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  Before the driver gave me the keys to the Headstart van,

  he told me the facts of muddy roads on the Chinle route.

  The road could be slick with a chocolate pudding glaze.

  Or, it could be covered by a huge puddle masking a foot or

  more of ooze. He made sure that I understood the importance

  of stopping before driving into one of these small lakes.

  “Look at that puddle. If you see fresh tire tracks going

  in and you see them coming out the other side, it’s

  probably ok to go through.” He added, smiling,

  “If you see them going in and not coming out . . . 

  maybe it’s quicksand!”
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Introduction

  Over the years, I have wondered, as I think most people do, what I would do if my family were taken from me through some disaster and I were the sole survivor. In that moment of hypothetical hopelessness and despair, I always seize on Chinle. I see in my mind the silhouette of Black Mesa with Fish Point at the south end, the giant cottonwoods along the Chinle Wash, and the gentle mouth of Canyon de Chelly. I tell myself I would go back to Chinle, for comfort, for an identity, for a meaning to life. That is the depth of my roots in this place, so foreign in the beginning, so beloved now.

  This book is a collection of memories, some accurate, some probably enhanced, of seven and a half years spent on the Navajo Indian Reservation (now the Navajo Nation) from 1968 through 1975. As newlyweds, Bob and I moved from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Chinle, Arizona, a leap in geography, culture, and perspective. We made friends, we had two children, we entered into the culture—from cake walks to puberty ceremonies. We learned lessons about what it means to be an outsider, and about ourselves in that role. We arrived, hoping that we could be useful, Bob as a legal services attorney, and I as . . . well, that was harder to predict. The depth of our experience in Chinle was reflected in our painful departure, and our connections to Navajoland since then.

  I had some surprises in the writing of this book. There were moments of revelation about myself and others that I had forgotten. One of them involved the incident when Ted Mitchell, founder and director of DNA Legal Services, was thrown out of the Navajo Tribal Council Chambers for rude behavior. What I had forgotten, and was reminded of by my ex-husband, was that I had planned on wearing cut-off jean shorts to the meeting that afternoon. Fortunately, I was saved from this embarrassment, and showed up in a modest skirt, modest at least by 1968 standards. Looking back, I am horrified that I could have been so ignorant and insensitive, just like the many outsiders, Anglos, whom I scorned later—rather quickly, in fact—for their insensitivities. I had never realized that I was one of them, at twenty-four, fresh from Cambridge, Massachusetts, hotbed of radicalism and freedom of expression.

  It is easy to fool oneself into thinking that the enlightened, experienced, maybe wiser person that one becomes in later life is the same person one was back then. We think the significant difference between then and now is that the one back then was younger and wrinkle-free. The kernel of this older, wiser me was present, of course, in that younger me. But my experience to that point in 1968 had not prepared me to be an aware, enlightened newcomer, the kind of outsider who left in 1975. In reminiscing about those days, I tend to assume that I had the more mature sensibilities that I now have. But I didn’t. This is a little painful to realize, and I apologize for the many offenses this younger me undoubtedly committed.

  Another surprise was that my memory of events was so clear, and could be so wrong. I knew that Bob and I had been sitting in the Council Chambers when Ted Mitchell insulted a Navajo leader and that we had seen him evicted from the Chambers. Peter Iverson’s Dine: A History of the Navajo People told me this was not possible. The insult happened one day; the eviction happened the next. We were only there the first day. This means that the version of the story I originally wrote, where Annie Wauneka pummels Ted with her large hand bag, is not true. In fact, she beat him on the head with her fist. How is it that I can see her charging down the aisle toward us, swinging back that pitching arm, purse flying?

  Peter’s response to my confession that I had made up a memory and called it history, is very comforting:

  “What is important about memory, I think, is not that it is always accurate (it isn’t, of course), but that it is so powerful . . . the heart of history is the power of memory, the creation of tradition, the significance of place, the importance of stories, the richness of language, the meanings of silence, and the employment of imagination.”

  My sources for the book were my own letters and random writings from those years, newspaper clippings, and a variety of correspondence, flyers and newsletters. I have done my best to be as accurate as I can. Where I miss the mark, I hope that I succeed in meeting Peter’s criteria described above.


  
ONE

  Tracks In

  Two days after our wedding in late June 1968, Bob and I piled the essentials into our brand new blue-and-white Ford Bronco and set out for Chinle, Arizona. We had searched the Boston car lots for a vehicle appropriate for our southwestern adventure and were thrilled with our find. It would be perfect for the trip west, and for whatever terrain might challenge us in our new homeland. Our years in Cambridge had been a luxury, we had degrees to be envied—mine from Radcliffe, Bob’s from Harvard Law School—and now it was time to make a difference, as well as make an escape.

