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Introduction


Think of an eagle . . .

Did you think first of a Bald Eagle, the national bird of the United States? The Bald Eagle, with its bright white head and its fierce unblinking gaze, is the only eagle that lives exclusively in North America. In 1782, the Bald Eagle was chosen as our emblem. The eagle represents pride and strength—qualities we want for our country.

Did you think first of North America’s other eagle, the Golden Eagle? The Golden Eagle deserves its nickname, “king of birds.” It, too, is strong and fierce-looking. It is called golden because of the gleaming golden feathers on the back of the neck of an adult bird.

Or did you think of another kind of eagle? Each person reading this book has different ideas, images, or memories of eagles based on his or her experience of eagles.



Background to the Story

The story that follows is about Bald Eagles and a city boy who develops a new pride in himself and the ways of his people in his “Summer of the Eagle.”

Although this story is fictitious, the idea for it came from a real Bald Eagle nest at Barr Lake State Park near Denver, Colorado. The boy is Sioux, and the story borrows ideas and feelings from the Sioux, one of the nations of American Indian people.

The Sioux first began to move into the Great Plains around 1750. Before then, they had hunted and fished near the Mississippi River in the area that is now southern Minnesota, Wisconsin, and northern Iowa.

After their migration, they became plains hunters. Their way of life centered around the great herds of bison. They understood the land and its changing moods and seasons. The sun, moon, and stars were their guides. Summers they spent on the hunt. In October, the Moon of Changing Seasons, thoughts turned to sheltered winter camps. The Sioux had great reverence for all living things, the four-legged, the two-legged, the winged, and those that slithered or crawled. They used what they needed from the land but did not waste plants or animals. Though they hunted the bison, they always gave a part back to the land as a symbol of their respect for all life.

The Sioux, like all American Indian people, revered eagles for their qualities of strength, pride, and independence. They believed that the eagle was close to the Great Mystery, or Creator. The eagle could fly high into the skies, yet it had chosen to live on earth. Surely, they thought, it must be a messenger from the spirit world. Eagle feathers were important symbols in the way of life of the Sioux.

Nowadays, eagle feathers may be used only with special permission. It is against federal and state laws to harm an eagle. If eagles are accidentally killed or are found dead, their bodies are sent to a special department of the United States Fish and Wildlife Service. American Indians may apply for permits to get feathers for cultural purposes. No one else is allowed to obtain them, unless it is for serious scientific purposes. Special laws have been passed to protect eagles and other birds of prey so they will continue to be part of our living heritage.

Pronunciation Guide

Some of the words used in the story come from the language of the Teton Sioux—Lakota.

tonweya (tuhn-WEE-uh): guide

wag a chun (WAH ha chuh): cottonwood tree

Wakan Tanka (wah-KUHN TAHN-kuh): Great Spirit, or Creator

wanbli (wahm-BLEE): eagle



Summer
of the
Eagle
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Gilbert One Feather never thought much about being Sioux or about the old ways being important—never, that is, until the summer of the eagle.

Of course, ever since he could remember, Gil had loved the times when Grandfather told stories to all the children. Sometimes the stories would be about when Grandfather was a boy—about finding deer fawns and hunting for nests. You could almost feel the silence and see the bright stars when Grandfather told about the Great Horned Owls that hunted so quietly they were no more than a whispered breath in the night. Grandfather always talked about “home” as if home was still in Pine Ridge, near the Black Hills, even though he had lived in Denver for years and years. Sometimes he sounded sad for home and for the past.

Other times, but not often, the children would persuade Grandfather to talk about “The War,” when he was a true warrior. Grandfather had fought overseas and had won a medal for bravery. But he said he was prouder of his eagle feathers than of his medal because the eagle feathers were the true signs of courage.

Most of all, Gil liked the stories from long ago. “Did I ever tell you . . . ,” Grandfather would begin, and they would all settle around him, knowing a good story was coming. Gil’s favorite was the one about Tonweya*, who climbed down into the eagle’s eyrie on a rawhide rope. Gil had never seen an eagle, or an eagle’s eyrie, except in pictures. But in his imagination he could see Tonweya sitting with the eaglets after his rope came untied from the tree at the top of the cliff. He could picture Tonweya stranded with no food and getting thinner and thinner. He could picture the eaglets getting fatter and fatter, stronger and stronger, as Tonweya fed them pieces of rawhide. And Gil would hold his breath when the time came for Tonweya to fly to the ground below the cliff by holding an eagle in each hand. Of course, you couldn’t really fly like that! But it was a great story.
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They were all great stories. But for Gil, they didn’t have much to do with his everyday life. Stories were for kids, and now that Gil was twelve, he had other things to think about.

He had other things to worry about . . .

Things like a best friend moving away and wrecking all the plans for a whole summer . . .

Things like finding a great hole in the ground where the hideout used to be . . .
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The hideout, a vacant lot that was overgrown and tangly with weeds, had been Gil’s secret place for years. Someone had abandoned an old chair there, still comfortable in spite of its popping springs. It was a good place to hang out with a friend or to get away by yourself when you had problems to work out.

But today, when Gil got there, he almost thought he’d turned into the wrong street. They’d surrounded the lot with a six-foot chain-link fence that had three strands of barbed wire leaning out at an angle from the top. Instead of the weeds there was a huge rectangular hole. The chair was tipped on one side and half-covered with dirt. A large red sign said Changes, changes, changes. Sometimes Gil thought the city was trying to squeeze out the people. They kept building tall towers, full of reflecting glass, that seemed to lean in on the streets as if they were falling. Every little space in the whole city was getting filled up. And now his secret place was nothing but an enormous hole waiting to sprout a concrete giant. Gil kicked angrily at the fencing, then walked home.
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