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FOREWORD



  I have been sitting in my garden this morning thinking of Edith Warner, how many years it has been since she died and how fast the world we knew has gone on changing. She lies in an Indian grave near the Pueblo of San Ildefonso, nothing over her but the earth hard as a bare heel, and the fragments of the clay pots that were broken over the grave according to the ancient custom of the Pueblos. The little house she lived in beside the bridge was already falling to pieces when I saw it last. The new bridge of towering rigid steel, with two lanes for the traffic that now speeds back and forth to Los Alamos, crosses the Rio Grande close to the wellhouse. The vines that used to hang there, their leaves so glossy and cool in the quivery summer heat, are a mass of clotted dry stems and tendrils. I suppose hardly anyone stops to listen to the river any more.


  But I still see Edith standing in the doorway, her thin figure straight as an aspen in a mountain forest, her eyes lifted to the long dark rim of the mesa east of the river. She watches the sky for the northward flight of the wild geese, “that long silver V endlessly circling and reforming,” to tell us of spring’s sure return. The brown buckskin moccasins in which she moved so quietly about her busy days are lapped over at the ankles and fastened in the Navajo style with a silver button—the only concession to Indian costume she ever made. In memory I still see the worn scrubbed boards of the kitchen floor behind her, the old-fashioned range with its twin warming ovens and the woodbox near it that Tilano kept filled with sticks of knotted juniper. The copper kettle simmers on the stove and the house is filled with the warm smell of baking bread.


  Old Tilano, who was nearly sixty when he came across the bridge from the pueblo to live with Edith at “the place where the river makes a noise,” comes in from the well and smiles as he sets the bucket of water beside the kitchen door. I shall never forget the gentleness and dignity of his face, brown as a weathered rock, the two black braids of his hair wound with yarn as blue as the sky at midday. I have a picture of him which has stood for a long time on my desk. Dressed in jeans, a sun-faded shirt, a wrinkled cowboy hat, he is stooping to pour clean water over the bare feet of my small son, muddy with play at the edge of the muddy river. The little boy has grown to manhood and has children of his own. Tilano has lived out his life and gone, like Edith, to be part of the timeless spirit of the land.


  On the high Pajarito Plateau west of the river, where as a child I used to hunt for arrowheads among the pueblo ruins, the city of Los Alamos now sprawls with its fierce and guarded laboratories, its rows of modern houses, its theaters and flashy supermarkets. The paved road that runs from north to south across the plateau parallels the remnants of an old trail worn ankle-deep in places by the moccasined feet of Indians. On one side of the road is a tightly woven metal fence bearing in enormous red letters the warning DANGER! PELIGROSO! On the other, a “sacred area” has been set aside where the Indians of San Ildefonso still tend traditional shrines and place prayer plumes when their hearts are right.


  The Pajarito Plateau opens like a huge fan from an arc of blue mountains in northwestern New Mexico. From a distance it looks almost level, covered with a dark blanket of yellow pine. It is grooved by canyons that radiate from the mountains like the crudely drawn spokes of a wheel. The canyon walls rise through many-colored layers of hardened volcanic ash, pink and rose and buff, like petrified waves. Some of the ridges between the canyons are narrow, rounded like tongues or sleeping lizards. Others are wide and flat, dotted with the mounds of pre-Columbian Indian villages and a few cultivated fields where Spanish-American families used to raise scanty patches of beans in summer, returning in winter to their adobe homes along the Rio Grande.


  During the centuries of the Crusades in Europe, the time of the great khans in Asia, through the days when Columbus struggled for ships and money to sail west to the Orient, Indians were living in settled communities among these canyons and mesas. When the Spaniards came in the sixteenth century they found the villages deserted. The dwellings had fallen into mounds of stone. The sacred kivas were open to the sun and rain. No one knew what had become of the ancient inhabitants. Perhaps drought drove them away. Perhaps they felt their gods had failed them, or that they had failed their gods. Some of the Indians living along the Rio Grande claim them as their ancestors, but no one has been able to make the broken pieces of the puzzle fit together.