  The times were increasingly stressful. Just when we seemed to be on the brink of major social change, the country was coming apart at the seams. There were daily reports from Viet Nam and footage on television that drove some to violence, others to depression. As the civil rights movement blossomed, Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot in April 1968, and Bobby Kennedy in early June, just three weeks before we were married. The country seemed doomed to self-destruction at home and abroad. John F. Kennedy, assassinated just five years earlier, was still an inspiration to many of us, and we wanted to live up to his expectations, to do something for our country. We were determined to use our valuable education, our fortunate background, our youth and energy to improve the lives of others.

  We were not alone. In the late 1960s thousands of young people left the security, or at least the familiarity, of college and graduate school life and headed into the unknown. Like pioneers or missionaries of any era and any place, they set out for a variety of reasons including exploration, adventure, fame—if not fortune—and perhaps above all, doing good. Some went abroad via the Peace Corps. Others joined domestic equivalents, like Legal Services, Headstart and VISTA, that would take them to equally foreign places in the inner city, in rural America, or on Indian reservations. President Johnson’s Poverty Program was young and full of promise, and so were we.

  Hoping to do some good while escaping the insanity of the times, we chose the newly formed legal services program on the Navajo Indian Reservation. We expected a Peace Corps–like experience, helping people in need, experiencing exotic customs, making friends across cultural boundaries. Our families were excited for us, our friends admiring and perhaps a little envious (or at least that is what we imagined) as we set out for Chinle.

  The previous fall Bob had been browsing the bulletin board at Harvard Law School looking for work. It was the season when law firms set up appointments with law schools and came recruiting, looking for good prospects in the crop graduating that year. The firms were from the eastern urban centers of power, and had very fancy names, many awesome and seductive to law students. The law school bulletin board was dense with opportunity, in the form of index cards with the names of the firms, and the date, time, and room number where each would be interviewing. Bob’s glance stumbled over one card. Diné Bee’iiná’ Náhiilnah Bee Agha’diit’aahe, Inc,* would be interviewing the next day in room 115. Who on earth was that and what were they doing on that bulletin board among that prestigious company?

  He went to find out, and met Ted Mitchell, the founder and director of the legal services program on the Navajo Reservation, and his Navajo associate Peterson Zah. The two were interviewing at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Columbia, NYU, and Stanford, unabashedly looking for the best and brightest young attorneys. They were a charismatic pair. Mitchell, a young Anglo attorney, was an aggressive, almost messianic promoter of his cause. Zah, later to become president of the Navajo Nation, was quiet, handsome, and able to flash a magnetic smile at just the right moment. Although the two were competing with high-powered and high-paying law firms in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C., they were confident they could fill the positions. They were offering an alternative that was very appealing to those who wanted to take a chance and who hoped to make a difference.

  We wanted to be in that category, but wrestled with the decision. Would we regret it? Would Bob lose out on some other career opportunity? What would I do on an Indian reservation? On the other hand, what would I do anywhere? My year as a caseworker with the Boston Welfare Department was certainly challenging, and surely I was helping people at least monetarily. But this was not how I wanted to spend my life, or even another year. Bob flew out to visit the Navajo legal services program and to get a look at this new world that might be home for us. He was intrigued and brought back tales of mutton stew and fry bread, beautiful rugs and jewelry, incredibly appealing children, warm people who needed a good lawyer, and a landscape that was, well, indescribable—not necessarily inviting, he admitted, but incredible. There would be plenty of things for me to do, too, with one of the many government agencies or with the tribe. We gave ourselves a push and said yes to Diné Bee’iiná’ Náhiilnah Bee Agha’diit’aahe, Inc. After all, if we hated it, we could leave after the mandatory two years.

  Besides, there were deeper connections that drew us to Chinle. In the 1950s Bob’s father had rejected a job offer in Window Rock, Arizona, the capital of the Navajo Nation. The children were little, and he feared the wilds of Indian country, the poor schools, and the uncertainty of a career as an attorney in the Tribal Justice Department. The family stayed in Whitefish Bay, Wisconsin, and now his lawyer son, raised in the safety and familiarity of that Milwaukee suburb, and with the best possible education, chose to make this trip into the unknown. It was pleasing to us, that revisiting of an old decision and re-deciding in a new direction. We felt bold and superior, as is appropriate for a younger generation reflecting on itself.

