame.

I also saw two huge grey squirrels. Not following any particular route, I took one road and another and saw an interesting part of the country.

Mr. Weston invited me to supper, and I met his two sons, very nice boys. I slept in his garage, which is empty. This morning I swept it and cleaned it out.

Love from Everett

 

July 2

Dear Waldo,

Yesterday I had great fun with Mr. Weston’s two sons, Neil and Cole. They are both younger than I. There are two other sons who are married. Mr. Weston has a house in Los Angeles, another in Topanga Canyon, and he rents the three houses here. They are all on the same lot. One is his studio, another is where Neil and Cole sleep, and the other is where the cooking is done and Mr. Weston sleeps. There is also a girl named Sonia who does the housekeeping.

Yesterday evening Cole and I went down on his bicycle to the Carmel River and met Neil and a fat boy called Sam, who had caught the limit of trout in the river. I cooked some pancakes for everybody; then we all had bacon and trout. A short time later, we all went swimming in the river, which is quite wide at the mouth, where it goes into the ocean.

Love from Everett

 

July 4

Dear Mother,

Yesterday I phoned Harry and we met at Point Lobos to do some painting. We each did a marine in watercolour. Then we put our things down and hiked over the rocks. We found three starfish and a huge anemone. Then we watched all the sea lions on the rocks and listened to them barking. We threw stones at rocks down below.3

Later we each did another sketch. We saw a six-inch baby garter snake with a brilliant blue tail. Then we started home again. I got a ride home from a lady whose family owns Point Lobos.

That evening I had supper with the Westons and we sat around the fire while Mr. Weston read Moby Dick aloud. When Cole fell asleep we all went to bed.

I’m going out painting with Harry today.

Love from Everett

The Crash of Breakers and the Roll of Stones

I awoke with a quiver, nerves tautly on edge. It came again, what had wakened me – the harsh, weird scream of a grey gull swooping low above me in the darkness. A heavy, clinging fog had set in, making the place indescribably desolate. Nothing was visible. I was alone, on the tip of a solitary, knife-edged point of land, which, through some queer whim, I had selected for my resting place that night. My sleeping bag was wedged into a shallow crevice. On one side, the bare granite fell sheer away into the foaming sea. On the other, the rock was joined to the main promontory, but beneath, a narrow, high-vaulted tunnel had been eaten out by the ocean. A slender crevice pierced the roof through to the sky at one point. Each wave that came crashed far into the narrow mouth of the cavern, and a swift rush of cold air and spray was shot out of the vent at the top, as if from a bellows.

Behind me, I could hear the low moaning and the mournful crash of breakers, and the roll of stones as the waves turned back from the beach. Once more I heard the sea gull’s scream, fainter, and queerly remote. Then a shrill, high wind sprang up, shearing through the fog like an unseen knife. In a moment, all was glassy clear. The full moon illumined far-off whitecaps and the thundering cresters that shattered to spray in the tunnel, sending the expelled air whistling past my face.

Again I heard the sea gull’s spectral shriek, almost inaudible. I closed my eyes and slept.

 – From an essay

Under the Sea

Flashing between curved sea plants in the sand

    There darts a shining company of fish.

Swirling through the sea’s green depths they go,

    Gleaming like silver ripples in a pool

That dance and sparkle in the moon’s cold light.

    Then they are gone, as quickly as they came,

And the wildly waving seaweeds move

    More slowly and at last are still once more.

Now through the silent forests of the sea

    There slowly drifts in shimmering radiance

A lustrous jellyfish. Suddenly,

    From pale pink opalescence swiftly changed,

It turns translucent and is almost gone,

    Only to gleam once more, far off, against

Black rocks where shadowy forms move hazily.

    There at last it melts into the distance – 

Ghostlike, drifting slowly out of sight.

 

July 14

Dear Father,

I have just received your letter of the sixteenth, including the check, for which I thank you. I have received a dollar for the blockprints so far. One of them will be published next week. I have made two dollars caddying and fifty cents gardening. I am going to saw some wood tonight.