  A few years ago, returning for a nostalgic visit to scenes of my own childhood, I slept for a night on the ground below Tsirege, one of the largest of the ancient villages. The word means Place of the Bird People. Carried over into Spanish as Pajarito, “little bird,” it became the name by which the whole plateau is known. Long ago, for two magic years, my restless father managed a dude-ranch in Pajarito Canyon, two miles above the now-forbidding fence. When I was a child of twelve I used to ride my barebacked horse to Tsirege and spend hours wondering about the vanished people who had chosen to build their homes in situations of such extraordinary beauty. I remember nothing so still as the silence around that mesa. Eagles soared without sound in the blue above it. Lizards moved in a whisper among the fallen housewalls. Now as I slept and woke and looked up at the turning patterns of the stars, I could hear through the earth the hum of great dynamos that I knew had to do with modern man’s purpose of destruction. I remembered a handful of childish treasures I had hidden at the roots of an old tree in the canyon and knew that I could never go back again to find them.


  It was drought that forced us to leave the Pajarito at the end of the second summer. The little stream we used to wade in failed and the spring from which our water had been piped dried up. I remember how we children cried as we drove away, turning for long last looks at the caves where we had played and roasted apples, at our secret hiding places among the cliffs, and the fields where we had chased our stubborn horses.


  Almost thirty years later I was exiled from the plateau for the second time when the boys’ school my father founded and in which my husband taught for twenty years was taken over by the Government, along with several thousand acres of surrounding plateau and mountain land, for the top-secret project which was working to develop the atomic bomb. The school was called Los Alamos after the deep canyon which bordered the mesa to the south and which was groved with cottonwood trees along the sandy trickle of its stream. It was a name that no one suspected would one day be famous throughout the world.


  It was Edith Warner in her little house by the bridge on the road to Los Alamos, who saw it all happen. Through the years of up-heaval she and Tilano guarded for us all the changeless essence. In 1943 she began the series of remarkable Christmas letters which kept the land alive for those of us in exile. She wrote us the news of plowing and planting, of the anguish of dust and wind, the blessing of rainfall, pine knots gathered each autumn, the ancient Indian rituals continued even while the sound of experimental blasts from the mesas gave notice that a new and threatening age had come upon us. It brought us a feeling of calm to know she was still there. It was as though we still had a little corner of the Pajarito land we could call our own. She kept watch for us all over the circling seasons and listened for us to the music of the river.


  This shy little spinster from Pennsylvania lived for more than twenty years as neighbor to the Indians of San Ildefonso Pueblo, and when she died they buried her among them. Through the Indians she was in touch with a wisdom that has been almost forgotten. The scientists who took our place at Los Alamos became her friends. It was one of the strange aspects of Edith Warner’s fate that brought these men and their wives from many nations to gather around her table. Among them were some of the great minds in Europe and America, and their work was to change our world beyond believing. Edith’s house became a kind of sanctuary for them in the tense years before Hiroshima. When the new bridge brought the road to Los Alamos so close to the house that life there could no longer be endured, some of the same men whose minds conceived the atomic bomb worked side by side with the Indians to build a new house for Edith and Tilano. When Edith died, Niels Bohr, great physicist, and also, as she tells us, a great man, wrote her sister: “The memory of Edith Warner, a noble personality, and of the enchanting environment in which she lived, will always be cherished by everyone who met her. Although, in the days of the war it was not possible to speak freely about the hopes and anxieties in one’s mind, I felt that your sister had an intuitive understanding which was a bond between us.”


  Many of us hoped that Edith would someday be able to write her story. She made an attempt, but after the first few pages it sounded to her too much like the standard adventure: “White woman moves West. Lives among Indians.” Better nothing than that, she thought, and gave it up. She found herself unable to speak of her deep friendship with her Indian neighbors. I remember what a dislike she had, really the only sharp animosity I ever heard her express, for the anthropologists who kept intruding in the village, prying like irreverent children into the secrets of the kiva. In all her years at the bridge she allowed herself to learn only a few playful words of Tewa because she wanted the village people to keep, even from her, the privacy of their language. She never asked an Indian what his ceremonies “meant” any more than she ever asked me the meaning of the poems I showed her, knowing that the ritual, like the poem, must be its own communication. Besides the unfinished manuscript and the handful of Christmas letters, a few typed pages of her journal are all Edith felt willing to leave behind in writing.


  “This is the story of a house,” her manuscript begins, “a house that stood for many years beside a bridge between two worlds.” It stood, too, in the shadow of Los Alamos, the mushrooming shadow of violent change in which all of us now must go on living. More than the story of a house, it is the story of a woman who out of almost nothing made an oasis of serenity and beauty in a world that seemed to grow every day more threatening. Edith Warner died in 1951, her roots still deep and unshaken. The sound of the river was with her to the end.


