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I. AMERICAN ROOTS


I've lived a greater portion of my life in Chile than in the States, yet my connection with my homeland remains strong. I often recall Wallace Stegner's thoughts on the subject: “Whatever landscape a child is exposed to early on, that will be the sort of gauze through which he or she will see the world afterwards.”



Ghosts of High School Past



Santiago, Chile, 2009


Curious, I click on the bright blue letters. “Welcome to the class of 1960 web page.” A former classmate sent me the link. The announcement continues, “Believe it or not, plans are in the works for our fiftieth high school reunion in 2010.”


Fifty years.


I’ve kept in touch with only two classmates. My friend Carole writes that she’s not planning to go. Me neither, I reply. I’ve never gone to a high school reunion. Why go now? My date to the senior ball invited me to the fifth reunion, but I declined. I had a boyfriend and no interest in looking backward. High school was a closed chapter in my life. I’d exchanged my hometown friends for the wide world of Berkeley. After I moved to Chile in 1972, an unreliable mail system, no telephone, and, for decades, no Internet made keeping in touch difficult.


In high school we shy ones were tender green shoots, vulnerable and insecure. It was an era of cliques, popularity pecking orders, and unrequited love. I had a crush on Chuck. So did half the girls in class. A couple of cool, crew-cut seniors were also the objects of my romantic longings, that painful teenage propensity for impossible love. Years later, one of them became US poet laureate. At least I had good taste.


On the website class list of 186 names, sixteen are tagged with a rose, signifying that they are deceased. I read the biographies. Two suicides. One Vietnam fatality. I click on other names—friends, meanies, nerds, the cheerleader crowd. A few have courageously sent recent photos. I rush to examine myself in the mirror. Do I look that old?


What the heck. I click on my name and write a brief biography in the space provided, carefully wording it to make the best possible impression. My prophecy in the senior yearbook predicted I’d be an efficiency expert, but I want to show that my life has been far from dull. The shy adolescent lurking within wants to project a confident, mature woman. I punch SEND.


The next day, an email pops up from Missy, my classmate at St. Anselm’s Grammar School and my Girl Scouts buddy. More emails follow, one from a fellow I’ve known since the first grade. My high school self-image is shaken. We must have selective memories of those fragile years. Maybe others perceive or remember us differently than we do ourselves. If these people took the time to write, maybe I’m not a nerd after all.


Will I go? I feel like Peggy Sue from the Coppola film. But, unlike her, I can’t rewrite the past, and I worry that revisiting it might distract me from living fully in the present. Yet, lately, there’s an itch in me to come full circle, tie up loose ends, look up old flames. I update family photo albums, complete my family tree, and Google the names of long-lost friends. Should I risk facing the old ghosts of high school insecurity? Does it matter now?


I check out more photos on the web page: classmates, spouses, kids, grandkids. They look like interesting, amiable people that I’d like to get to know. I’ve a year to decide. Soon I’ll be making my yearly visit back to my hometown of San Anselmo, California. Three of us are planning lunch—a dry run for the reunion, a test of self-confidence for a once awkward high school girl.


Months later, I walk into the Cheesecake Factory and look around. A redhead waves at me from a booth. It’s Melodie, and next to her is Carole. We hug and look each other over. I haven’t seen them since high school graduation, though we’ve been in touch the past year by email. Our talk is nonstop: of children (each of us has two boys), grandchildren, jobs, travels. Then we naturally move on to discuss classmates. Here, I’m at a disadvantage, having been out of touch for decades, although the biographies on the class website have helped bring me up to date.


“How are the reunion plans coming along?” I ask Melodie. She and her husband, Joe, are the main organizers.


“Good. We have an official reunion committee now. But I guess you’ve read Missy’s objections to the place and time. She’s become a real pain. Disagrees with everything. We’ve decided to ignore her comments.”