  For me, there was the feeling that I was going somewhere that I belonged—at least a little more than the ordinary Anglo. I was raised with the knowledge that I was part Indian, a very few drops, but to me it had always seemed a very special part of me. In the amusing way that we all do, I chose that part to hold significantly more importance than the other parts of me. My grandfather’s mother was part Chippewa. She died when her four children were very young. Her husband, a lumberjack in northern Minnesota, did his best, but my grandfather grew up hungry, poor, and without any connection to his mother’s people.

  Although I had never been to Chippewa country, and was raised in a middle-class suburb of Seattle, I felt some kind of kinship to things Indian. My ideas, my imaginings were embarrassingly romantic and unrealistic. All I had to cling to in terms of Indian culture was a copy of Longfellow’s Song of Hiawatha—a strange totem indeed! It was a small, satin-covered edition with gold edges on the pages and a silk ribbon to mark your place, and it had belonged to my grandmother. Married to the mixed-blood, she probably had also romanticized and, in the absence of any real connection to Chippewa culture, had seen a vision in this poem that she liked and decided to adopt. I did the same and carried that little volume with me from Seattle to Cambridge in my college-bound trunk, along with a beloved stuffed rabbit, a large photo of my boyfriend, and a favorite white angora sweater that I thought made me look sexy. The book and the rabbit are still with me.

  Laden with our material possessions and with these ulterior motives, we left Cambridge at the end of June 1968. It felt like an ocean voyage rather than a trip across country. With all our goods in the hold, the Bronco was like a little sea-going vessel, bobbing along the highway, headed for a point on the horizon that would not come into view for many days. Along the way, of course, there were stops, visits to islands where family dwelled and where we partook in strange customs. In Whitefish Bay, we were feted at a countryside German restaurant, rented by Bob’s father for the occasion. There were acres of green lawn and tons of bratwursts, and dozens of extremely warm, extremely smiley relatives, most of them German or Swedish. They were excited for us, pressed checks into our hands, or at least Bob’s hand, come to think of it. They gave us wedding gifts including a silver ice bucket and a heating tray which you plugged in to keep the hors d’oeuvres hot. We cashed the checks before setting sail, but left the rest of the gifts in the basement of my mother-in-law, Eleanor Hilgendorf, keeper extraordinaire of all things related to family. We were to return years later to retrieve them, still in their boxes, still with the gift cards tucked inside.

  Our next stop was Warner, South Dakota, near Aberdeen, where Eleanor’s uncles had settled. Three of six brothers had left home—seriously left home—setting out from the family farm in Sweden, which could not support all six children, and ending up in various parts of Wisconsin, Minnesota, and South Dakota. Bob’s great-uncle had changed his name from Swan Nelson to Nels Swanson. Apparently there were too many Swan Nelsons, and he wanted to distinguish himself. At least one brother, still a Nelson, had found a spot in Warner that must have looked very inviting after the cramped, divided, and exhausted land of rural Sweden. His descendants were still there, and welcomed us so warmly. We rode horses, saw wheat and corn growing, ate heavenly fried chicken, mashed potatoes, real gravy, and berry pies. I took many pictures of farming cousins, baby piglets, and other wonders of agricultural life, and not until I developed the roll in Seattle did I realize that I was not advancing the film on our new 35 mm camera. I had innocently pressed the rewind button, and lo and behold when I opened the camera, the film was rewound. I did not know that it had been nowhere during the film shoot, and I had taken thirty-six photos one on top of the other.

  We left the farm folks and felt as if we really had an island of well-wishers there in the wilds of South Dakota. They were very interested in our journey, and sent with us two ceramic pheasants and a classic white ceramic cookie jar, with the word “cookies” in ornate raised lettering on the side. With Eleanor’s basement out of reach, and wanting to have these mementos of rural America and tokens of dedicated, if distant, relatives with us, we wrapped them very carefully in newspaper and tucked them among the blankets in the back of the Bronco.

  Driving through Aberdeen, headed west, I was aware that I was leaving roots as well. This was the town where my grandfather (of the Chippewa grandmother) fell in love with my grandmother (the Longfellow fan) at the dining table in a boarding house in Aberdeen. I had heard the story many times, and found it sweet. Still a bachelor in his forties, he had come to town to work in the bank and had moved into a boarding house. His first night at dinner, he told me many times, he came into the dining room and saw Emma Warner sitting at the table. Having graduated from the one-room school in nearby Webster and having gone to Valparaiso Teacher’s College for a year, she was more than qualified to come home and teach, which is what she was doing. He sat down opposite her and never recovered. They were married a few months later, and headed west for the famous rich, red earth of Oregon’s Willamette Valley, where my mother was born. Their love was one of the purest and simplest I have ever known, lasting over fifty years, and here I was, probably within sight of the first encounter. I peered at the bank as we drove down the main street, and at houses on the edge of town, wondering if any of them could be reincarnations of that 1890s historic location. Some people leave home and some people stay put. I could see it both ways.