  Because the little house and its rebuilding had meaning for so many, because Edith and Tilano still live as part of my own inner world, I try now to join the broken threads of her story together and weave them with my own.


  
ONE



  My Father, Ashley Pond, grew up in Detroit, a delicate boy who suffered through his school days and even through college with bronchitis. He never forgot the dreary weeks spent in boarding school infirmaries, the choking grey skies, the ominous report cards with their toll of missed classes and failing grades. He was the only surviving son of a brilliant man and carried the burden of his father’s disappointment through his boyhood.


  During the Spanish-American War he enlisted with Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, but before he saw active duty a siege of typhoid nearly finished him. His father sent him West to recover his health—a custom which was becoming increasingly prevalent at that time. He lived for months with cattle ranchers on the eastern slope of the Rockies, riding horseback all day long, cooking his meals over campfires, sleeping often under the stars. It was the kind of life, he came to feel, for which men had been made. He began to dream of a school where city boys from wealthy families like his own could regain their heritage of outdoor wisdom at the same time that they were being prepared for college and the responsibilities which their position in life demanded. He was convinced that hours spent on the trail with a knowledgeable cowpony would teach a boy more that he needed to know as a man, than he could ever learn from textbooks.


  In the autumn of 1904 his dream was about to be realized. The year before he had met and married a lively girl who came out from St. Louis to spend the summers on her grandfather’s ranch near Watrous in Mora County, New Mexico. A few miles away, in Shoemaker Canyon where the Santa Fe Railroad still runs, he found a site for his school that pleased him. Buildings were ready. A staff had been engaged. One night, after weeks of unseasonal rains, a railway embankment near the ranch gave way and released tons of flooding water from the swollen Mora River. He had barely time to carry his wife, and the ten-months-old infant who was myself, to a barn on higher ground. Everything he owned was washed away. Adobe buildings dissolved into mud. Navajo rugs were buried in cornfields. An enormous hotel-sized icebox never has been found. It was years before he was financially able to start again.


  After a few years back in Michigan, where he entered business, and where my brother and sister both were born—worse luck for them, I always boasted—his father died and left him with an independent income. He returned at once to New Mexico and began years of search for a place to start his school again.


  Through an archaeologist friend in Santa Fe he became interested in the Pajarito Plateau. The dude ranch venture in Pajarito Canyon was only intended to be temporary. Soon after it failed he managed to acquire a piece of property on one of the highest mesas to the north. It looked ideal for the school he had never ceased to dream of. A man named Brook had homesteaded the place and put up a few ramshackle buildings near a rain-fed and muddy pool where ducks swam. There were several acres of cultivated fields. The mesa rose high above the barren and broken hills of the Rio Grande Valley, safely above the reach of any flood. The Jemez Mountains were only a mile or two away and the Sangre de Cristos ran the whole length of the eastern horizon into Colorado. A more isolated spot could hardly be imagined, but isolation was an important part of my father’s plan.


  A two-story log building was put up, with kitchen and common room and classrooms on the first floor, bedrooms and sleeping porches above. The school opened in 1917. From the beginning it was a self-contained community with its own commissary, electric light-plant and machine shops. Each boy was assigned his own horse to ride. Hay from the fields was stored in a huge barn. Silos for grain were built, corrals and saddlerooms constructed. The duck pond was enlarged and a storage house built beside it to hold the year’s supply of ice that was cut each winter. Water was pumped from a stream in a nearby canyon and stored in a big tank that stood on stilts near the mound of the small ruin in back of the main building.


  Soon after the school was established my father withdrew from active participation in its affairs and retired to make his home in Santa Fe. He was a man of vision rather than an educator and had the wisdom to leave it to those more qualified than himself to carry out his dream. To run his school he selected A. J. Connell, who had been active in the Boy Scout movement and who was for many years a ranger in the United States Forest Service. Under Connell’s direction the school grew from a student body of one in its first year to a capacity enrollment of forty-four. In December of 1942 the Government took over the property by process of condemnation for the Manhattan Project, and the history of Los Alamos School abruptly ended. I have always been glad that my father, who died in 1933, did not live to see the day.


  In 1924 I married Fermor Church, one of the young men who came out from New England to teach at Los Alamos, and I went there to live, the first faculty wife to join that small and secluded community. I was rather pleased with myself for having outwitted my father who had been so unfeeling as to plan his school for boys and not for girls. I had his own love of horses and mountain trails, and years of Eastern boarding school and college had not cured me.