I have read Missy’s lengthy entries on the website. Besides disagreeing with reunion details, she wrote long missives about her life, her abusive father, her marriage to a Hollywood producer, her divorce, her diabetes, and her return to our home county. Her stories, as well as her personal emails, have convinced me that she possesses a very creative imagination. One story I choose to believe is how my mother, our Girl Scout leader, brought Missy to our house to help her finish the requirements for Girl Scout badges, all of which Missy wanted to earn. My mother told me a few years ago that she believed Missy was a neglected child. At St. Anselm’s, Missy was a sprightly, blond-headed girl who often got into trouble with the nuns. Once, she cut a hole in her school uniform, which usually looked unironed.


I arrange to meet her for lunch at a restaurant in San Anselmo. The sight of her heavy, big-bosomed figure and thin, long hair is a shock. Her face is so changed, I would not have recognized her on the street. Her speech is slurred because of ill-fitting dentures.


Poor Missy. She’s made several enemies among her old classmates. I choose to ignore the feud, this time thankful for the geographical distance. She continues to write me, complaining when I don’t answer immediately. She and Carole have a falling-out over the same issue. I tell her that I email many friends and that she mustn’t think I don’t love her. She writes about her new plants for her patio and sends me a catalog of garden seeds. Missy needs friendship, and I’m happy to be there for her—at a distance.


“I’m not going to the reunion,” she confides. “I tried to help with the organization, but people were really nasty to me. Are you going?”


“Yes, I’ve decided to go. I’ve never attended a class reunion, so fifty seems like a good number.”



Back to School Days



Marin County, California, 2010


Did I really go to school with these people? We’re no longer the seventeen-year-olds portrayed in the senior-year photos on our name tags. It’s as if Time, that old trickster, has pressed the fast-forward button on the fifty-year-old high school reel.


I ponder possible reasons that motivated me to come to this reunion: the desire to reconnect with friends from my youth; curiosity; a subconscious wish to reunite with my childhood self; my decades-long nostalgia for home. I’ve traveled from Santiago, Chile, where I’ve lived for thirty-eight years. I don’t know what to expect.


Over the phone, Karen, my neighborhood playmate and classmate since the first grade, suggests we go together to the Friday-night meet-and-greet event. Good. I need moral support. We agree to get together first over coffee at Barnes & Noble.


When I arrive, I hear someone call out, “Suzie?” It’s Karen, shorter than I remember, with spiky blond hair. We hug and look each other over. We can’t agree on when we last saw each other, at least twenty years ago. Our time is short, and we pour out confidences, making up for lost time.


At the meet-and-greet, I struggle to recognize former classmates in the sea of faces. Here’s Carole. She’s chatting with . . . Seeing my puzzled face, she says, “Remember Joe?”


I move amid the animated crowd. Who are you? I’m . . . You’ve changed! You look the same! Whatever happened to . . . ?


Unlike me, many of my classmates have stayed in touch over the years. I feel like the new kid at school. But everyone is friendly. We mingle, chat, and laugh. I come away with a good feeling and look forward to the dinner the next evening.


Saturday night. I’ve had my hair done and wear my slinky black dress. In the dining room, I look about for a spot with familiar faces. There’s Karen, but her table is filled. Members of old cliques sit together, both gals and guys. I locate a place where my friends Carole and Joanne are seated. The others at the table weren’t my close friends, and I’m disappointed, not enthused, by the idea of spending the entire evening with them. It’s like meeting some of these women for the first time. But, as we talk, I find their stories interesting. We have taken such varied roads.


After dinner, there are prizes. No surprise that I win the one for having traveled the farthest. When the music starts, people stand to dance, visit other tables, and snap photos. Fifties songs form the backdrop of our reminiscing. When I hear the opening bars of “Rock Around the Clock,” I sway, tap my foot, and call to Janice and Joanne, “Hey, come on. Let’s dance!” This is no high-school sock hop, and I refuse to relive the wallflower experience. Janice, glowing in her glittery sequined jacket, jumps up. Quiet Joanne is reluctant, but I remind her, “Girls danced together in the fifties,” and we join the other rock-and-rollers.


Later, I bump into Paul in the hallway. He says, “I’m sorry. I don’t remember your name.”


I tell him who I am and add, “Paul! We went to the Senior Ball together!”