I have just finished doing my wash this morning. Now I am going in to Monterey to save some money on shoe leather. I’ve tried to reach Miss Graham, but the telephone was silent. I shall see her as soon as I get back from Big Sur next week.

As to food, I have consumed four loaves of bread, three jars of peanut butter, and about twelve pints of milk since I have been here. I also have eaten several cans of corn and peas, and about five boxes of breakfast food.

That is fine about Mother’s blockprints and the poetry magazine cover. There is money in Art if you know how to find it.

Yesterday, Leon Wilson [Harry Leon Wilson, Jr.] and I went out sketching on the rocks near Point Lobos. We went swimming in the icy waters of the Pacific, and explored several caves, swimming completely through the peninsula. Some of the caves were quite large, with high, arched roofs. Others were so low that you had to choose your time to swim them. One moment a wave would surge against me, and I would be stationary while I swam. Then a swell would roll up behind me and carry me about twenty feet. We were almost numb when we got out. When we got back to a small sandy beach from which we had started, I lit a fire and we dried ourselves.

Wishing you financial luck,

Love from Everett

 

July 24

Dear Father, Mother and Waldo,

Last Sunday I went over to Harry’s house, and we went fishing together. However, we caught nothing but a couple of sea urchins. I read part of a book, The Legend of the Glorious Adventures of Tyll Ulenspiegel.

On Saturday night I was invited by Mrs. Greene to the play at the Forest Theatre, Over the Fairy Line. It was a pretty good children’s play. Mrs. Greene had been given several tickets, but her family didn’t feel like going.

On Monday morning I left for Big Sur, with a pack weighing about fifty pounds, with the blankets. I got a ride from the bridge over the Carmel River to Highlands Inn, four miles away. Then I walked a couple of miles, and got a ride in a lumber truck for ten miles, as far as Glen Deven. It was very cold and windy. The road is extremely mountainous. On most of it, there is not room for two cars to pass.

After the truck ride, I walked a couple of miles until I came to where the road made a long loop inland, to avoid a canyon. Across from me, I could see where the mountain was carved out, and I thought it was the road. Down below, at the oceanside, was a small beach. I decided to eat my lunch there.

So I slid and slipped and tumbled down the mountain ’till I came to a valley at the bottom, through which a small stream meandered. At the beach there were large quantities of driftwood, probably from some wreck. I ate my lunch perched on the arch of a small cave, under which the sea came splashing in. Below me were many brown seaweeds, waving their strands with every motion of the sea, and writhing like octopi.

I started up the mountainside. The angle was about 110 degrees. If I had stood up straight, I would have fallen backwards, overbalanced by my pack. It was a very tortuous climb, but I finally got up, only to find that what I had mistaken for the road was only a path. As I walked along it, I noticed a very large hummingbird moth, with a grey body and orange stripes.

After regaining the road, I hiked on for some distance, until I came to a valley, at the bottom of the Little Sur grade. After a pause, I started up, and entered the redwood forest. I passed a derrick and some men working on the road. A few of them were convicts.

At about four o’clock I was just entering the densest part of the redwood forest. I got a ride from a man who lived in Monterey and was visiting his grandchildren at Big Sur. He knew all the history of the place, so it was interesting to know him. The first inhabitants here were the Spanish 100 years ago. A huge territory was given as a grant to one man. Others soon followed, but now almost all the descendants are abandoning the ranches and farms, or else they are dying out.

The road was very difficult indeed to make. The first settlers had to do it all with pick and shovel, and lay it out without surveying instruments. The country is almost inaccessible by water, as the shores are too rocky. Out on the ocean, I could see a wreck of a Japanese boat which had been there for three months.

Finally arriving at Big Sur (the post office, that is) I made my camp beside the river (also Big Sur) and prepared my supper. I picked up a stone for my fireplace, and there was a large snake under it. I cooked a can of peas, but in removing them from the fire, I burned my fingers and spilled most of the peas. Soon after, I started to crawl into my blankets and wind them around me. Just at that moment, a man with four small boys and girls arrived.