  In those first years I had glamorous ideas of ranch-life. For our honeymoon my husband took me to the mountain cabin where the boys often went on week-end packtrips. It was set among quaking aspens at the head of a steep valley. The birds had the world to themselves, and the call of the towhee was like a string of jewels let down among the dark branches of the fir trees. When the chores were done each day we would saddle up our horses. I had been taught to curry and brush my horse before I was eight, and I proudly placed the striped Navajo blanket on her back just so, the crease at her withers and the two sides even, and swung into place the heavy western saddle that had belonged to my grandfather. The mare would draw in a deep breath while I pulled the front cinch tight. We would tie a canteen to each of the saddles and place a sandwich lunch in the saddlebags. I wore spurs that were not so much to goad my willing mare as to control her, a Stetson hat like my husband’s, and a pair of leather chaps to protect my knees when our trail led through heavy brush or low-limbed fir trees. We would ride at a walk or a slow trot all day, sometimes to the grassy top of a mountain where a mound of stones marked an old Indian shrine, sometimes to the wide treeless valley that was part of an extinct crater, filled now with flocks of grazing sheep and cattle.
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  At evening we returned to our cabin to unsaddle the sweaty horses and watch them roll before we turned them loose to graze. I would struggle with the cast-iron Dutch ovens and the task of boiling beans or potatoes at an altitude of nine thousand feet, or take the easy way out and open a can of soup or tomatoes. I learned that to make boiled coffee was a special art. It must be taken from the fire at just the right time and settled with just the right amount of cold water. We drank it from big aluminum cups that burned our lips, but it tasted better than ambrosia.


  My husband taught me, as the school boys on their week-end rides were carefully taught, to build a campfire. The best wood was juniper or oak that made long-lasting coals. The aspen and fir in the mountains burned too quickly, but we made it do, letting it roar into its first great blaze and then die down to a mound of sparks before we placed our kettles on it. The mountains would grow dark around us while we ate by the light of a log placed at the back of the fire. Strange crashings of twigs out of the darkness would startle us. The horses whinnied now and then, and we could hear sheep bleating from some herder’s lonely camp.


  This was only a taste of the adventure that the boys of Los Alamos were permitted to experience on many of their spring and autumn weekends. They were taught the skills of outdoor living, the care of themselves and their horses on the trail as thoroughly as the Latin and geometry that their college preparation demanded. When school was in session my husband was seldom able to ride with me. I was never allowed to ride with the boys, so I did my own exploring. There was no trail within seven miles of the school in any direction that I did not know. Even after my first son was born I used to leave him sleeping in his crib while I wandered as far as the time between bottle feedings allowed me.


  Mr. Connell looked on my exploits with disapproval. The trouble with me, he said, was that I had not enough to keep me busy—and this judgment I used to deny with considerable temper. He would argue that modern life was spoiling women with its electricity and washing machines and vacuum cleaners. He always declared that the first thing the school had to do for a boy was undo the work of women. I got no credit at all for being resourceful in the woods, or being able to mend a broken tire chain with a strand of wire from some handy fencepost. Why, he wondered inconsistently, couldn’t I sit placidly knitting baby booties like the nurse in her spare time instead of forever fretting my husband to companion me on all-day picnics?


  For a long time the nurse at the school was my only woman companion, and she had her own routine that kept her busy. The thirty-five mile drive to Santa Fe used to take more than three hours and we had to cross arroyos often treacherous with sand or angry with flashing water. There was only a narrow railway trestle over the Rio Grande at the place we called Otowi, and we drove across straddling the rails on the open ties with the earth-colored water coiling underneath as muscular as a snake. I remember the first Christmas when we were planning to spend the day with my parents in Santa Fe, we woke to find the world covered with three feet of snow, and had to inch our way down the steep switchback road behind a snowplow.


  Needless to say, we left the mesa very seldom. Our nearest neighbors were the Smithwicks, who looked after a mentally retarded boy, at Anchor Ranch five miles to the south. When I grew hungry for female gossip I would put sandwiches in my saddlebags and ride over to spend the day with Connie Smithwick.