“Oh! Sorry. You’ve changed.”


The physical changes in faces and bodies shock, especially those of the men, as I didn’t know any of my male classmates well. Ours was a Catholic high school, and most classes were segregated. Beards, fuller faces, and extra pounds make some difficult to place. Others I recognize immediately, handsome as ever. But it’s not just the packaging that’s different. Many greet me with warmth, validating the grown-up me. Barbara says she remembers me as a calm girl with beautiful handwriting. Lord, I hope I’ll be remembered for something more than my penmanship. Karen recalls the time our Brownie troop went to a pool where she almost drowned. I jumped in to save her but landed on top of her. A true friend. I’m disappointed that others, who were once my friends, don’t bother to come to talk and that, even now, I’m too shy to break into their circles of conversation.


My Chile connection prompts some to ask, “Were you there when the miners were rescued? It was so moving.”


Doug comes up and tells me about his trip to Chile.


“When were you in Chile?”


His face lights up as he describes visiting wineries and climbing the steep steps of Valparaiso.


“You know, Doug,” I laugh, “I don’t think we spoke even four words in high school!”


Later in the evening, I locate Karen’s petite figure across the room. “I wish we’d had more time to talk,” I tell her. We hug goodbye and exchange email addresses, promising to keep in touch. She lives in Arkansas now. Crossing paths again won’t be easy.


In spite of the distance and the years, I still care about these people. Remembering my sixteen deceased classmates, I’m sharply aware of my mortality. I believe we all are. Yes, we’ve aged, but we take comfort in knowing we’re not alone. This reunion is a celebration of life among the friends with whom we shared those fragile days of youth. Several of those friendships hark back to St. Anselm’s Elementary School. Reconnecting with them triggers vivid early childhood memories: old Monsignor McGarr’s lengthy gospels, my swing under the cypress tree, fishing with my father, the scent of roses in my maternal grandmother’s garden, Girl Scout camping days at Huckleberry Woods. Though we all have recollections we’d rather forget, I choose to focus on the good memories that bring me immense pleasure, a delight that intensifies as I reminisce with old friends who lived those same experiences.



Swing



The first swing my father made for me was an old rubber tire suspended by a rope from a thick branch of the cypress tree. Later it was followed by a board held by two scratchy ropes, again in the shade of the old cypress. There I learned to pump, thrusting my legs forward and then bending them back. Learning to pump meant I was grown-up—five or six. At St. Anselm’s school playground, I competed with others. Who could fly the highest? The playground swings hung from a bar on heavy metal chains that squeaked and clanked as I soared higher and higher. Soon I could even jump off while still in motion, landing firmly on my feet.


Later, swings became child’s play and I was off to another section of the playground to play kickball, volleyball, and softball. A strong batter, I loved the cracking sound as the wooden bat connected with the ball. But while I was wielding the bat, another swing burst into my life: rock and roll.


When I was eleven or twelve, I rocked to Jerry Lee Lewis and Fats Domino with boys shorter than I, their eyes level with my budding breasts. Better yet, I swung with my best friend Karen in my living room to our favourite 45s: Buddy Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day” and Ray Charles’s “What’d I Say.”


That was then. Now, in my kitchen, I wiggle my hips to Aretha and James Brown on the radio. And I take my twin granddaughters, Colomba and Manuela, to the plaza where they call me to watch how they’ve learned to pump their little legs. There’s an empty swing next to them. I sit down and push off, thrusting my legs forward and back. Harder and harder. Higher. Higher. Reaching for the sky. Hair flying, the wind brushing my face. Laughing. The girls and I.



Fishing Lessons



My father’s only child, I was the obvious candidate to be his fishing companion. He taught me to bait a hook, cast and reel in, play the fish to tire it, and then gut and clean my catch.


My most vivid memories of our fishing outings are of those at Lily Lake in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. By age six, I’d learned lesson number one in fish behavior: they liked an early breakfast, which meant crawling from our sleeping bags before dawn. In our clunky Plymouth, we climbed the winding road to the lake. Holding on to a waist-high wire, we crossed Glen Alpine Creek’s wooden-slat footbridge, built atop a beaver dam. A path led us to the boat, tied up at the water’s edge.


