

  [image: image]



   

   

   

   

  
EDGE OF TAOS DESERT


  
Edge of Taos Desert

  AN ESCAPE TO REALITY

  [image: image]

  MABEL DODGE LUHAN

  Introduction by Lois Palken Rudnick

  Foreword by John Collier, Jr.

  University of New Mexico Press

  Albuquerque


   

   

   

   

   

  ISBN for this digital edition: 978-0-8263-2510-5

  UNM Press books of related interest:

  Mabel Dodge Luhan, 1984, by Lois Palken Rudnick

  Utopian Vistas, 1996, by Lois Palken Rudnick

  The Suppressed Memoirs of Mabel Dodge Luhan, 2012, edited by Lois Palken Rudnick

  © 1937 by Harcourt, Brace and Company.

  Copyright renewed 1965 by Antonio Luhan.

  University of New Mexico Press edition reprinted 1987

  by arrangement with Harrison Smith.

  17 16 15 14 13 12      12 13 14 15 16 17

  Paperbound ISBN-13: 978-0-8263-0971-6

  The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:

  Luhan, Mabel Dodge, 1879–1962.

  Edge of Taos Desert.

  ISBN 0-8263-0970-4—ISBN 0-8263-0971-2 (pbk.)

  Reprint. Originally published as v. 4 of Intimate memories.

  New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1937.

  Includes index.

  1. Luhan, Mabel Dodge, 1879–1962—Homes and haunts—New Mexico.

  2. Intellectuals—United States—Biography.

  3. New Mexico—Biography.

  I. Title.

  CT275.L838A3    1987    978.9’05’0924    86-25283


   

   

   

   

   

   

   

  He who loves with passion lives

  on the edge of the desert.

   

  EAST INDIAN PROVERB


  
Introduction


  In December of 1917, Mabel Ganson Evans Dodge Sterne—salon hostess, patron, and world-weary spokeswoman for the East’s avant-garde—came to the Southwest seeking a “Change.” She used the capital “C” in Edge of Taos Desert, the fourth and final volume of her autobiography Intimate Memories, to show that more than boredom brought her, at age thirty-eight, to New Mexico. Looking back at her arrival from the vantage point of the 1930s, she reversed the import of her friend Willa Cather’s remark that the world had broken in two after World War I: “My life broke in two right then,” Mabel tells us, “and I entered into the second half, a new world that replaced all the ways I had known with others, more strange and terrible and sweet than any I had ever been able to imagine” (page 6). Not long after her arrival, Mabel began to imagine that new world as a center for the rebirth of American civilization.

  Among the Anglo expatriates who moved to Santa Fe and Taos after World War I, Mabel took the lead in promoting the utopian myth of the Southwest as a garden of Eden, where the climate, terrain, and indigenous peoples offered a neurotic, mechanized, and deracinated Anglo civilization a model for its aesthetic and spiritual renewal. She did this not only through her extensive correspondence and published articles and essays, but also by attracting to Taos an extraordinary array of painters, writers, musicologists, ethnologists, and reformers to help her celebrate and preserve the lands and culture of what her friend John Collier called “The Red Atlantis.”1

  The power of this myth to engage and activate a number of thoughtful and creative people is fascinating for a number of reasons. The myth is obviously related to what one might call the monomyth of paradise regained that has been articulated and transformed in a variety of ways since the early European explorations. It is striking to confront its reemergence within the political and cultural context of the 1920s, with the Indians rather than the Anglos as the chosen people. In a decade during which political and social intolerance toward racial and ethnic minorities increased, the protection of Pueblo lands and culture became a national cause célèbre. In New Mexico, painters, writers, poets, and reformers worked together to change federal policy toward the Indians. Theirs was a cultural politics that drew upon Indian and Anglo music, painting, poetry, exhortation, and lobbying to effect their cause. 2

  How did this happen and why did they come? In his seminal study of the 1920s, Frederick Hoffman notes the struggle of artists and reformers with the problems created by the disintegration of values brought on by the war, by the new science, by increasing materialism, and by a public that seemed to want only to be entertained. One “of the most profound emotional experiences of the 1920s,” he asserts, was the “agony of a spiritual quest in a world that regarded spiritual matters with indifference,” and that lacked “a structure of myth and an acceptable mode of belief” which would nourish art, society, and human personality.”3

  Like their counterparts who fled to Europe after the war, many of the writers and artists who came to New Mexico felt that American civilization was bankrupt. They sought and found a people that were not implicated in the disaster of war and a place unmarred by the industrialization that blighted the Northeast. Unlike their European counterparts— Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Eliot, Pound among them—they created an art and literature of affirmation that stands in marked contrast to the art and literature of alienation with which we are much more familiar. They promoted a cultural nationalism that was rooted in regionalism. And they called for it in a language that is highly reminiscent of Emerson’s vision of an American Renaissance. Mary Autsin, for example, demanded art that did not rely on European forms and sources. America had a past as rich and valuable as that of European civilizations, she argued, if only it would look to Indian cultures. Poets like Alice Corbin Henderson and Witter Bynner drew upon rhythms and imagery of Indian song and ritual for their own poetry. In Edge of Taos Desert, Luhan implicitly argues for a literature that takes up an “original” relationship with the universe, one independent of the texts and metaphors of previous ages and artists.

  As a leading creator and proponent of the myth of southwestern particularity, Mabel Luhan played a major role in the revitalized cultural life of this region. In order fully to understand that role, and the significance of Edge of Taos Desert in defining it, it is necessary to review briefly the attitudes, values, and experiences she brought with her to New Mexico.

  When Mabel came to the Southwest, she left behind her a past cluttered with causes, movements, lovers, and multiple identities tried and discarded. Nothing had been able to assuage the profound spiritual and emotional malaise she believed was the legacy left to her and her generation by a disintegrating Victorian culture. Throughout her life, she had hoped to create a world that would simultaneously establish her identity and serve as a model of the larger European and American communities that surrounded her. She moved from one “cosmos”—as she called them—to the next with the expectation that each would provide the answer to her own and to her contemporaries’ need to connect with something larger than the dying legacy of individualism left them by the nineteenth century.