  It was there on an autumn afternoon in 1925 that I first met Edith Warner. I remember her then as a shy and diffident person who wandered into the rustic sitting room while Connie and I were having tea. Where had this prim little figure come from, I wondered? She was wearing a blouse and skirt that looked as though they might have come out of a missionary barrel. I was not surprised when Connie told me later that “Miss Warner” had grown up as the eldest of five daughters in a Baptist minister’s household in Pennsylvania. Toward the end of 1921 she suffered some kind of breakdown, and a wise diagnostician, finding no physical cause for her persistent illness, prescribed a year of outdoor life without responsibilities. Almost at random she had chosen to spend that year of freedom in New Mexico. A friend of hers had been there and recommended a small guest ranch in Frijoles Canyon west of Santa Fe. At the end of her year Edith Warner had fallen in love with the country and decided she could live happily no place else. Since then, in spite of her delicate health, she had been trying one expedient after another to earn a living so she would not have to return to the clouded and crowded atmosphere of Pennsylvania. The Smithwicks who had met Edith during her first year in New Mexico, had taken a liking to her and asked her to live with them awhile as a kind of governess to the young boy in their care.


  Miss Warner took almost no part in the conversation that afternoon except to show a city-dweller’s sentimental enthusiasm for wildflowers. She was narrow-shouldered and the bones in her face showed too plainly. Her eyes were guarded by wide-rimmed glasses and she wore her hair coiled limply as though she had long ago given up the effort to be pretty. It seemed to me that no one could belong less to this land of burning skies and mountains. What was there about this landscape that attracted her, I wondered? I had the born Westerner’s easy scorn for the tenderfoot and was sure this one would not last long.


  How astonished I was to learn some three years later that Mr. Connell had given Miss Warner the job of looking after the freight at the little boxcar railway station beside the bridge at Otowi, and that, of all things, she was planning to open a tearoom.


  
TWO



  Edith Warner was thirty years old when she left Pennsylvania in the fall of 1922. This was almost exactly the midpoint of her life. All of her future lay folded still within her, like the Mariposa lilies she came to love—those three-petaled white blossoms with the golden centers whose seed must often wait patiently through years of drought for enough moisture to make them germinate.


  She had always been a serious child, her sister tells me, and until she was seven years old, the only one. Her first years were spent almost entirely with adults, of whom a grandfather had been especially close. On her mother’s side she was German, on her father’s English, Scotch and Welsh. Her father already had a young family when he gave up a career in business to enter the ministry. This sudden change of vocation took real courage. Because of his shyness, he found preaching difficult. Only stubborn determination, much like Edith herself showed later, and a deep religious conviction enabled him to persist in it. Her mother was a dynamic woman in whom gentleness and humility were blended with tremendous pride and strength of will. She had a gift for understanding people that was almost psychic. The German-Lutheran grandmother was a diminutive lady whose God was indeed a mighty fortress. She mixed her Biblical quotations with a sparkling sense of humor.


  With such a background it was inevitable that the eldest daughter should grow up with a strong sense of duty. Edith was ten years old at the time her father entered the ministry and a large share of responsibility for helping with the busy household fell upon her shoulders. She became self-supporting as early as she could, as much to help with the financial burden as for her own sake. She was eighteen when she graduated from Normal school and began to teach. She started out in a. one-room country school where she handled all the subjects. Later she taught English in a high school in Philadelphia. She found this work desperately uncongenial. Looking back in the second year of her life beside the Rio Grande, she writes in her journal:


  I have been lying here looking out at the mesa and the aspen all golden on the Sangres, and I know that no wooded, verdant country could make me feel as this one does. Its very nudity makes it intimate. There are only shadows to cover its bareness, and the snow that lies white in the spring. I think I could not bear again great masses of growing things. . . . It would stifle me as buildings do.


  She worked for a while as industrial secretary for the Y.W.C.A. in Easton, Pennsylvania. This suited her a good deal better. It involved a lot of outdoor life, camping and picnicking with young working girls, which she enjoyed. In spite of her shyness she showed, like her mother, a real talent for working with people. She fell in love now and again during these years but none of the affairs materialized. Underneath her conscious duty-fulfilling will something was struggling to break forth into another kind of life. Perhaps her spirit belonged to the gods from the beginning as the eagles belong to the sky—the eagles in whose presence she says she could never feel anything but deep awe. Like a captive bird she was torn by the instinct to seek her freedom, though her mind was for a long time unaware of what she fought for. It was not long after the end of the First World War that her body, unable to stand the strain, rebelled.
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