  As we headed across Montana, I thought about my other grandfather, on my father’s side. He had left his Philadelphia home at sixteen, not happy with a new stepmother and ready to be on his own. He migrated across the Midwest and landed in South Dakota, where he took a job with a railroad crew building bridges and tunnels to accommodate tracks that snaked through the Rocky Mountains. By the time the tracks reached eastern Washington state where he settled down, he was twenty-two, married, and an accomplished surveyor, engineer, and builder. Sixty-five years later we were covering this same migration route in just a few days, over endless miles of pavement.

  The Rockies drew us westward under a dome of cloud-dotted blue sky that was almost frightening in its expanse. When we reached Glacier National Park, we suddenly felt quite eastern in our skills, ironic for two people who had never achieved anything near eastern status during our years in New England. We had planned on camping at Glacier, friends had raved about it, and we knew it would be spectacular. But when we pulled out Bob’s old Boy Scout tent, I knew that Bob was concerned about not having a real pillow, and I could not even attempt to hide my anxiety over the events of three months previous. While in her sleeping bag at this very campground, a young woman had been mauled to death by a bear. The bear had heard I was coming, and was waiting. I knew it. I remember a relatively sleepless night, and greeting the sunrise with enormous relief—one of the few times in my life that I was a “morning person.”

  Seattle was within reach. Here was my home town, from which I had fled six years earlier to go to college. My father still lived in the same house, and it was strange to say the least to find myself and a new husband in my old bedroom. It was all perfectly legitimate. How unusual to do such things in your own house—your own bedroom, even—and for there to be nothing wrong with it! It was a mixed experience of relief on the one hand and a lack of thrill on the other. Somehow it had been more fun and less complicated in Bob’s pennant-bedecked and sports trophy-clad bedroom in Whitefish Bay. That was a kick. I imagine he felt the reverse.

  Seattle, too, was full of eager well-wishers. In Whitefish Bay, I had felt the scrutiny—not unkind, but somewhat pointed—of curious friends and relatives. Who was this person that Bob had married? Would she match up to the prospects he had left behind? This time the curiosity was about Bob, and he was on the receiving end of the overly attentive looks and probing conversations. Here was Lucy, back from the East, with a husband! Let’s look him over! My father, who perhaps had the most reason to be scrutinizing, was generous in his welcome and only a little teary (compared to me) in his goodbye.

  From Seattle, we sped south to visit my mother in San Francisco. She had not lived there long, and there was no need for a welcoming and send-off party like those we had had in Whitefish Bay and Seattle. It was a relief to have a little leisure to visit with her and stock up on some big-city experiences. She had a special treat for us, tickets for Hair. That evening, and an afternoon at a Golden Gate Park love-in, were our last interactions with a counterculture we would only have glimpses of during the next seven years. I remember an awareness that we were making a choice, that this was a kind of political and cultural fork in the road. I hoped it would work out and that I would look back on the choice as a smart one. My fears were that (1) we would not do any good, and (2) I would miss out on a good time.

  We looped south through San Diego and across the desert to Phoenix. By now it was late July, and our timing was perfect—if one were interested in experiencing extreme heat inside a metal container. Our Bronco, which had served us so well in the northern and coastal regions, was now our enemy. With no insulation on the roof or the floor, no air conditioning, and wrap-around, untinted windows, it was a kind of solar oven. We learned the physics of water-cooling, and held wet washcloths out the window as we drove through the Mojave. They cooled immediately and we slapped them on our foreheads, receiving at best thirty seconds of relief before they heated up and dried out again. It was a competition between the need to keep the washcloths wet and the need to save water in case the Bronco needed a drink. At the sign announcing Plaster City, Population 165, we made a rare stop. It was a photo to send the folks back home—Lucy, leaning with one arm against the sign, face red, wearing tank top, cut-offs, sandals, and an expression of squinting desperation. Another stop was El Centro, for immersion in the public swimming pool. The temperature was 120.