  Mabel had first tried to take root in Florence by reconstructing the Renaissance. She held court for artists and emigrés at the sumptuously Medicean Villa Curonia, from 1905 through 1912. When her fin de siècle life-style failed her, she moved to New York City, where she plunged into the many new freedoms offered by the radical innocents of Greenwich Village. Inspired by Leo and Gertrude Stein’s aesthetic theories and by Henri Bergson’s vitalism, Mabel eagerly sought out every manifestation of the avant-garde. Postimpressionism, anarchism, feminism—all proclaimed the power of the individual to overturn the past by transforming the self and the environment in terms of an inner vision. She wrote for the radical journals, raised bail for imprisoned socialists and funds for the Armory Show, and established what was perhaps the most successful salon in American history. At one time or another in 1913 and 1914 most of the leading artists, activists, and thinkers of the day could be found in her living room: Walter Lippmann, Emma Goldman, Lincoln Steffens, John Reed, John Collier, Margaret Sanger, Mary Austin, Amy Lowell, among many others. Mabel envisioned her salon as a “medium” that would broadcast the new consciousness on all fronts. Out of the clash of various ideologies and interests, she expected the fittest would emerge as the basis of a new world order.

  The philosophical and personal anarchism that Mabel espoused during her Greenwich Village days, however, was no more conducive to developing a clear sense of self and connection to her fellow humans than her attempt to immure herself within the marble halls of her Renaissance palace. Among the new lights of the Village, she also found evidence of some of the same destructive characteristics they attributed to the conservatism they thought they were overturning: “Competition, self-assertion, the feeling of personal influence,” she tells us in Edge of Taos Desert; “was probably the greatest enhancement my generation knew” (p. 274). She was intimately familiar with all three.

  As a leading exemplar of the New Woman, Mabel was presumably free to be and do as she pleased. In fact, she was encouraged by many of the men in her circle, especially by her lover, John Reed, and her confidante, Hutchins Hapgood, to play the role of Muse and service the genius of male artists and radicals with her “life-flow.” Luhan celebrated the supposed superiority her instinctual tie to mother earth gave her over men, but she was victimized by this role and victimized others because of it. In Edge of Taos Desert, she portrays an Anglo civilization that has produced individuals who are all tentacles and will: the men seeking to master the earth, the women seeking to master the men.

  Shortly after her marriage to the painter Maurice Sterne in August 1917 Mabel sent him out West to find new subjects for his work. (She married him in order to have greater control over the direction of his art.) When he arrived in Santa Fe, he determined that New Mexico was the place for which Mabel had always been searching. His invitation to her to join him and her response were both remarkably prophetic. He wrote her in November the letter with which she ends her third volume of memoirs, Movers and Shakers:

  Dearest Girl—

  Do you want an object in life? Save the Indians, their art-culture—reveal it to the world! . . .

  That which Emilie Hapgood and others are doing for the Negroes, you could, if you wanted to, do for the Indians, for you have the energy . . . and, above all, there is somehow a strange relationship between yourself and the Indians.4

  Mabel traveled to the Southwest with the expectation of finding an alien world that might heal her fragmented self. One month before she arrived in Santa Fe, she wrote Maurice, “Perhaps I too would feel this curious affinity with them that you do. Certainly the live heart of me—the inner life—is a life that finds no counterpart in Western civilization and culture.”5

  Mabel’s reaction to her arrival in New Mexico, as she recounts it in Edge of Taos Desert, was at once aesthetic and religious: “There was no disturbance in the scene, nothing to complicate the forms, no trees or houses, or any detail to confuse one. It was like a simple phrase in music or a single line of poetry, essential and reduced to the barest meaning” (p. 59). She felt that she was witnessing the origins of life; the very landscape held out the promise that she could break the chains of heredity and environment and begin again. The stark mesas matched Mabel’s yearning for fundamentals, a quality that also attracted D. H. Lawrence, Willa Cather, and Georgia O’Keeffe. All of them responded powerfully to a geography uncomplicated by human invention. As Mabel put it in her letter of invitation to Lawrence, whetting his appetite for an uncorrupted space as the site of his Rananim, Taos was like “the dawn of the world.”

  Mabel moved to Taos within two weeks of her arrival. Her comparison of the mesas and mountains that surround it to the high deserts of Tibet was not accidental, since she believed she had discovered Shangri-la. In fact, her memoir is filled with implicit and explicit comparisons of her discovery with the golden ages of world religions.

  The image of Taos as a garden of Eden, inhabited by an unfallen tribe of men and women, inspired most of Luhan’s writing throughout the 1920s and 1930s. It provided the thesis that shaped the writing of all four volumes of her memoirs, in which she created a symbolic self who represented the decline, fall, and potential rebirth of Western civilization. Within the tradition of Americans who apotheosized their dreams of settlement in the New World, she, too, hoped to bring a saving remnant to her new-found land by demonstrationg the wisdom of rejecting the decadence of the Old World—the East Coast and Europe.

  Luhan developed her life story within two major American literary traditions that she merged in a rather unusual way in her final volume of memoirs. The first of these traditions is rooted in conversion narratives that imagine history as a journey from imperfection to perfection, where the search is for a paradise to be regained. The American prophets who are part of this tradition—Cotton Mather, Jonathan Edwards, Margaret Fuller, among them—are “restless types, searching for truth, undergoing personal metamorphoses, interpreting the holy mysteries of their tribe, forecasting the collective destiny.”6

  Here, however, is where the unusualness of Luhan’s memoirs resides. For her transformation of the second tradition in which she worked transformed both the mainstream American myth and the journey. Intimate Memories culminates with an Indian captivity narrative—except that the Anglo heroine does not symbolize Judea capta in the hands of the Indian antichrist, having her faith and community loyalties tested by an exacting God. The Anglo world represents the antichrist, or in Luhan’s more secularized imagination, the exploiter of the earth and the destroyer of human community. The light of true faith and community lies in the hands of the Pueblo Indians and is brought to the Anglo world by one of its own who has been captured and redeemed within the Indian world. 7

  Stylistically, thematically, and psychologically, Edge of Taos Desert marks a radical and dramatic break with her previous three volumes of memoirs. At the same time that she builds on and transforms Judaeo-Christian and Anglo-American literary and mythic patterns, she searches for a new idiom that simplifies her words and syntax so that we may view her new world through eyes unencumbered by the weight of “dead” philosophies and books. It was not until her move to New Mexico, in fact, that Mabel found her own voice as a writer.