My father rowed us through the dark green channels among the lily pads. We spoke softly, the only other sounds the liquid dipping of the oars or an occasional bird cry. Choosing a promising-looking spot, he’d rustle through his tackle box among sinkers, spools of nylon line, fishing flies, and cans of worms, searching for hooks and weights. We baited our hooks, cast our lines, and waited. For those few hours, the little lake was ours.


My father and I had an uneasy relationship. I was an introverted child around him. He and my mother bickered constantly, and he had a drinking problem. His behavior too often embarrassed me. But on those fishing mornings, there was no bottle hidden in his jacket, no slurred speech, no glazed eyes. I felt safe with our fishermen’s talk. There, my father was on his own turf. He could teach me the lessons of fishing—not only the how-tos, but other lessons he didn’t know he was imparting to me:


We don’t always get what we came for.


With patience, though, we might.


The wait can be as satisfying as the reward.


Much can be heard in the quiet of the dawn.


Silences between two people don’t need to be filled.


Sometimes a foolish trout found my hook. I’d reel it in, and my father would scoop it out with his net. We estimated its length, admiring its identifying markings. He’d remove the hook and give the fish a quick blow on the head.


When the fish had eaten their fill, we rowed back to shore and headed to camp, where my mother waited with a welcome breakfast. I don’t remember how old I was the last time I went fishing with my father at Lily Lake. Eventually, I became more interested in snaring boys. But those fishing times were the closest moments I had with him as a child.


My father is gone now, but I returned recently to Lily Lake. I crossed the wooden footbridge and stood on the shore. A silver flash broke the water’s placid surface, spreading glistening concentric rings. I was there again with my father, rowing through islands of lily pads, and I whispered a thank you for what he’d taught me.



Knickerbockers



In the black-and-white photograph my father looks to be about seven years old. He’s wearing long, dark socks under wool knickerbockers, a big-collared shirt with a wide tie, a pullover sweater, and a jockey cap. I suppose he’s dressed in the fashion of the times, the early 1920s. My grandmother undoubtedly chose the outfit for him. He looks as if he just stepped off the pages of a Hardy Boys book or out of a scene from The Little Rascals.


Though not a vain man, as he aged, my father began to give more attention to his clothes. When he dressed to go out, he looked positively dapper. In winter he’d wear a wool cap similar to the one in the photo. I can picture him in the hall, pulling on a camel-colored sweater over an attractive sport shirt and matching pants and shoes. He lost weight in his later years and cut a fine figure. His thick black hair was now a salt-and-pepper gray, which he wore in a stylish cut. The finishing touch was a gold coin on a chain around his neck.


This keen interest in his clothes and appearance took me by surprise. I no longer lived at home so hadn’t observed the process. Remembering the photo of him as a boy, I wonder if his interest in clothes had always been there and resurfaced at a time in his life when he’d started taking better care of himself, a wiser man who had learned to control what he ate and drank. A man who had finally learned to love himself.



Faith Journey



As students at St. Anselm’s School in the 1950s, we attended Sunday Mass, singing portions of Gregorian chant, accompanied by the pipe organ. Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccáta mundi . . . We followed the Latin text in booklets, though years of repetition soon rendered the text superfluous.


Our class sat together, we girls, heads covered, behind the boys in separate pews, which gave us an excellent view of the back of Eddie McGraw’s head, sporting his divine crew cut. If we were lucky, we wouldn’t be stuck behind Bobby Brady’s pimply neck and greasy hair. Black-and-white-habited Sister Josephine Mary, perched by the center aisle, kept us in line like a bookend. I swore she saw through the starched wimple framing her face, sending us piercing looks at the slightest whisper. If someone giggled, muffled laughs and snorts followed in a chain reaction. Careful. Sister might make one of us sit next to her.