It turned out that I had camped on the wrong side of the river, as one side was semi-public while the other was private. But, since I had already camped, the man said it would be alright for me to spend the night there. Soon after, I was asleep beneath the sycamores and alders.

Tuesday morning, I hid my pack under an oak tree, and hiked to the ocean. For a long distance, along the beach, there were inner tubes scattered here and there, washed up from the wreck. All were broken across or punctured by the seawater, but the rubber was unharmed.

I made a watercolour under the most difficult conditions I have yet endured. The wind blew sand into my paint and on my picture all the time I was painting. The sand is still stuck to the picture, and produced an interesting effect, but I don’t think there will be much colour left on the picture when the sand comes off.

Later in the day, I climbed up in the mountains, following little canyons filled with very picturesque oak trees. I sketched a few of them. There were also clumps of redwoods and sycamores. In many places, the ground was covered with thistles.

One time when I stopped to contemplate some oak trees, a curious little hummingbird flew by within an inch of my face, and perched on a twig a foot away. At night I camped above the highway in a little hollow.

I got back to Carmel by noon. Then I went to the Weston’s house, and Neil and Cole and I went down to the beach to meet Mr. Weston, who was photographing kelp. Then we continued up the coast. We finished up by having sixty starfish in one small pool. They were of all sizes, and coloured red, brown, purple, blue, yellow, and vermilion.

Love from Everett

 

August 1

Dear Father, Mother and Waldo,

I am leaving for Yosemite this Sunday, and thence I will go to Mono Lake. I have earned $14 this week, $12 of it in three days. I don’t intend to waste any more time on money, this summer, but will spend the rest of it painting and travelling.

Another of my blockprints was used by the Carmelite, and I am going to cut one for it today.

At the Criley place there were large coveys of baby quail. Every few minutes, I would see a shadow pass by on the ground below me (I was up working in the pine trees), and the mother quail would cluck in alarm. She would tell her chicks to stay still until the hawk passed by. No doubt the hawks got several of them.

Love from Everett

 

August 5

Dear Family,

Yesterday night, at sunset, I arrived in Yosemite. The valley hardly seemed real at first.

I forgot to tell you that some tramp found my pack in Carmel and ate a pound jar of peanut butter on the spot, as well as half a box of Pep. He did not molest anything else.

I found a camping place in Camp Seven, made my bed and had supper. Then I went over to another camp where the rangers and some of the campers were giving an entertainment. There was a large crowd. We sang some amusing songs and listened to some harmonica selections. Then a Scotchman played the bagpipes while a girl danced. He announced some different tunes, but they all sounded the same to me. I never have known such a deadly monotonous sound as the bagpipes. He wouldn’t stop playing them, it seemed.

After the firefall, I went back to my camp, but I had a very difficult time finding it in the dark.

This morning I have just bought some groceries, paying a pretty good price for them. I don’t expect to do much hiking today, but will walk around the valley and take it easy. What a relief it is to be here at last! Although the falls are mostly dry, everything is cool and green. The deer are as tame as dogs, almost. I shall have to be careful that the bears don’t find my bacon.

Love from Everett

The Sound of Rushing Water

Then there will be no music but the sound of rushing water that breaks on pointed rocks far below, and the sighing of the wind in the pinyons – a warm wind that gently caresses my cheeks, ruffles my hair tenderly, and wanders downwards. Alone I will follow the dark trail, black void on one side and unattainable heights on the other, darkness before and behind me, darkness that pulses and flows and is felt. Then suddenly, an unreal breath of wind coming from infinite depths will bring to my ears again the strange, dimly-remembered sound of the rushing water. When that sound dies, all dies.

 – From an essay

 

August 22

Dear Father, Mother and Waldo,

After breakfasting on pancakes Monday morning I left Glen Aulin, taking the McGee Lake trail to Tenaya Lake. The granite boulders and slabs were polished like mirrors, by the glacier.