  Edge of Taos Desert reveals how “the purity and freshness” of New Mexico’s “undomesticated” landscape sweeps her clean of the waste and sickness of civilization, while providing a powerful stimulus to the rebirth of her imagination. While her initial responses to the Indians and landscape are filled with literary and art allusions, these grow progressively fewer, until two-thirds of the way through the book, she informs us: “I was impatient because I did not want to connect this new world with the old.—I wanted it to be itself alone and not a part of any past I had ever known.”

  The Pueblos offer what no so-called advanced twentieth-century society is able to: an integration of personality that is achieved through an organic connection between the individual and community, work and living space, play and art. The Pueblo people’s lack of interest in material wealth, their devotion to communal values, their healthy respect for human limitations, and their adaptation to rather than exploitation of the natural environment are presented as sane counterparts to a chaotic white civilization that is heading for self-annihilation.

  As Luhan became more involved with Taos Pueblo, she grew aware of and participated in rivalries, power plays, and competition among the Indians at the pueblo. But she never wrote publicly of any aspect of pueblo life that would detract from the myth of their human and communal perfection. She drove Tony Luhan away at various times by her jealousy and interest in other men. But her relationship with Tony, in her published writing, is rarely less than ideal. Although she was capable of extraordinary generosity, she had a great deal of difficulty maintaining the disinterested benevolence she admired so much in Pueblo character.

  It is important to recognize, however that Edge of Taos Desert contains the essence of her primitivist credo, not the actualities of her life. Although she could not internalize them, she had the sensitivity to appreciate the values of Pueblo culture, which did not reward aggression and personal achievement as the highest personal and social goals. For a time—in fact, for the period of her life that her final memoir covers—there is no doubt that her sense of well-being was as rich and full as she claimed. The grace she experienced was not permanent, but it fundamentally altered her.

  Throughout her life, Luhan had been seeking what the Jungians call the “reconciling symbol” that would allow her to fulfill her desires both to act and to shape life, as well as to nurture and shelter it. In Edge of Taos Desert, Mabel shows her induction into Pueblo ways of life through her relationship with Tony as the primary factor in achieving that reconciliation.

  First and most important, Tony’s love serves as a paradigm for her re-vision of male-female relationships. Unlike her previous lovers, he does not try to tap her creative energies for his own use, nor does he enshrine her as an idealized “other. ” He is, rather, tenderly devoted to “awakening a heart asleep since childhood,” to helping her integrate her feeling, thinking, and acting selves. In this role, he is as much parent as lover, as much female as male. His home, she tells us, is “impregnated with a fulness of life.” Mabel comes to fruition in the nine months of “gentle organic growth,” a cycle of rebirth that defines the time-span of the book. Unlike the Anglo male modes of knowing that she had always imitated—prying, penetrating, analyzing—he teaches by suggestion and example and relies on an intuitive sense of his surroundings.

  If there is one metaphor, more than any other, that ties together Luhan’s four volumes, and culminates here, in Edge of Taos Desert, it is that of a woman in search of a world where she can be “at home.” Throughout her memoirs, the dwellings in which Mabel lives often serve as correlatives for the state of her interior being, as well as for the state of the larger society that she feels her life represents. The Villa Curonia was largely a stage setting for the various melodramas and shifting personae that Mabel enacted, while her Greenwich Village home was a “tabula rasa,” a blank slate of white walls and decor that symbolized her dedication to wiping out the oppressions of her own and the collective human past. Unlike her previous houses, Mabel’s Taos estate integrated the elements of her past and present into a harmonious whole.

  Mabel and Tony build their adobe home jointly. It is a testament to the equality of their communion as well as a reflection of her revised creation myth. The shelter grows literally out of the land and figuratively out of their love. Tony designs the exterior structure and Mabel the interior, but so intimately do outside and inside partake of one another that no firm boundary separates their work: “To take the living earth from under their feet, undifferentiated and unformed, and shape it into a house . . . all of it is a sacred matter, for the wonder of creation is in it, the wonder of transformation which always seems of greatest significance to Indians” (p. 292). In Edge of Taos Desert, Luhan allows her Anglo readers to enter imaginatively into a New World Eden which has been regained by the interracial partnership of a restored Adam and Eve.

  Most of Luhan’s friends thought very highly of the book and its message. A few even revised their estimation of her after reading it, recognizing the sensitivity and idealism that were sometimes masked by her moodiness and petty cruelties. One such reader was Ansel Adams, who wrote her on December 6, 1937:

   

  I finished it in a state of amazed revelation . . . It is so beautifully compact and consistent; it seems to draw to a fine point all the complex threads of your life and gives your decision a clarity and brilliance matched only by the sunlight and air of Taos.

  Not unlike you, when you first came to Taos, I am confronted with finding a real way of life and real vital simplicity. You found it, even though it required ruthless action and decision. Your book has made me confident in the necessity of such action in myself. . . . Your transition was effected in a mood of strength and inevitability, and it is going to help many another woman and man to “take life with the talons” and carry it high.8
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Foreword:

  Beyond the Edge of Taos Desert


  Mabel Luhan’s retreat to Taos in 1917 was the journey’s end of a hungry traveler. Her background was wealth and the sophistication of revolutionary philosophers and utopians who predicted disaster unless there was an internal reawakening. In this context, Mabel’s experience was no casual adventure, but an escape from the disillusions of contemporary survival. What Mabel stumbled into was the remnants of a forgotten humanity, for in Taos Mabel found her mature self and here she remained for life.