The Gospel. Sister pulled her wooden, castanet-like clapper from a deep pocket of her long black habit and signaled. Clack. Stand. Old Monsignor McGarr intoned the monophonic plainchant—Dóminus vobíscum, the Lord be with you—and we’d reply, Et cum spíritu tuo. After the Gospel, clack. Sit for the sermon. Tuning out his droning voice, I’d often think about our neighbor’s bomb shelter down the block and, gazing toward the statue of the virgin, flickering with votive candles, say a prayer for peace with Russia. Mostly, though, I’d watch the boys wriggling and smirking. Mike Carter was almost as cute as Eddie McGraw.


When I was eleven, I began taking my own St. Joseph Daily Missal to church. Turning the sheer, gold-edged pages, I would follow the Mass in Latin and English. I also learned the names of the layers of the priest’s vestments and the liturgical colors he would wear that day. In spite of my devout intentions—I toyed with the idea of missionary work in Africa—a High Mass, celebrated by three priests, followed by the recitation of a litany, tested my resolve. Yet I faithfully repeated “pray for us” after each poetic, soothingly repetitious line. Mary, Mirror of Justice, pray for us; Throne of Wisdom, pray for us; Glory of Israel, pray for us; Mystical Rose, pray for us; Morning Star, pray for us.


Once in high school, I no longer attended the children’s Mass. A conscientious student, in religion class I memorized lists of sacraments, types of grace, and categories of sin. I examined my conscience and confessed to having impure thoughts and disobeying my parents. My one rebellious act was not heeding the nuns’ warnings to choose a Catholic college, lest, out in the secular world, we lose our faith. But I’d made up my mind. The world of Berkeley and its university beckoned.


There, I first became aware of being Catholic, a member of a minority. Sundays I would make my way across campus to the Newman Catholic Center, where, in an open, joyful environment, freed from the sternness of the past, I began to discover my own spirituality. Accompanied by guitars, we clapped and sang the “amen” chorus from Sidney Poitier’s movie Lilies of the Field. No more Latin. Seldom the scent of incense.


Berkeley wasn’t what propelled me into that shady category, a fallen-away Catholic. It was my years of Peace Corps service that made me a doubting Thomas. In the Colombian barrio where I worked, bald Padre Andrés, clad in a long white cassock, chided those of his flock who lived in sin with their mates, which was most of them. I questioned what constituted sin for people who inhabited one-room shacks, the entire family sleeping in one bed. Ester, my neighbor next door, asked me for money for an abortion. I couldn’t turn my back on her and her five little boys, whose big brown eyes and distended bellies spoke of hunger.


Having my own children brought me back to the Church. Wanting to raise our two boys, Daniel and Nicolas, in the faith, my husband, Santiago, and I knew we would have to be their role models. I never recovered the unquestioning faith of my childhood. I’ve learned that faith requires daily renewal, and that rituals, while beautiful, are not the only paths to a prayerful state of mind. Nicolas, our younger son, now no longer a churchgoer, told me, “Nature is my cathedral.” He became aware of this much earlier than I did.


Santiago and I were fortunate that we shared a common faith. Starting our life together, we still had to negotiate our country of residence, our home language, schools for our children. Our initial plan was to wed in Chile and then move to California. But plans often change.



Finding Myself in the Beats



My son Danny, returned to Chile from an exchange semester at Berkeley, had treated me to a recitation of Beat poet Allen Ginsberg’s “Hadda Be Playin’ on the Jukebox.” Robert Hass’s American Poetry class had introduced Danny to the Beats, and he wanted to know whether I’d read Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. I hadn’t.


Suddenly I was aware of a gaping hole in my education, and in my coolness. I had missed the Beats. I was a Berkeley graduate and grew up in the Bay Area in the 1950s and 60s, when the Beats burst onto the scene. How did it all pass me by?


As a naive high school senior, I attended an event for prospective majors at the University of California’s speech department, where I heard a recording of Lawrence Ferlinghetti reading his poetry. What I understood of the poem—something about a white snake, which I guessed was a phallic symbol—turned my ears a searing scarlet. The Beats’ rages against the establishment held little interest for this conventional girl, product of twelve years of Catholic education. I decided to major in political science.


