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Now an Indian boy of about twelve summers came
wandering down to the creek, a little self-conscious in
store clothes, but his eyes gazing about him full of
wonder. He was Jim, her great-grandson, recently
come from the city where his father worked as a
mechanic in a big garage, new to the mountain
country, new and strange, and a little bit afraid of the
other Indian boys, his relatives who lived there. It was
getting near to midday and the other people had gone
indoors to snooze through the heat, but Jim walked
slowly and shyly down to the creek beside his great-
grandmother. ,

Little flashing lights of laughter raced through the
eyes of the old, wise one. She saw the wonder in him as
he gazed at the mountains with their snow on top, and
said tenderly,

“What do you want, Jim?”

Dust jumped in little spurts as the boy kicked the
ground, and his lips trembled. Then they firmed as he
looked straight into the lively old eyes.

“I want to ask a question, Oldest Mother.”

‘“‘Ask then,” she said quietly and suddenly her body
seemed to grow less old, and it appeared almost as if
she were sitting straight in a saddle on a spirited horse
as she had done many a time in the long ago.

“Last night you told us stories,” said the boy, and
you could see in the eager reach of his eyes, the
clenching of his fists, how he had sat tensely in the
firelight of the previous evening drinking into his very
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pores the tales of old. “Last night you told of how the
white man came and took our land, of how the Indians
were struck by disease until their bones became so
weak that thousands died, of how great-grandfather
was killed by a white man because he tried to stop a
robbery. All these things that you told us about, Oldest
Mother, make me want to ask you something.”

“Ask then!” she commanded, and her voice was like
the wind in the mountains. The boy drew back, as if he
would run, but he clenched his hands again and spoke.

“Why did our Grandfather in the sky allow the
white men to take our land, Oldest Mother?”’

Eyes of the Fire became as still as a desert fox
crouched at the hole of a kangeroo rat. Only the eyes
remained alive and moving, watching the boy as if she
had seen him for the very first time. She saw the fine
eyes and the proud way he held his head, the nose of
him a little big, but strong and bold, and she saw in
him something of his great-grandfather as he had been
in his youth when the hunter’s glow was about him
and he came in proudly through the sagebush with an
antelope over his shoulder.

“You are the first to ask that question,” she whispered.
“Your father and your grandfather never asked such
things. Why do you ask?”’

“Because I want to know,” he cried impatiently.
“Why have there been such bad things happen to our
people? Why? Why?”

Again the old one became very still. Again she






dreams. Yes, the hope was growing, it was springing
within her, like hunters coming home with buffalo
rumps and tongues on their saddles and the wild, wild
shouting. But she dared not let the hope show in her
eyes, she dared not! There would be a long time yet
before she could be sure. This was only a soft little bay
from the city; time would tell if his will was strong.

She realized suddenly that Jim was looking at her
eagerly.

“Listen, boy. who speaks his mind, this is a big
question you have asked me. This is a question to be
asked by a warrior, not a boy. When a boy your age
asked such a question in the old days, the wise chiefs
looked at him and said; ‘Ho, what a big question from
a little one! Let us test him before we answer, let us
send him into the wild places to find hisspirit. Only big
people can have an answer to such a question. Let us
see if he is big.””

“What do you want me to do, Oldest Mother?”

The question startled the old one. She had not
expected it, but now her eyes crinkled and she began to
laugh. Somehow it was not an old woman’s laugh.
Somehow it breathed the wild laughter of the mountain
winds, somewhere within it was the cry of the eagle and
the scream of the mountain lion, somewhere also was
deep pride that a boy child of her blood should ask such
things.

But suddenly Eyes of the Fire grew worried.

“What I want you to do, and what your mother and



father will let you do may be two different things.”

The boy laughed defiantly.

“My mother and father want to lie in the shade and
sleep. Or they want to watch the TV or listen to the
radio. They have come to rest this summer, they say.
But I want to run in the hills and watch the animals.
Tell me what you wish me to do, Oldest Mother, and
then answer my question. It will be a secret between
us.