All along the Yosemite trails are dead trees which often fall across the path. They are never moved, and the trail is changed, to go around them. I was told that in Rainier Park, as soon as a tree falls the rangers dash out in a group and cut it up, clearing the path.

It seemed that I would never reach the end of the trail, but I finally arrived at Tenaya Lake in the early afternoon. Just as I walked into the campground, ready to throw down my pack, a man walked up and wanted to know if I were hungry. He wanted to know all about me. It turned out that he and his family were about to drive on farther, and they gave me a good lunch before leaving.

Then I hiked around the lake to the Tenaya Lake camp. It seems that all the people in charge of the High Sierra camps are likeable and friendly.

After sleeping between some young firs by the lakeside, I rolled up my blankets once more and began the hardest part of my trip – from Tenaya Lake to Little Yosemite, by way of Cloud’s Rest.

I climbed up the steep slope of the Forsyth trail to Forsyth Pass. Then I seemed to hike more easily, and the trail slid away under my feet until I came to the foot of Cloud’s Rest. I hiked over a sort of hump in the ground, then down a hollow, and up the shoulder of the mountain. On the smooth granite summit, I perched precariously as I ate my lunch, and surveyed the lowered skyline. Patches of snow were visible on some of the distant peaks. In the background was Tenaya Lake, glistening turquoise in the sunlight. Half Dome, rounded and worn, was below me, and below me also was the narrow cleft of Yosemite Valley. A corner of Mirror Lake was in view.

Then I clambered down the mountainside over an abrupt trail. My eyes were soon full of dirt and gravel, but I continued for two or three hours until quite unexpectedly I saw Little Yosemite Camp a short distance below me. I finally arrived at the door of the mess shack, where I flung down my pack and blanket roll. It was good to be back again.

That evening, Mr. Cuesta, a visitor, and I climbed up the cliff behind the camp until we reached the top of a tremendous granite boulder. He showed us the Indian mortars and relics of an Indian camp, which had been there long ago. The three of us then took a log and industriously pried away at a large boulder at the edge. It finally slid off, and with a great flurry of sparks from the friction, it crashed down. There was a short silence, and it struck the ground far below, crashing through the brush and over some trees.

It was growing dark, so we started back, going down the face of the cliff this time. It was quite steep, but we all had rubber-soled shoes, and we successfully reached the bottom.

The next day I read three books: Oh, Ranger!, a book about the national parks, The Lore and the Lure of Yosemite, by Herbert Wilson and Yosemite Trails, by J. Smeaton Chase.

Mr. Cuesta told me of his travels in Brazil, Cuba and Jamaica, and then I made some arrowheads with a bone as the means of pressure. It is not as difficult as one might think, but the arrowheads usually break when you are half way through. It is also very dangerous to get one of the tiny obsidian flakes in your eye.

The next morning, I shouldered my pack once more, and started down to the valley. The whole atmosphere was one of anticlimax. I was returning from the mountains and the solitude to the valley, the noisy, uninitiated tourists, and eventually to the city and its sordid buildings and business places.

I was becoming extremely weary of being told by everyone that I had a load, or, ‘Say, isn’t that heavy,’ or ‘What a load that boy has’, etc. ad nauseum. So I went to the Camp Curry scales and weighed it. What was my surprise to learn that, with but a pound of food left, it weighed forty-eight pounds! Evidently I am not as weak as I thought I was.

However, I have thought for some time that I would like to have a burro next time I start a hike of this kind. They cost $1.50 a day, and you can buy them for $15 or less.

I read The American in the library for a while, and then had my shoes heeled. The last pair lasted for more than 200 miles.

Near my camp is an interesting college girl who majored in sociology.

I made an unsuccessful experiment with rice pudding for supper. Tonight, believe it or not, I am going to try the Indian dish of fried grasshoppers. There must be something to it if both Chinese and Indians liked it.