  Throughout Mabel’s writing she reiterated her belief in the perfection of “the primitive” and the failure of her legacy in the technological society. Her company of artists and writers who came to Taos also shared the belief that Taos Pueblo was indeed the lost “Red Atlantis,” and it was here that D. H. Lawrence discovered his ideal world.

  How much of Taos was and is myth? Taos Indians have been studied thoroughly by only one anthropologist, Elsie Clews Parsons. This eminent ethnologist made no mention of human superiority but only observed that the Taos people lived in an equilibrious and complex society. So where do we turn for validity? Maybe we can perceive it through a child’s unconditioned eyes. Mabel’s Indian experience was in essence a pure nonverbal sensibility, and coming from a constantly talking intellectural sociey, she was overwhelmed by this quietude. Mabel felt she had found a mature people with little need for discussion, a people who had never lost the sensuality and magic of childhood—a pure intelligence we may all possess before the curtain of adult inhibition is drawn.

  Mabel arrived in Taos before the overburden of modernity buried the vigor of indigenous energy. Mabel’s faith, shared by my father, was that this Indian vitality would survive. And wonderfully, it may have! For even now a child’s fresh and discerning vision can penetrate this overburden and respond to the submerged magic beneath.

  My reading of Mabel Luhan’s memoir awakened my memory of Taos, three years after Mabel’s arrival in the valley. For a boy of seven, Taos certainly was no fantasy but an overwhelming reality.

  Winter World

  I traveled out of the black gorge of the Rio Grande nearly seventy years ago in mid-winter of 1920. Motoring upward over volcanic rock, my stage ceremoniously stopped, poised on the valley edge, now a plain of desolate snow, appearing as vast as Siberia in the somber sundown light. Purple-black mountains ringed the valley to the east, north, and south. Under this wall of darkness were far specks of distant light—Taos. Our caravan lurched forward, chains crunching on snow.

  I awakened still half sleeping, surrounded by unknown hospitality. Adult voices welcoming, directing, ushering our family into a scented room with a glowing fire, into the warmth and brilliance of a Russian fairy tale my mother once read me. I saw a dark man draped in a blue and roseate blanket standing silently, one hand resting on the white wall of the fireplace, as he surveyed our entrance. I saw he had long hair wrapped in colored ribbon. His face was peaceful, unsmiling but waiting. This was an Indian! His name, I learned, was Tony.

  How fine it was to sink on the floor before a fragrant fire! But this retreat into warmth, and later food, was not for long, for we were soon ushered out into the black night. The intense cold slashed my face and lips as I looked upward into the most brilliant stars I had ever seen.

  Again the crunch and tingle of chain on snow as we drove onward to another destination. We were entering still another village, greeted by music, calls, and gunfire echoing. The fairy tale yet to be told unfolded as I stepped out on frozen ground. I looked ahead and upward at suspended bonfires, as a multitude of dark figures surrounded us, ushering us forward into the blaze of more fires crackling in the snow.

  Christmas Eve at Taos Pueblo, memory of another time and place, fills my closed eyes as I remember! The hoot, hoot, hoot of animal cries, the loud explosions of hunting rifles fired into the starlit sky. Memory beyond reality as a procession crosses dark space, led by flaming torch light, glowing on the raised and gentle face of Virgin Mary. Deep booming drums led this dimly glowing procession into the night. I heard faraway women singing familiar hymns, but this litany was lost in staccato animal hoots, the jingle of dancing bells, and continual explosions of rifles. Wherever had I heard such musical calls of animals carried on deep throbbing drumming and chanting! The adventure and extreme cold were overwhelming, and I sank into deep sleep as our caravan rushed home through the night.

  Next morning, before another scented and blazing fireplace, I met the lady who was our host, Mabel Dodge. I remember a gracious smile and an amused hospitable face. Christmas day began sensibly with bowls of shredded wheat with milk and honey. (Mabel’s wealth came from dry cereal.) But this familiarity ended in another freezing drive through a frozen world of brilliant light.

  Return to the Indian Pueblo past frozen farmlands into the heart of the adobe dwellings rising north and south of a frozen river. Columns of smoke rose from mud roofs. From high above an urgent voice was calling; the voice rose and fell in a musical message. Indians in colored blankets, swathed so only eyes were showing, moved past, breath steaming in the biting air.

  The red fantasy continued. Coming from out of the ice-sheathed mountains behind the pueblo, a herd of antlered deer moved into the village. But the deer became men, moving forward on wooden forelegs. Leading was a group of blanket-wrapped men carrying a drum. Again the hooting animal cries of messengers running ahead, bare bodies painted earthen red, white, and black, leading the procession to a walled adobe church. The lead men now crouched together before the church, and drumming began. Boom, boom, boom! I felt the beat vibrating within me. Singing commenced, in company to the slap, slap of hand, following the rhythm.

  Cloaked in deerskins, with arching antlers, the dancers formed an oval before the church, kneeling on the frozen ground. The singing dropped lower in key as a woman dancer entered the circle. She was dressed in a black woven tunic, one shoulder bared to the cold. Streams of colored ribbons flowed down her back with her long black hair. With bunches of spruce bows in each hand she began dancing rhythmically around the kneeling deer. The singing now dropped to a deep hum, while the hands of the singers continued their clapping. The winter morning became a breathless stillness, as the Deer Mother passed before each deer in blessing. Later I understood that in symbol she had lured the deer out of the forest to save the pueblo from starving.

  There were sharp yelps as the messengers, who now became hunters, broke into the circle and shot the kneeling deer with symbolic straw arrows fired from turkey-feather bows.

  Later, as I experienced Mabel’s writing, I could share her responses to this elemental winter ceremony. But in the memory I am now drawing upon, the mystical involvement was wholly mine.

  Summer World

  After winter snows melted into mud, making roadways near impassable, spring came in an explosion of bursting green. I recall no intermediacy but rather an instant organic awakening. After Spanish farmers collectively cleaned irrigation ditches, mountain snow water rushed in torrents past awakening fields. Sun gathered intensity, mud became hard rutted adobe, flower buds swelled into flowers, and winter became summer.