“Look at me, Jim,” she commanded. “‘Do you really
want to know the answer to your question? Do you
really want to know why the Spirit of All let the white
men take our lands?”

The boy nodded his head eagerly and looked
straight into her eyes. Then he took a knife from his
pocket and suddenly cut his finger. Triumphantly he
cried,

“See, Eyes of the Fire,” and it was the first time he
had used her old name. “I have cut myself even as the
old ones did when they sought visions. In my blood I
have written my answer. Tell me what I must do!”

Tears rushed to her eyes. Blindly she reached out to
touch him.

“Thank the One in the Sun I have lived to see this
day! Go tell your mother and father that I want to see
them.” '

She sat up very straight, like a chief at the time of
decision, like a warrior drawing his arrow.

The boy ran and his feet kicked up happy clouds of









The old woman seemed to grow bigger before their
eyes. She took a stick and made a mark in the sand. It
was the ancient mark of their people, and a sign made
with the hands, when two strange tribesmen met.

“For eighty years,” she said slowly, “I have been
waiting for this day. For eighty years I have seen the
spirit of my people slowly being crushed by the white
men. For eighty years I have seen my people trying to
follow the white man’s ways. Some of these ways have
been good. Some have been very bad. But worst of all
has been the going away of the spirit of our people, for a
people are nothing when the spirit is gone.”

“But we have learned the white man’s religion,”
protested the man. “There is much good in it.”

“There is much good, that is true. But many white
men use their religion as a child uses a toy. When they
think it is useful to them they remember it, but when it
interferes with their pleasure, they forget it.”

The old one wasssilent... a silence broken only by the
soft whisper of the wind among the cottonwood leaves.
After a time she began again.

“In the old days we Indians helped each other in
trouble; even the weakest were helped; we really lived
our religion. Then the white men came with ambitions
to change the ways of the Indians. When they brought
love, as some few did, this was good, but when they
brought the breaking up of our people by the many
different approaches to their religion, and laughed at
our beliefs, this was bad.”
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Her eyes narrowed, as though she were seeing away
into the far distant future, and she whispered:

““Let the white men live again the truths of their own
religion and no longer will they build walls between
themselves and the other peoples of the world.”

The man looked at the ground.

“What do you want us to do?”” he asked reluctantly.

“Let the spirit of this boy grow. Let it grow as big as
the sky! I will send him to the mountain tops and to the
strange places. He will learn the secrets of our people
that you and your father have long forgotten. He will
bring back the spirit that is almost lost. Long ago the
ancient ones told me that these things would be. The
white man would crush the spirit of the Indian peoples,
and take it to a far place, but after awhile it would
come back again, it would be born again. In time a
new spirit would come to the world, they said, and we
should look for it. Like the rain drops gathering in the
clouds of the springtime so would the spirit come to a
thirsty land and a dying people. It would bring back
life and hope and make them great again. I have seen
the beginning of this spirit in this boy. Let it grow! Let
it grow!”

The old woman was very tired by her long talk, but
her eyes still glowed like shining coals. Suddenly the
young man remembered her as he had when a child
and a great sense of loss came to him. In the deepest
part of his heart, he whispered to himself, “‘I should
have listened to her when I was young. Now it will be
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Now proudly he stepped through the starlight. He
came to a clump of juniper trees and he walked among
them without a branch touching him, for his body
seemed as fluid as creek water. He began to run with
feet that felt as if they had eyes in their toes, and his
body sensed every rock and shrub and tree he passed.
He flashed up the last bit of steep climb to the hilltop
without panting. He seized a rock and knew by the
feel of it that it was a fire stone. His fingers scrabbled
over ground for another rock of the same kind, and he
struck the two together until they made a shower of
sparks. Far below, he saw an answering light from the
valley and he sucked in his breath, knowing with joy
that sang that the old one watched.

He laughed aloud, for he knew he had passed the
first diflicult test and he thrust his arms out into the
coolness of the wind. All the darkness was full of little
voices talking, whisperings and rustlings, squeakings
from under the bushes, and in the far distance, an owl
hooting weirdly. Once he had shivered at these sounds,
but now they seemed to be saying over and over, “Jim
has won! Jim has won!”