Love from Everett





1931

Upon his return to Los Angeles from the Sierras, Everett completed his high school education, graduating in January 1931 from Hollywood High School. He immediately began making preparations to spend several months travelling in northern Arizona, where he planned to ‘buy myself a little burro, change my name, and call him Everett.’ When he departed he headed specifically for Monument Valley. In his letters he gives no clue as to how he happened to know about this scenic red rock desert, since in those days general public knowledge about Monument Valley was limited. It was not yet a favourite location for Western movies, and references to the place that had appeared in books, newspapers, and magazines were brief and sparse. Possibly his mother, through her interests in art, had talked to an artist who had been there. At least when Everett arrived in Monument Valley he did seem to know just what to expect. It was a tough thing for him to do. Alone and friendless he wandered into this desert land of the Navajos in late winter, virtually penniless, paying his small expenses by doing odd jobs and occasionally selling one of his watercolours or blockprints. In the 1930s, even more than today, such an act was almost unheard of and thought of as genuinely foolhardy.

The Indian Council Cave

Wand’ring among the painted

        rocks one day

I saw some ancient, moss-grown

        boulders there

That leaned together in a friendly

        way

And formed a cave that might

        have housed a bear.

But on the high arched ceiling

        were designs

And symbols that some Indian had

        drawn;

A rising sun, marked out in faint

        red lines,

A row of running wolves, a deer

        and fawn.

Bones from forgotten feasts were

        on the floor,

Picked clean by men who sat

        around a fire

Discussing and deciding peace or

        war

Or chanting solemn prayers, in gay

        attire.

The cave is empty now, the paintings

        fade . . .

        And here the silent centuries invade.

– Published in The American Indian, April 1929

 

February 13

General Delivery

Kayenta, Arizona

Dear Bill,

Here I am at last on what was, ten years ago, the final frontier. An Indian mailcarrier brought me from Flagstaff. I haven’t met a single person on the way who I thought ought to be shot.

I’ve been bargaining with some Navajos about a burro, and I’ll have to put out eight dollars for one. Most of the Navajos don’t speak English, and an interpreter is necessary. Practically all of the burros are down with the sheep now. In the summer it is much easier to buy them.

When I was going to Needles in a Buick Eight with an old gentleman and his dog Jerry, travelling seventy-five miles per hour, the famous miner’s hat blew off. I have worn the wool cap most of the time, since there has been no sun to keep off.

I drove to Oatman with a potato truck. After I had unloaded a ton of potatoes to earn my lunch, a friend of the driver took me on to Kingman, before I could eat the lunch.

Beyond Kingman, I was picked up by a couple of Long Beach toughs who were driving to New York in a Dodge. Having no money, they had siphoned their gasoline from other people’s cars. It got dark that night (!) and as they had no lights driving was difficult. For about ten miles we kept just ahead of another car, driving by its lights. Then it dropped behind and we nearly went into the ditch. Tearing up a few fence posts, we started a fire and waited for the moon to rise and show us the way. The moon became the standing joke. It didn’t come up till four o’clock in the morning. In the meantime we all crouched around the fire. One of the men slept on a slope right next to the fire, with his arms across his breast. Gravity kept working, and every few minutes his arm would steal down to the ground and the fire. It would get hot and slowly return to his breast. Finally it got burnt and the sleeper awakened.

At moonrise, we rolled onward, through Seligman to Ash Fork, where we arrived on an empty tank. I gave them half a dollar, and they begged a few dimes from sympathetic strangers. Twenty-five miles from Flagstaff all the gas was gone. They picked up a tramp who gave them his only quarter. They walked a mile to a gas station and we drove on again till the gas gave out, eight miles from Flagstaff. I got out and walked.

I slept on pine needles in the Coconino Forest that night. I tried melting snow to drink, but it tasted smoky and utterly unpalatable. Next day no burros were to be purchased in Flagstaff, so I went on, and camped near Mount San Francisco.