  We lived in another swimming pool in a Phoenix motel for a couple of days and then turned northward for the coolness of Flagstaff, in the shadow of the San Francisco Peaks, the westernmost of the four mountains sacred in Navajo belief. Although we had not yet reached the legal boundary of the reservation, this mountain marked our entry into the area believed by Navajos to be traditionally theirs. The other three sacred mountains are, to the north, Hesperus Peak in southwestern Colorado, to the east Blanca Peak in south central Colorado, and to the south Mount Taylor in west central New Mexico. We knew this from our cursory reading about Navajo culture and history. Neither of us was scholarly—in spite of, or perhaps because of, our years in academia—and our inclination was to learn by doing. But we did want to know enough in advance so as not to embarrass ourselves or offend any sooner than was inevitable, so we read Clyde Kluckhohn’s The Navaho, which taught us the rudiments of Navajo religion and culture.

  Years later I heard from a Navajo friend in Ramah that some of the Navajos interviewed by the unsuspecting anthropologist had enormous fun, at his expense, telling him all kinds of invented traditions and cultural practices, which they then delighted in seeing in print. As we passed the [truly] sacred peaks, we were ignorant of the richness of the Navajo relationships that lay ahead. There was no preparation possible for the surprises, the humor, the depth of feeling that would bless us in the next few years.

  We had also made an effort to learn some Navajo before we arrived, and as we left Phoenix, I reached for our reel-to-reel tape recorder. We had used it sparingly on the trip because it needed eight C batteries to operate, but it had seen us through some long miles in the Dakotas and Montana, and now it was time to get serious. I put on our tape of Navajo language phrases and vocabulary recorded by Jim Parrish, a Navajo from Monument Valley who spent a semester at M.I.T. speaking Navajo to Kenneth Hale, a linguistics scholar who was studying and teaching the language. Bob had visited with Jim when we were still in Cambridge, and had asked him to record a tape for us to take with us to Chinle. He kindly obliged and chose the topics that he felt were most important for the new immigrant.

  The first hour of the tape covered coming and going. “Háágóó’sh[image: image] díníyá—Where are you going?” was followed by an endless string of possibilities, each with a pause for us to repeat. “Na’nízhoozhígóó déyá—I am going to Gallup,” “Tótagóó déyá—I am going to Farmington,” “Chinlegóó déyá—I am going to Chinle,” “Tségháhoodzánígóó déyá—I am going to Window Rock,” and on and on through every place that a Navajo might want to go. It was monotonous, and in our impatience we wished to get down to business and learn the basics of grammar, key words of greeting and getting things done. But I did take notice of the huge number of different words that related to travel. Deya meant I am going, and niya meant I arrived. But the words for I come back, or I went and came back, or I went intending to stay, or I went on foot, or I came back alone—all those varieties seemed to be entirely different verbs. Moving about seemed to be very important. The second hour dealt with where you and other people are from, another clue into Navajo priorities that passed us by. And so we entered Navajoland, droning “Háágóó sh[image: image] díníyá, shimásání? [Where are you going, my grandmother?]” and “Na’nízhoozhígóó déyá. [I am going to Gallup].”

  The monumentalness of our move hit me as we went through Flagstaff, circled east of the sacred peaks, and headed for Tuba City, the center of government and commerce for the western Navajo communities. Up until now the trip had been an adventure, a honeymoon, a farewell to family, friends, and comfortable landscapes. There had been shocks, like the drive through the desert, with its extreme, dry heat and lack of vegetation. I had lived through that and had a picture from Plaster City to prove it. But now I was headed to our new home, and homes were supposed to be in comfortable, familiar places, weren’t they? Because Bob had flown out to visit the Reservation the winter before we made the decision, he had a little more preparation than I. But that winter of 1967–68 had been the worst in decades, with feet of snow everywhere, painting the entire landscape white. (Ironically the high and arid Colorado Plateau could receive heavy snowfalls, which often evaporated before they had time to melt and soak into the dry soil.)

  So the landscape we encountered in July 1968 was a shock to us both. It was, in fact, just like what we had seen in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. I was appalled and mesmerized at the same time. I was a product of the green and mossy Northwest, where large bodies of water are never far away and the sky hangs low like a comforting gray blanket. A few years in the Boston area had not changed my vision of what landscapes should be. The East was colder in the winter and hotter in the summer, but just as green and wet.