  Mabel’s surroundings were radiant with flowers, the air humming with honey bees, sucking at Mabel’s fantastic gardens, Kubla Khan’s pleasure world of flowering sweet peas and pastel zinnias. My child’s-eye memory of Mabel was this mysterious woman dressed in flowing white, followed by a young Indian woman, Albidia, carrying a basket as Mabel gathered flowers. Mingling with the humming bees was the clatter of a mowing machine as Mabel’s farmer-caretaker, José, was making the first cutting of alfalfa.

  On festival days, distant drumming was heard in the pueblo two miles away. My heart would leap! A ceremonial dance! That magnetically drew me. First, running along the edge of the sagebrush, then into plum-tree-bordered roads, I passed fertile Indian farmlands, green with the first sprouting corn. Drawn by the drumming, growing louder, I entered the pueblo. I found a gathering very different from the winter Deer Dance. Pueblo roof tops were alive with colored shawls. The pueblo plaza filled with wagons of valley friends who had come to feast and celebrate. Generous summer rains promised a full harvest! The solemn time of winter had passed. Lines of ceremoniously dressed men and women moved rhythmically together, dancing feet sending thanks to the earth. Religious dancing in the fertility of summer. There were furtive smiles and laughter as the lines of men and women intertwined. The young women dancers, with their hair flowing to their waists, held bunches of summer flowers as their arms rose and fell to the drumming and chanting.

  Mabel’s World

  This experience of my first Indian summer flows into my memory of Mabel’s world. A viridian green alfalfa field separated the two-story Collier house from Mabel’s compound to the east—a vast adobe with a long, shaded stone-flagged portal and the raised buildings of Mabel’s private world. Entering her space had as much wonder for a child as the pueblo ceremonies under the mountains. Her house was filled with exotic memorabilia. Brilliant vermilion and blue paintings of fairy-tale life in ancient Italy, with warriors fatally wounded streaming blood, and waxen fair ladies dressed in elegance holding out flowers to the wounded. A majestic smiling tall figure of a gilded East Indian goddess standing in the petal of a giant flower. Rich brocaded pillows cast on pastel-faded New Mexico blankets.

  Mabel’s exotic gardens flowed into her interior in brilliant displays. Tony’s folded blankets, half crimson, half blue, were in character with her home. My preliterate memory is of a world of books, and Mabel’s hands seemed always holding open pages. My memory now, as I look back to years of intimacy with Mabel and Tony, is still sensual, deep shadows with splashes of brilliance, of textiles, floral, a half-curtained light streaming through transparent vivid fabrics. Mabel herself is remembered as a composed painting, resting back against colorful background and pillows. A picturesque image always remains. For a child, Mabel’s life was always a stage setting, ornately and discriminatingly arranged, “the right setting for her mood and personality.”

  Important people, imported into Mabel’s world, are as artistically remembered as the artifacts that decorated her interior. Small child memory contains no flashing intellect or reportage, only gestures and manners and costumes as the characters moved across Mabel’s environment. Brett with her ear trumpet and Texas Ranger hat, her bunchy bloomer-charactered pants hooked together here and there with safety pins. Spud Johnson with his elfin grace and modulated voice: I can’t recall his words, only his nuance and consistent delicacy.

  Mabel was artistically an actress and director of human display, who created the settings, gathered brilliant actors, and activated the drama. Literally, Taos was Mabel’s salvation, and Tony her only lasting foundation, the only man she could not send away! As I experienced Mabel’s memoirs, I share how profoundly she related and appreciated the Indian world, as did Lawrence and my father, John Collier. Mabel’s fulfilling Taos life should be seen against the background of the confused revolutionists and artists who constitute her early history, and with whom Mabel shared the struggle to recover lost humanism and elemental reason, which she finally perceived in the primeval Indian world.

  John Collier, Jr.

  Taos, New Mexico

  Summer 1986


   

   

   

   

  
EDGE OF TAOS DESERT


  
Chapter One


  The last evening I spent at 23 Fifth Avenue is still vivid in my memory. The large living room was softly lighted at each end, and dinner was served before the oakwood fire.

  We left that room, with the fire glowing and the lights burning upon the patient household gods that had moved around with me, as though I were just going to pay a visit next door.

  I went out of there intending to return. I was going to the Southwest, a little known neighborhood, for perhaps a fortnight, because I wanted to see what Maurice was doing, for his letters had intrigued me. I had always heard of people going to Florida or California, and more occasionally to the West, but no one ever went to the Southwest. Hardly anyone had ever even heard of Santa Fe.

  I armed myself with letters of introduction to several individuals who stood out in that unknown and unexplored land. Among them, one was to Ford Harvey and another to Lorenzo Hubbell. These letters were both given me, after some effort to find people who had been to New Mexico, by a priest named Father Douglas who had lived near a tribe named Hopi. He was a friend of Sister Beatrix’s, and he had told me strange, wonderful stories about those people.

  Ridgely Torrence, too. He and Olivia came to dinner one evening before I left. Leo Stein was also there, I believe. I think it was he who brought me a tome with many reproductions of Aztec and Mayan deities, and I pored over these. As people’s minds begin to churn and bring up bits of relevant oddities for the benefit of a friend traveling out of the familiar radius, so Ridgely, his eyes widened to their utmost, related tales of Indian magic told him by a friend who had “been there.”

  One story was of a white man who had been taken into a tribe because the Indians liked him and to a certain extent trusted him. That is, they trusted him to the extent of allowing him to be present at some of their ceremonies blindfolded! Evidently they were right, for he told all he could tell. One of the things he told was that he knew the Indians had the power of levitation, but he didn’t know how they did it. People went on journeys in the air, he said, went on errands to a distant spot and returned in a short time. Once they took him down into a hole in the ground. It was a round, underground chamber with a roof made of seven portions, by tree trunks joined and fitted together, with heavy dirt on the top. In the center of this roof, a round opening to the sky, and below it, resting on the earth, lay a great round stone. There was a stout thong made of hide tied about the stone with its end lying on the ground. The Indians sat in a circle on their haunches, their backs against the earthen wall. But first they blindfolded the white man.