In the morning it was snowing, but an Indian took me to Kayenta. We stopped at several trading posts along the way. We drove through the Painted Desert, over a very wild road. Passed the place where The Vanishing American was filmed. All the mountains are pink and red. No trees but pinyons.

As soon as I get the burro and it stops snowing I’m going to visit some ruins. I sleep in a hogan now. The only thing lacking is you to throw a snowball at.

Your Comrade,

Lan Rameau4

 

By no means was Everett a recluse, for he would, and did, talk to anyone he met. At Kayenta, the little village just south of Monument Valley, Everett lost no time looking up John Wetherill and his wife, Louisa, the leading Indian traders of the area.5 John, one of the four famous Wetherill brothers who discovered so many major ruins at Mesa Verde in the late 1880s and early 1890s, had lived in the Navajo country since 1906, and had since earned fame as a guide and explorer. The Wetherills undoubtedly told Everett much about the red rock desert, its people, and about how to survive a trip across it. Wetherill also told a fascinated Ruess about some of the closer Anasazi ruins. Later comments, however, by both Wetherill and Everett, show that the two were highly dissimilar, and that they held little respect for each other. (See letter of 17 June 1934.)

 

February 13

General Delivery

Kayenta, Arizona

Dear Waldo,

The Indians around here are very poor, having no income except from their sheep and the blankets they sell. A statistician here figured that the per capita income from sheep, including wool and hides, is $13.40 a year. The Navajos live in filth.

This town consists of the trading post, the missionary’s house, the tuberculosis sanatorium and John Wetherill’s house, with a few hogans scattered around. Wetherill is the man who discovered Mesa Verde and was in the party which discovered Rainbow Bridge. He is the best guide in the Southwest.

The snow is practically all melted now, so tomorrow I shall probably start out for some ruins. I have already written one letter and don’t feel like reiterating. The territory, however, is all that I hoped it would be.

Sincerely,

Lan Rameau

 

March 1

Kayenta, Arizona

Dear Family,

It was quite a shock to receive the news about the poster.6 I had no thought of the prize when I made it, and I slapped the paint on in a great hurry, during the last few days of school. The only reason I made it was so the art teacher wouldn’t think I was letting him down.

The money will, of course, be very useful. I have spent $6 for a burro, $1 for a seamless sack, $2.50 for a Dutch oven, $2.00 for a Navajo woven cinch and some rope, $8 for a tarpaulin to keep out wind, rain and snow. I’ve spent as much again on food, but I have enough to last several weeks now. Bread is not sold in this country, so I have learned to bake squaw bread, cornbread, and biscuits in my Dutch oven. Yesterday the biscuits were perfect.

I would appreciate it if you sent some Swedish bread, peanut butter, pop and Grape Nuts. They are unobtainable luxuries in this country. Canned milk costs fifteen and twenty cents, raisins are sometimes thirty cents a pound, and lard costs the Indians seventy-five cents for two pounds.

Although my postal address is Kayenta, I am actually at Say-kiz-y Pass near Monument Valley, Utah. Tomorrow I am starting on a trip to discover some cliff dwellings and do some painting and camping. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but write to Kayenta, and I’ll answer your mail as soon as I get it.

Please respect my brush name. It is hard to lead a dual existence. The first name begins with ‘L’, not ‘S’. How do you say it in French? Nomme de broushe, or what? I would like to know. If you use my new name in addressing letters it will save confusion. It’s not the perfect cognomen but I intend to stick by it.

A chilly wind is whistling and I am in the shadow of a cliff, but the Monuments are glowing in the afternoon sunlight. There are no clouds, but it may snow or rain in a few days. There is usually a March snowstorm here. A week ago there were four inches of snow, and every night ice forms.

As to the Navajo rug, if and when I get it, I intend to use it, but if I get another, I shall send it home to you.