  But here, as we approached and passed Tuba City, growth was the exception, the rare exception. I had to turn off the tape player and give all my attention to this strangeness. The landscape looked like the backs of hundreds of elephants, with no vegetation whatsoever. The colors were brown, gray, and dull red. There was no green anywhere. Most unsettling was the openness, the uninterrupted line of sight . . . to nowhere! To everywhere? The eye could travel out farther and farther in any direction and not run into anything, save rock formations and mesas. And even then, the eye, or at least my eye, stumbled only for a moment, before leaping over or darting around these features and plunging on and on to the horizon. The sky was even more formidable than it had been in Montana. It was a huge bowl overhead, blue with clouds, distinct clouds, hundreds of them, maybe millions. There was so much room up there! And it felt as if we were closer to it. I couldn’t believe it. My heart raced. Surely this was a phenomenon of the western Navajo region. Chinle was still several hours away. Surely Chinle would be different.

  Three hours later when we turned north for the last thirty-one miles to Chinle, I knew it was not going to be different. But already my eyes and brain were beginning to acclimatize and I had begun to be more thrilled than appalled by what I was seeing. Maybe there was a kind of peacefulness if you gazed out over the ocean of land, if you told your eyes to give up their frantic search for greenery, their pointless racing in all directions. Maybe there was more than brown and red out there. Weren’t those patches of ochre and bands of purple over there? And after all, weren’t brown and red in all their varieties kind of pleasing? Looking left, the southern edge of Black Mesa grew on the horizon, deep gray and purple, with graceful dips and points against the blue background. To the right, there was a solitary tree in the distance that looked like a rooster from a certain angle. And as we moved north we caught glimpses of the Beautiful Valley below on our right. Maybe beautiful would not be the first descriptor that would come to mind; maybe stark, bleak, or moon-like would come to my newcomer’s lips first. But perhaps there was a beauty there, if one got used to it. As a reward for those generous thoughts, we were given a rainbow, a full and glorious one that arched from the west across the road and dropped on Chinle ahead.

  And the horses! How wonderful to see horses, wild horses, dappled and wild-eyed, standing by the road, or off in the distance, tails swishing, ears twitching, nostrils flaring. On that day in early August 1968, we stopped and filled an entire roll of film with pictures of the horses on the road approaching Chinle from the south. I was amused to find those pictures years later, long after the amazement had worn off, and the ever-present horses on the road were notable only for the potential damage they could cause your car.

  We followed the rainbow, dropping down off the mesa into the Chinle Valley below. My heart was beating faster. We were approaching a place that would be home for awhile, and I was aware that everything I was seeing for the first time would, in time, be so familiar. The curve in the road at the bottom of the mesa, the bridge over Black Wash, the pock-marked metal sign indicating the shooting range off to the right, the water tower up ahead, on stilts, like some mechanical extraterrestrial. All these landmarks I knew would become significant pieces of a landscape that would be mine, that would be the setting for experiences and feelings of all kinds. Right now, it all looked quietly exotic, holding the potential for great importance behind a very mundane façade.

  Bob had been on this road before, the previous winter, when Peterson Zah brought him to look at one of the branch offices of the legal services program. He knew to expect Fleming Begaye’s Trading Post, gas station, and café at the junction, and he knew that if we didn’t make that right-hand turn into Chinle, we would sail on to Many Farms, Round Rock, and points north. We made the turn and proceeded toward our new home. There was no center of Chinle, just scattered housing, services, and a little commerce. I saw the entrance to a housing project on the right, the post office and police station on the left, a red sandstone church on the right, a sign indicating the Chinle Chapter House on the right, an Indian Health Service Clinic on the left, and finally we turned right into the Bureau of Indian Affairs compound.

  Although a Navajo couple, both working at the BIA, were willing to rent a house to the new lawyer and his wife, it was not yet ready. In the meantime, we were allowed to rent an efficiency apartment for $26 a month in the “new BIA compound.” The “old BIA compound,” built in the 1930s and 1940s was actually much nicer. Located behind the clinic and toward the canyon, the area had real houses, yards with grass, paved roads, and a few big trees. The BIA superintendent and other management-level employees lived in classy stone-and-log houses in the old compound, separate from the rest of the community.

  Across the road, the new compound consisted of rows of one-story stuccoed apartments, stuck together, with mud front yards and no trees, facing a once poorly paved street, now more potholes than pavement. But none of this mattered to us. We had our Bronco to maneuver the pot holes, we had enough space for the little we had brought with us, and who needed a lawn anyway? Lawns were part of our past, and this was our future. And besides, if we were hungry for green, the apartment was furnished with a BIA-green vinyl-and-chrome sofa and chairs, as well as a kitchen table, lamp, bed, bookcase, and appliances. The cookie jar went on the kitchen table, the two ceramic pheasants on top of the refrigerator, and soon it looked like home, someone’s home, but not exactly ours. But just as I recognized that the features of the landscape would soon be mine, I knew that the apartment would soon be ours. I only needed to leave and come back, and each time I opened the door I would be coming home, and it would begin to feel and look like home.