  Then they began a low chanting over and over again like a mantra. The man said they kept this up for a while and presently he felt a change in the atmosphere, as though someone moved, or broke the circle, and after that a low humming was added to the chant, and at regular intervals a wind passed against his cheeks as though the air was heavily displaced before him. Round and round him something moved, each time faster while the humming sound grew higher pitched. Something rose on the solid body of the chant—rose in the room, fanning him briskly, higher and higher until he no longer felt the air moving on his face and it stirred his hair no more, but the great whine of an enormous rotary motor filled the hollow chamber of earth above him. For a few seconds only, and then, apparently, it passed out through the roof and soared away. The man heard it humming farther and farther off, then growing so dim that he couldn’t hear it any more. The Indians continued their chanting, and they sat there and sat there—he didn’t know how long. Finally he heard it coming back. He distinguished that low, far-away humming. It came nearer until it was a roaring overhead, and then it was inside the chamber with him. Once more he felt the air stir across his face as the thing passed and repassed him. It slowed down and its whine, too, sank to a low, deep sound. It came to rest in the center, and the men stopped chanting and began talking in Indian. One among them told a tale. He was narrating something. Others questioned him and he answered. When they ended, they unfolded the cloth from the white man’s eyes —and everything looked exactly as it had before. The light was faded a little from the room, that was all. Maybe two hours had passed. The circle of Indians was complete, as it had been, the stone was in the same place. . . .

  Ridgely’s story touched the love of power that is latent in us all. We felt the secret tincture stir and mingle with our blood, and reborn again for the thousand thousandth time was the desire to know How.

  “We have still to discover how the stones of the Pyramids were raised,” said Leo. “It is only conjecture that attributes it to slave labor. And I doubt very much whether the great stones of these Mayan temples were raised by hand,” he went on, turning over the leaves of his book. “Possibly they had hold of some law we have replaced by mechanical invention.”

  I took up the Story of Atlantis by Ignatius Donnelly from the table: “They say the Atlanteans had a great many powers they lost because they abused them,” I murmured a little coldly, because I was afraid someone would jeer at me. One could speak of Atlantis all right to Ridgely, but not to Leo or Olivia.

  Just as I feared, Leo looked smilingly contemptuous and replied, “Oh, I do not think it is necessary to go as far as the myths of Atlantis,” he said kindly; and his mouth turned down at the corners.

  “How far people will or will not go determines their sense of superiority over others,” I thought, “and here I am going to the Southwest where none of them has gone! But I might be going to Atlantis, for all they know! For Leo, though, it would not be Atlantis, while for me it would. Leo would call it by a safer name and feel superior—just as I would call it by a far-away, magical name and feel superior myself!”

  When I left, on the last night, I only took along a suitcase and a small trunk.

  “Well, I want a vacation,” I said to myself. “I’ve had a horrid time lately. I feel like a Change.”

  I got it. My life broke in two right then, and I entered into the second half, a new world that replaced all the ways I had known with others, more strange and terrible and sweet than any I had ever been able to imagine.

  Whether it was to Atlantis I went or not I do not know, nor have I ever been interested in conjecturing about it. I suppose when one gets to heaven one does not speculate about it any more. And the same must be true of hell. Anyway, I was through with reading books about Atlantis, Rosicrucianism, the Seven Worlds of Theosophy, or about any other mythical things. I entered into a new life that they were concerned with and I was done with reading any books for a long time.


  
Chapter Two


  The Train was crowded with Christmas holiday young people and the journey seemed interminable to me. I had telegraphed John, who was spending the winter with the Rumseys at Cody, to meet me in Santa Fe for his vacation. I hadn’t seen him for months, for he had gone out there after he left the Morristown School in the spring, and when Maurice appeared in their midst upon his solitary honeymoon, this had so horrified John that he had begged to stay through the winter.

  Bob Rumsey, the hero of Rumsey’s Pond, the hero of so many young hearts, married now to a woman his mother’s age, had undertaken to console my son for a mother’s inconsiderateness. He was tutoring John himself—preparing him for Yale, which he had influenced the boy to choose. I myself would have preferred him to go to Harvard. Yale seemed to me smug and self-righteous and to my mind produced blue-eyed boys who were not on to themselves.

  I had a mental picture of John and Maurice on the station platform at Lamy, where my train appeared, from the timetable, to let me out at some distance from Santa Fe. They would be standing there with eager faces and a large, closed car to drive me to the house Maurice had rented. This house, like houses in general, presented itself to me in a blur of warmth, light, and color—with cushions, flowers, white enamel, shining metal, and a table set ready for a delicious meal. That is what a house suggested of its own accord.

  Not accustomed to traveling by myself, I got on all the wrong trains, and the final one was the kind that is full of children eating bananas and apples, and that stops at every station, and as the last afternoon dragged on, I could hardly endure it. My heart was pounding with impatience, for in spirit I had already arrived and only my body was left behind on the smelly train. Every time we stopped I went to the door and sniffed the clean air that was so good after New York.

  Finally about five o’clock, we stopped at a little place for quite a while. From the window I saw two girls in big hats and riding clothes waiting on their horses beside the station platform. There were two or three old cars standing there too. The station-house was of ancient gray wood, and the open space behind it was worn and dusty, but there was the loveliest light all over everything and an empty road leading away, and beyond, just beyond, the bluest mountains I had ever seen. In an instant I rejected that train and ran out to where the automobiles stood. No drivers were about, so I blew a blast on one of the horns and this summoned a long, slow boy from somewhere.

  “Listen! This train is supposed to reach Lamy by eleven o’clock. Can’t you motor me to Santa Fe quicker than that? Isn’t there a road?”

  “Guess I can,” answered the boy, without much interest.

  “Well, wait till I get my bag.” I was breathless and excited. Out in the still air everything sounded so strange. My own voice sounded out of key in my ears. “Why does it feel like church?” I wondered.