Day and night the training went on. He learned to
lie perfectly motionless watching a squirrel until he
knew all its habits. Day and night muscles and mind
and soul were toughened, and his spirit grew.

After three weeks the old, wise one felt the muscles
in his legs and arms. They were as hard as the black
obsidian rock.
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Two nights later he was alone in a canyon of the
mountain, looking into the dancing flames and seeing
the ancient hunters gather around him in the flickering
shadows to give advice. He bent his head and prayed
the age-long prayer that the deer people would forgive
him for his kill, that he would partake of their strength
and courage by eating their flesh, that his heart would
be good.

Trees and shadows and grass merged with his spirit
in the new dawn; the creek, laughing down over its
rocks, sang in his blood; the movement of dark forms at
the edge of a meadow in some cottonwoods keyed his
nerves to tight alertness. Rocks and sharp leaves
scarred his knees as he began his stalking. But he
poured all his soul into his hunting until he became a
part of the earth, until his brown body merged with
leaf and rock and trunk as if no human being were
there.

How his hand shook when he rose at last from
behind a boulder and drew the arrow to its notched
head, gazing down the waving line of it at the tan
shoulder of a young buck! Suddenly the white tail
flashed and the buck jumped away, hooves pounding.
A new power surged into Jim and his heart let out a
great shout as he heard the arrow sing its deadly song.
It struck the fleeing buck and Jim plunged after it.
shouting.

Suddenly he saw the deer lying near him under a
bush, blood gushing from its mouth, and its great dark

26






the white men had almost destroyed. He made a sign
his people used onty when making a sacred vow,
promising the Great Spirit to make it so.

“It is well,” said the old, wise one, when Jim laid the
meat and skin before her late that evening, “he is
beginning to be a man.”” She tossed some sacred seed
on the fire until the flame blazed cherry red, but he was
so silent that she looked long into his eyes until she
understood and touched him gently.

“This one has seen pain inothers,” she said solemnly.
“Look you tonight, oh people,” and her voice rose
thrillingly, “like a wise chief, this boy has been close to
the heart of the Silent One and hisspirit will be great in
the years to come.”

In the warm silence the others understood. Into the
stillness a drum began its thumping, and the people
started to sing with the wonderful, lifting spirit of the
days when the prairies had no fences, but were clean
and beautiful for a thousand miles!

Still the training went on, the climbing of cliffs, the
search for food and medicinal herbs, the watching, the
running, until one day Jim stood before the old one
with fiery eyes.

“Tell me now, Oldest Mother, why did the Old
Man, the Lord of the Lightning, let the white men
take our lands?”

She laughed the long, hearty laugh, the deep,
wonderful laugh that is heard only when the people
know that just friends are about. She reached down
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vision. A light breeze swirled sand across her finely
beaded moccasins. At last she went on.

“In their dreams the old ones saw that the Indians
would go through a very bad time, that they would
lose their spirit, that they would be split up into many
parts by the different religions of the white men. Like
the white men, they would try to find what these
strange people call success. But one day the Indians
would begin to wake up, the old ones told me. They
would see that those white people who chased after
their pleasures left behind the truly important things
in life. The Indians would see that their people in the
old days were in tune with something far more
wonderful, the Spirit of Life.”

Jim saw the fiery eyes of his great-grandmother flash
and her body grow taut as she crouched in her old
chair. Then she spoke again, her whispered voice
slowly growing stronger.

““And you must realize that this is not all the old
ones saw in their dreams. They saw that just when the
Indians seemed to be growing like the more foolish of
the white men, just when everybody thought they had
forgotten about the ancient days, at that time a great
light would come from the east. It would come into the
hearts of some of the Indians, and they would become
like the prairie fire, spreading not only love between
all races, but also between the different religions.”

A shiver of excitement rippled through Jim’s alert
figure as he too glimpsed something of what the old
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