Love to all,

Lan Rameau

 

March 9

Say-kiz-y Pass

Kayenta, Arizona

Dear Bill,

Just received your letter, and another from my family which held heartbreaking news. Imagine the salt tears rolling down as I read a clipping from the Times stating that I won 1st prize for my Foreign Trades Week poster, in the Los Angeles Day School division. $25!! The worm must be turning.

I had to look at the clipping several times before I could believe it. And to think with what difficulty my art teacher persuaded me to make the poster at all! I made it with breakneck haste because Art was an afternoon class, and Seniors did not have to go to their afternoon classes.

As to my pen name, although it is really a brush name, I am still in turmoil, but I think that I will heroically stand firm in the face of all misunderstandings and mispronunciations. I’ll simply have to lead a dual existence. If you have any brilliant suggestions, I won’t consider myself too far gone to reconsider. Comment regardless. The name is LAN RAMEAU, and the friend who helped me select it thought it was quite euphonic and distinctive. Personally, I felt that anything was better than Ruess, but I may have been mistaken. I can’t tell whether you made it Lan or San in your letter. It’s an ‘L’. 

I am going to pack up my burro and take a jaunt through Monument Valley to a row of cliffs I know of, explore every box canyon, and discover some prehistoric cliff dwellings. Don’t laugh. Maybe you thought they were all discovered, but such is not the case. In the territory I shall cover, a few cliff dwellings have been found but not investigated. Most of the country is untouched. Only the Navajos have been there, and they are superstitious. In the event that I find nothing, I shall do some painting and have some interesting camps.

I have been in several snowstorms and rainstorms, but water is not plentiful, and is only found in potholes.

I’m glad someone shares your sentiments about my art, but a man can’t live on promises. Nevertheless, I have a couple of promises of Navajo rugs in case I make two paintings that please two Indian traders. I have already traded one blockprint for an old Indian bowl but I’m not carrying it with me.

As to the rides I accept, I am now an independent man (though not financially) and I have two legs of my own and four on my mildly recalcitrant burro. The burro is quite a joke, with a black coat, white nose and eyebrows, and the ear tips missing. The Indian began at $12 but I purchased it for $6.

As to when I start painting, I have already made half a dozen attempts, but I anticipate better work in the future. It would be great if you sold the painting, but don’t let such a masterpiece (?) go for a song.

I didn’t make a moneybelt, and when the printing started to wear off (in my shoes) I put the money in my pocket, but day by day the questionable virtue of poverty has approached me. However, I have enough grub for a month and enough equipment to last indefinitely, so while I am alive, I intend to live. I hope you are doing the same thing, as nearly as possible.

You misunderstood about the hat. It blew away, but was recovered. I have since worn the wool cap which you considered unmanly because it kept my ears warm. Question: ‘Has my equipment proven inadequate?’ Answer: ‘Yes’. That’s where all my money went.

Believe it or not, I have learned how to cook. I have produced biscuits in which no flour could be found, and my other dishes, though less complicated, are satisfactory. My little oven and I are prepared to cook anything.

In the way of game, I have only seen jackrabbits, cottontails and prairie dogs, but I intend to sample them all. As yet, I haven’t fired a shot. From all I can gather, hunting is a passe sport which it is impossible to revive. A long time ago the white men started trading guns to the Indians for pelts, and now there are no deer, antelope or buffalo, and the sheep eat all the grass, so there are few jackrabbits. Crows and desert sparrows are the only birds.

I have exciting times tracking my burro. Once the hobbles got unfastened, and I had to pay an Indian on horse four bits to bring it back. The burro was going back to Kayenta and home. At present I am in Utah, at Say-kiz-y Pass near Monument Valley.

The traders around here deride the ‘Indian-lovers’ who drive through in cars and write articles about their picturesqueness and their wrongs. These Indians are not mistreated, but they are scrupulously dishonest, and they live in filth. The tuberculosis sanatorium is always full. It is 100 miles in either direction to a school, so the Indians in the vicinity do not speak English.