  Against the windows of the train were glued the pale faces of passengers who were watching me with dreary attention (as they had been doing all day). The more they watched, the greater grew the distance between us, or so I had felt. What possible connection had I with them? (Dreary, drab people—I wish I could cut myself off from you forever, I thought to myself.)

  I rushed into the train and secured my bag and my fur coat, and left behind on the seat The New Republic, the Atlantic Monthly, and the Mercure de France. And I left behind the staleness and the dull, enduring humans all dressed in browns and blacks, with their grimy handkerchiefs in pockets gritty with the deposit of their dull lives!

  I ran into the station and telegraphed Maurice:

   

  AM MOTORING TO SANTA FE WILL MEET YOU AT YOUR HOUSE LOVE

   

  MABEL

  And then I hurled myself at the big boy who stood dazed beside the waiting automobiles.

  “Now we must hurry!” I cried. “I want to beat that train.”

  “This hyah is my car, lady,” said the boy, leading me to the end one. It was the most dilapidated vehicle I had ever seen. It had no top and its black, shiny leather seats were ripped and gray. Horsehair bulged through the rents. I didn’t care. I hastened into the back seat, my bag in front with the driver, and he started to crank the engine. Nothing happened, and after he yanked it round and round, he stood up and smiled with some embarrassment at the small crowd that now surrounded us. One of the girls on horse-back called out:

  “Where you think you’re goin’ in that car, ’Lisha?”

  He didn’t answer her or look at her, and finally the motor gave a start as though awaking from a trance, and began to throb violently. ’Lisha wiped his face with a red handkerchief and slowly lowered himself into the ancient seat. From where I sat, only his huge hat appeared before me, and in that bright winter evening light we started off down the alluring road towards the mountains. I heaved a great sigh of relief. How good it felt! How good this fresh air, this clear simplicity.

  But all too soon I began to notice a painful jarring under me.

  “Wait a moment. What is this bumping, anyway?” I tapped him on the shoulder. He turned his face towards me and called:

  “Oh—them back springs is busted. I guess we’ll make it though. If these two cylinders hold out. . . .”

  A horse poked his head through the wayside thicket and started to cross the road slowly. ’Lisha hastily leaned forward and squeezed a rubber bulb. No sound whatever.

  “Horn’s gone,” he announced cheerfully.

  “What kind of a car is this anyway?” I asked angrily.

  “Dodge,” said he.

  The wind was whistling past us now and I could scarcely hear him above the rattle and wheeze of the straining machine and its antique body.

  “How much is this trip going to cost?” I cried.

  “Oh, ’bout sixteen dollars if we make it,” he returned.

  He was leaning forward now, in the crouching attitude of a racer. He had a cigarette hanging from the corner of his mouth and his ashes blew black into my eyes every time he turned towards me, so I stopped talking to him. Holding myself as firmly as I could in the hopping motion of the back end, I began to watch the country we were careening through. I thought I had never seen a landscape reduced to such simple elements.

  There was the long dirt road stretching out straight ahead and becoming a thin line in the distance, and on either side a desert, flat, dark green, and soft-looking, that rolled away for miles and miles, empty, smooth, and uninterrupted until it reached the mountains on the west side—just the sky horizon on the other. The sun was sinking behind the range. Its rays came over to strike us sideways, warming us on the left hand while from the right a coldness rested upon my cheek. The mountains were a long blue-black wavering line along the western sky—the sun sank heavily below them all of a sudden, which made them appear thin and flat. The sky changed rapidly from rose to green, and the evening air grew cold and thin and flat like ice. The desert on either side of the road changed to black velvet, unfathomably soft and wide, and suddenly it was night.

  “Gee! We got no lights,” suddenly said ’Lisha.

  “No lights? Well, how do you think we can travel until ten o’clock or eleven without lights?” I cried. I was beginning to get mad.

  “Dunno. P’rhaps we can make Wagon Mound.”

  (Wagon Mound! What a name! I thought, incensed.)

  “How far is that?”

  “Oh, ’bout fifty, I guess.”

  “And how far is that from Santa Fe?”

  “Wal, I never been there. I don’t rightly know how fur that is. But I guess we kin make it. If these cylinders hold out, we kin.”

  As the road grew darker, he began to run into ruts and bump more and more.

  “This is pleasant,” I said to myself. “Out in the middle of a desert with a half-wit boy and no lights.” I began to get hungry, too.

  “Can we eat in Wagon Mound?”

  “Wal, I guess we can find sumpin’,” he said, hopefully.

  Suddenly there was the most wonderful smell in the darkness. It made one’s heart jump.

  “What is that smell?”

  “Sage. I guess thar’s some cattle along in there,” he answered, pointing into the night.

  Never mind. I couldn’t stay irritated. I was cold and tired from the jolts and bumps, and hungry, too, but everything above and below that personal discomfort was all right. It was a fresh, beautiful world that surrounded me on all sides. I had a sense of renewal and a new awareness.

  We fumbled on and on through the darkness. ’Lisha must have kept on the road by instinct, for I am sure he couldn’t see it. I lost all track of time and place. I was an unidentified atom pressing forward in space, a wide, perfumed space, that was dotted with white stars liquid and bright as dew. I felt humble from a kind of unfamiliar richness and savor the universe possessed and as my body grew numb, my heart grew clear. After ages of time passed, I saw a little group of yellow lights ahead.

  “Look! What lights are those?” I exclaimed, tapping ’Lisha.

  “Guess that’s Wagon Mound,” said he. We bumped into it. There was a station beside a railway track, dimly lighted by oil lamps, and I suddenly longed for a train!

  “When does a train go through here for Santa Fe?” I asked the old man in the ticket office.

  “Tonight’s train goes through in ’bout twenty-five minutes,” he told me. “You kin get on her then.”

  I hastily sent another telegram to Maurice, saying:

  COMING BY TRAIN AFTER ALL LOVE

  And then I asked the man:

  “Is there any place to eat here?”