  We made a trip to Gallup the first week and bought a few more furnishings, dishes, and cooking things. “Na’nízhoozhígóó déyá!”—I am going to Gallup—we proudly declared. “Chinled[image: image][image: image] naashá!”—I am from Chinle—we shouted when we got there. That Navajo tape was coming in very handy indeed. And when we drove the two-hour trip back to Chinle it did feel as if we were going home. Black Wash, the shooting range, the water tower, they all welcomed us. We piled our new goods into the apartment. It was looking quite cozy, quite homey. We cracked open an illicit bottle of wine from Gallup, put on our Navajo tape, and let Jim Parrish guide us deeper into the mysteries of the Navajo language. He was now into weather conditions, and we were delighted to learn the word for mud, hashtł’ish, a lovely sound, squishy to say. The summer rains had arrived, and mud was everywhere, filling the potholes, turning the road to chocolate pudding, building up on the floor of the Bronco like a brown cement frosting. Sitting on the green vinyl chairs, we marveled at the word, hashtł’ish, and happily pointed to it, on our shoes, on the linoleum floor, outside where the lawn could have been—hashtł’ish! We were in Navajo country. We were having adventures. And we were going to do good!

  *Literal translation: Lawyers who contribute to the economic revitalization of the Navajo people.


  
TWO

  Legal Crusaders

  Diné Bee’iiná’ Náhiilnah Bee Agha’diit’aahe, Inc., colloquially known as DNA, was one of dozens of federally funded legal services programs around the country in 1968. The programs were designed to give legal assistance in civil, not criminal, cases to individuals who could not afford a lawyer. Priorities and policies for each program were set by a local board of directors, which included representatives from both the legal and the client communities. Legal services for the poor, we believed, was a critical piece in the social justice revolution puzzle. If the poor and disenfranchised could receive quality legal services, they would be able to fight discrimination and oppression, and achieve the quality of life they deserved. If that revolution succeeded, we might have a country that truly lived up to the dreams of Martin Luther King, Jr., Robert and John Kennedy, and so many others. This could be a better country, and we could be part of the struggle.

  Infused with this vision, and fresh from law school, Bob was one of twenty-four lawyers who arrived that year to fill positions with DNA. The program was only in its second year, and the harvest from the previous year’s recruiting trip brought the total legal staff to twenty-eight, still an inadequate number. Although there were many other legal services programs, including six others on Indian reservations, none was like DNA. The Navajo Reservation, as it was called then (now the Navajo Nation), is the size of West Virginia and covers parts of three states, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico. In 1968, the population of roughly 125,000* was spread out over this huge area, living in small family compounds, herding sheep and goats on foot or horseback, raising a few cattle, and growing corn and squash. Some lived near trading posts, which had sprung up at fifteen mile intervals along all the roads, mostly dirt. I realized years later that this placement probably reflected the distance horses could travel before needing a drink of water. Others lived in the small towns that had grown around the Bureau of Indian Affairs offices. In all statistical measures of health, education, and economic well-being, Navajos scored near the bottom. The need for help of all kinds was undeniable.

  Each new attorney was assigned to one of five towns on the reservation. Several stayed in Window Rock, the location of both the central office and the Fort Defiance branch office. Three or four went to each of the other four branch offices, except for Chinle, which received only one. Housing was an issue in Chinle, more than elsewhere. It was in the heart of Navajoland, and perhaps more dominated by government agencies than the other places, which were all within a few miles of the reservation border. In Chinle we were two hours from Gallup, almost two and half from Holbrook or Farmington. That made us more isolated in many ways. It also meant that there was less commerce and less private enterprise, and therefore very little non-governmental housing with utilities. The legal services program had contracted with a couple in Chinle to rent us a house that they had built for their retirement. They had several years left with the BIA and had a house that went with that job. It was a good arrangement, but would only accommodate one attorney, and so Chinle came up short until the next year, when additional housing was found.

  Most of us bonded with our assigned locations almost immediately. Bob and I felt quite special, especially since we had been lucky enough to have a rainbow guide the way. There were geographical and cultural features that distinguished each place and became our touchstones for this new life. Chinle had the Canyon de Chelly, with Spider Rock and over fifty multi-roomed ruins tucked in the canyon walls. Window Rock was the capital of the Navajo Nation, and its arch-like rock with a natural window in it was a symbol of Navajoland. Shiprock, of course, had the huge rock shaped like a ship, and it was within reach of the Colorado peaks. Crownpoint, the eastern outpost of Navajo country, could claim proximity to Chaco Canyon. Tuba City, besides having the best name, had some beautiful hidden oases, and if you didn’t have a problem skiing on a sacred mountain, there was a ski area less than an hour away.