It is too bad that you sleep under a roof where you cannot see the falling stars at night. In a couple of days the moon will be full, too. I slept very coolly until I got the tarpaulin. Ice forms almost every night. In one camp next to a cliff, you could hear the echo of a bean dropped four inches above a plate. It sounded like a firecracker. (No hyperbole.)

Atmospheric effects are magnificent here. Among other storms, I saw a dust storm, which obscured everything beyond a quarter mile.

Enclosed are a few pottery chips.

You may think I’ve said a lot, but I haven’t told you half of it. This country suits me nearly to perfection. The only things I miss are a loyal friend to share my delights and miseries, and good music, of which I would not hear much in the city, anyway.

Write lengthily, and criticize my name to your heart’s content.

Your comrade,

Lan

March 21

San Juan River, Utah

Dear Family,

It is now the twenty-first, but I have just received your letters of the ninth and tenth, which you evidently wrote before receiving my third. You are right that mailboxes are distant. I am in practically the most remote place in America. The nearest mailbox is forty-five miles away at Kayenta. This is about 250 miles from Flagstaff, the nearest city. There are only trading posts in between. There is a town in Utah, about 100 miles distant. Mail only leaves Kayenta once a week.

As for hunting for me with Dorinda [the family automobile], I don’t believe you could get the car here. It would sink in the sand, rattle to pieces on the rocks, get stuck in a river bottom, slide off a cliff or run out of gas miles from a service station. There is, however, a road to the camp where I am staying now. I have helped to put it through, but personally I prefer a burro and a trail.

Everett, the burro, has been fattening out and becoming more lively and tractable. The first time I put a real pack on him, he ambled along for a mile and then lay down in the centre of the path, but I think he is over that habit. When well treated he is a very droll creature, with his white nose and stubby ears. Every once in a while he snorts and shakes his head from side to side, ears flapping. He keeps turning his ears, individually too. At first I didn’t know how to get the most out of him, but now I think he will do twenty miles a day.

Waldo is not the only one who went swimming Sunday afternoon. I had a great frolic splashing about in the San Juan with some of the younger people at camp.

Now I think I shall lead you up to where I am, and have been for a week. The day after I wrote the last letter, I left for Monument Valley, where I spent two days, sketching, reading, cooking and camping. The coyotes howled close by at night, and the burro wandered far.

The next day, I started for some box canyons where there were cliff dwellings, but I did not go far before the pack began to shift. After lashing it on more securely, I plodded on until late afternoon, when I reached the mouth of a large canyon. A windstorm sprang up, and the burro sat down. A waterhole which I had expected to be full was completely empty. I kept going back and back into the canyon until I was nearly to the end, in a gloomy, sunless place. Unwilling to go any farther, I unloaded the burro and went on over some small hills to the end of the narrow cleft, with a high rock wall on each side. At the very end was a V-shaped pool of muddy water with a green scum on it. That night, four inches of snow fell. Two mornings later, I hit the trail once more, very glad to get out of Gloom Canyon. I had not gone many miles before I came to some very neatly constructed cliff dwellings, near which I made camp. I found many interesting pottery chips with various designs. A new difficulty in painting presented itself when the watercolour turned to thin ice while I painted. The next day, after viewing a few more ruins, I left the vicinity of Monument Valley and headed for the trading post of Oljeto, which means ‘moonlight on water’. All of the ruins I saw had been investigated before.

After sunset I
































































































































































































































































































































































































Afterword: A Sonnet for Everett Ruess

You walked into the radiance of death

through passageways of stillness, stone, and light,

gold coin of cottonwoods, the spangled shade,

cascading song of canyon wrens, the flight

of scarlet dragonflies at pools, the stain

of water on a curve of sand, the art

of roots that crack the monolith of time.

 

You knew the crazy lust to probe the heart

of that which has no heart that we could know,

toward the source, deep in the core, the maze,

the secret centre where there are no bounds.

 

Hunter, brother, companion of our days:

that blessing which you hunted, hunted too,

what you were seeking, this is what found you.

 

Edward Abbey

Oracle, Arizona

1983
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