  “Wal, I reckon you kin git a bite over at Mis’ Perkins’. She gen’ally serves supper at six-thirty but mebby you kin git a bite.” He pointed down a road. A lamp shone in a window and I hurried out to ’Lisha.

  “Over there,” I pointed. “Hurry up. I’m going to catch this train when it comes in. But we can eat first.”

  He tried to hurry but he couldn’t. The car, having stopped, refused to start again. Impatiently I picked up my skirts and ran down the dusty road to the lighted window.

  I entered a room that had a long table in it. There was a stained white table-cloth on it, and in the center a cruet containing two bottles, and next to these, tomato catsup and Worcestershire sauce were grouped with salt and pepper-pots. A hanging oil lamp blazed down and lighted up a couple of men in shirt sleeves who sat leaning back on two legs of their chairs. They were smoking pipes. I grew dignified and wondered if it was dangerous here. I said, coldly:

  “Could I get something to eat? I’m going to take a train in a few moments.”

  “Mis’ Perkins!” called one of them.

  An old woman appeared at the door at the end of the room. She had on a blue and white calico dress and a gray apron.

  “Lady wants to eat,” said the man, laconically, waving at me with his pipe. ’Lisha stepped into the light from behind me. He wanted to eat, too.

  “Wal, I kin give you some beans and a coupla’ fried eggs, I guess,” she said.

  “Well, I have to leave awfully soon. I don’t think I’ll wait for the eggs.”

  She disappeared and returned with a plate of sliced bread. I took a piece and it tasted like sawdust. ’Lisha sat down beside me and removed his hat and wiped his face with his red handkerchief.

  “Some ride,” he said.

  “How much do I owe you so far?”

  “Wal, I guess about five dollars. I got to go back,” he replied.

  The old woman brought in a dish of beans. They were wonderful. I ate all I dared, paid, and left as rapidly as I could without seeming undignified. I felt those men were trying to size me up. Perhaps they were and again perhaps they weren’t. Anyway, I always felt guilty and slightly apologetic whenever I was alone in a strange place.

  Outside the door, I ran with all my might to the station, for I saw the train in the distance. I just had time to buy a ticket and hasten into the lighted car. A familiar atmosphere greeted my nose! Good heavens! There were those same dreary passengers that I had left behind me forever! There The New Republic! There the old Atlantic! All the blank, pale, inquisitive faces turned towards me as I sank breathless into the seat I had left.

  “Well,” I thought, “I had some fresh air, anyway!”

  When we pulled into the Lamy station, I looked for Maurice and John, but no one was there. A delicious odor of incense struck me vividly. It was nearly the best smell I had ever had in my life. “These smells are alive” I said to myself. “One could live in this country just for them!”

  “What is that smell?” I asked the conductor, who was trying to help me off the train.

  “Oh, they’re burning pinon wood to make charcoal down the line there,” he answered, and went on, “The Santa Fe train is right over there on that track.”

  I began to feel neglected. Here I was all alone in the middle of the night going to a perfectly strange town! I had never before been in such a situation. I managed to get on the new train. It was tiny, and lighted at each end by a kerosene lamp. Another man got on and sat across from me and looked at me from under his hat brim, so I thought he looked sinister and I composed my face into a cold, aloof expression. An old, foreign-looking porter got on the train and shut the door and it started with a lurch.

  I peered out the window and I don’t know how long it was before I saw the lights of a town. It looked about as large as Yonkers! The little train paddled into the station and there was Maurice on the platform.

  I got out and he seized me timidly by the arm, his face a conflict of ruefulness and pleasure, for he never was unmitigatedly glad to see me. But then, I wasn’t glad at all to see him.

  “Dar-r-r-ling! What have you been doing, jumping on and off that train?”

  “Oh, I got tired of it and got off. And got on again,” I answered, uncommunicatively. “Where is John?”

  “Oh, he’s staying with some people here. The Parsonses.”

  We were hurrying along now towards the outside of the station.

  “You know, darling, you didn’t send him any money and those Rumseys didn’t provide him with any—and he arrived without a cent I I was away at a dance myself. Here’s the stage. It will take us up to town.”

  “Maurice! No car?”

  “Well, darling, I thought we’d go up in this. There are very jew cars here.”

  “Well, where’s John now?”

  “Well, he met this Sara Parsons. I introduced them. She’s a ve-r-r-r-y attractive girl. And they invited him to stay there. My little place is very small. . .

  “Oh, Maurice!” My heart was sinking. “What about this girl?”

  “John seems quite smitten! I am myself! A little. She has a pair of very fast horses she drives around. Very jolly.” The stage rolled from side to side and bowled us into town through the silent streets that were lined with leafless trees. There were very few street lamps. It seemed a sleepy little place. We drove into a large, empty plaza that looked European, and stopped there. The other passenger got out and reached a quarter up to the driver. “Thanks, José,” he said and walked away. Then we drove up a hilly, narrow street past a convent or something. Maurice said:

  “That’s the College. St. Michael’s. For boys.” He acted like one who had lived there for some time. I resented that. It made me feel so inadequate and dependent. I saw a great many little low cottages of mud along this street and I began to wonder where Maurice’s house was. Presently he stopped the stage at one of these mud huts.

  “This is it,” he said, and helped me out. My thoughts were all in a turmoil at the unexpectedness of everything. To reach this distant city finally, and to find both John and Sterne more or less in love (yes, they are—they’re in love) with the same girl—and to be left standing on a dark street in front of a mud hovel that I had to enter and sleep in. I could hardly believe it was true. So this was the Southwest! Well!


  
Chapter Three


  The following morning Maurice’s house shone in the deep yellow sunshine which flooded the three little rooms and made one ashamed of ill humor. From the very first day I found out that the sunshine in New Mexico could do almost anything with one: make one well if one felt ill, or change a dark mood and lighten it. It entered into one’s deepest places and melted the thick, slow densities. It made one feel good. That is, alive.

OEBPS/Images/tit.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9780826325105.jpg
Ebge of Taos Desert

aN escape to ReaLIty