  In truth, all the towns were much the same, having been founded by government agencies or by churches that needed to centralize their services. They built Bureau of Indian Affairs boarding schools, clinics, and administrative offices for roads maintenance, social security, and a host of other necessities. After the Navajo Tribal government was established in the 1920s, tribal offices piggy-backed on the federal presence. Tribal police stations, courts, and jails appeared, as well as the center of community life and local government, the chapter house, usually a centrally located stone or cinder-block building with a single large meeting room and adjoining kitchen and storage area. Trading posts, churches, and gas stations—in that order—had arrived as the markets grew in these towns. Later waves of development in the 1980s and 1990s brought Allsups, Blockbuster Video, Bashas Supermarkets, Ace Hardware, and, of course, pizza, chicken, and burgers. In Chinle, Colonel Sanders was the first to break the fast food barrier, opening a restaurant in 1978.

  In the 1960s each town was blessed with a HUD housing project, usually poorly built cinder-block houses laid out subdivision style, on a grid of unnamed, potholed streets. No matter in which town, these housing areas were called Low Rent, as in “Where do you live?” “Oh, I live over in Low Rent.” “Oh, yeah? which house?” “You go over the cattle guard, stay on that street, look for the yard on the corner with that big dog tied to a rope, turn that way. We’re on that street. We have blue curtains.” If the dog in that corner yard was out for the day, you would never find the right turn. The rent was indeed low, beginning around $12 a month, and Low Rent was a housing solution for many Navajos who came to one of these towns for work.

  The towns also shared an abundance of mud in the rainy season. The rest of the time it was dust and sand, which the wind picked up and flung at you no matter where you were. Red dust regularly came through the cinder blocks in Low Rent, depositing little dunes on the floor next to the wall. On a bad day, it sandblasted your face as you scurried from house to car, or car to trading post. On a really bad day, you had fine sand grinding between your teeth every time you swallowed. On a really, really bad day the automatic street lights along the main road in Chinle, triggered by darkness, turned on.

  But this was all part of the foreignness and adventure. We were fiercely loyal to Chinle and were very pleased to have been assigned to the heart of Navajoland. Not only did we have the beautiful Canyon de Chelly and Canyon del Muerto, places of great significance in Navajo culture and history, but we also had a horizon defined by Black Mesa in the distance, the huge dark mass whose every point, bump, and gap against the skyline eventually became familiar and comforting to me. We had cottonwood trees along the washes that turned to gold in the fall. It was the best of all possible places. As time went by, we even bragged that in Chinle we had the finest mud and the fiercest sand storms. At that first meeting in Window Rock, we were already bonding with our new locations, and we traded friendly insults with others in our group of immigrants: “We wouldn’t be caught dead in Tuba City, there’s nothing there. It’s so bleak,” or “How can you stand it in Shiprock, with that power plant right next door?” And they would gape at us, “God, who would want to be in Chinle?! It’s so far from everything!”

  [image: image]

  In the beginning, Bob’s life of doing good was easier than mine. He had a role that was very clear, at least to himself. He was the first lawyer ever to practice in Chinle. His office was waiting for him, above Fleming Begaye’s Trading Post, with an entrance at the back, up an outside staircase. Fleming, a Navajo entrepreneur with a prime piece of real estate on the corner where anyone going to Chinle had to turn, had built a very successful business. He snagged the tourists, whether or not they were turning, with the Shell station and store. And his café was popular with locals. He was pleased to increase his little empire by adding the lawyer to his complex, and had remodeled a second story to house the legal services offices.

  We wanted to meet Bob’s landlord that first day, and stopped at the trading post to say hello. It was a strange encounter for us, new to Navajo country. With a compact build, pressed blue jeans and a very white shirt, Fleming shook hands and stared at us, or rather inspected us through his glasses. His round face did not give way to even a faint smile, although I am sure that we were full of excitement and beaming blinding Anglo smiles at him. He said that the office was not ready for Bob, and he should come back in two days. We wondered for a long time if Fleming was angry with us, with DNA Legal Services, with his wife, or with the world. It turned out that none of the above was true, and we valued him as a very conscientious landlord and as a friend.
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