Now, at the age of sixty-nine, with Danny’s copy of On the Road in hand, I want to see how I react to it. American road-trip tales lure me—John Steinbeck’s Travels with Charley, William Least Heat-Moon’s Blue Highways—and quench my thirst for home. Where will Kerouac’s road trip take me?


As narrator Sal Paradise begins his westward wanderings, I’m drawn to his fascination with the American landscape, his obsession with the idea of America, its vastness, its geography. He notices what I’d notice: a sunrise and dew, clouds and gopher holes, cactus and mesquite. His journeys pulsate with the American places that come to mind when I imagine crossing the land I left over forty years ago to live in Chile: dilapidated gas stations, bus depots, diners with winking neon signs, pastel-colored suburban houses.


I nod and smile when Sal reaches San Francisco to encounter the daunting steep streets and haunting moans of nighttime foghorns. My early childhood flickers into view. My father, a San Francisco native, wore badge 498 of the city’s police department and patrolled undercover the streets of Chinatown, where I attended day care.


Sal hangs out with the people who slept, loved, and worked in these places: tired blond waitresses, hobos, “broken-down movie extras,” bellhops, old miners—emblematic, sentimentalized figures, but part of the nation’s idea of itself.


Who were these wild people upon whom Kerouac based his characters? The Internet introduces me to his pals Neal Cassady, Allen Ginsberg, and Lawrence Ferlinghetti.


I scour Ferlinghetti’s works for the scandalous poem. None is familiar. This time, rather than being shocked, I’m surprised at the poems’ clarity and relevance. “Bird with Two Right Wings” should be required reading in a US presidential election year.


A distant memory of my father surfaces as I read about the 1957 trial in which Ferlinghetti was charged with selling obscene material—Ginsberg’s book Howl and Other Poems—in his City Lights bookstore. I recall my father telling of his involvement in an obscenity trial. Which trial? I hunt for answers. In a photo album I find a yellowed newspaper clipping with a front-page photograph of my dad, special investigator for the Marin County district attorney. Three years after the Howl case, he bought Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer from a local bookseller as evidence for an upcoming obscenity trial. As in the Howl case, Henry Miller’s book was not ruled obscene. All this going on right under my nose!


Now more versed in the Beats’ works, I realize how deeply they influenced my generation. We were Kennedy-era, romantic idealists who dared to question authority—war, segregation, plundering of the planet. Though the Beats’ erratic lives couldn’t have been more different from my own, I understand their insatiable appetite for life, for knowing, their search for it.


Despite the generation gap, my son and I can now discuss these works.


Yet, even with Kerouac in hand, I find that the knowledge gap widens daily. This road has no final destination.


But what a trip.


Now, where in Chile can I get a copy of Trópico de Cáncer in English?


I don’t have to look far. Danny lends me his copy. Henry Miller’s stream-of-consciousness style puts me off, and his low life and sexual exploits in 1930s Paris do not grab my interest. I return the book to Danny. At loose ends for something to read, I turn to the Brainpickings website, which abounds with names of books and writers. An article referring to the wit and intelligence of Ursula K. Le Guin’s essay collection The Wave of the Mind sparks my curiosity. Her name sounds familiar.



Literary Muses



Who is Ursula Le Guin? I turn to the Internet, where several surprises await me. Familiar names and places. She grew up in Berkeley, where I lived for eight years, though our time there didn’t coincide. She was the daughter of Alfred and Theodora Kroeber, renowned anthropologists, her father the director of the university’s anthropology museum. Theodora wrote one of my most-loved books, Ishi in Two Worlds, an account of the last Native American living in the wilderness of California. I first read the book as a student in Berkeley soon after its publication, in 1961.


These coincidences (or maybe serendipity?) prompt me to explore more about Ursula Le Guin. Her novels are classified as fantasy/science fiction, genres that have never appealed to me. None of the titles sound familiar, but their descriptions spark my curiosity. Maybe it’s time for this reader to branch out.


I spend an hour browsing her blog, which she continues to maintain in her eighties. Funny, entertaining, thought-provoking, she describes her cat’s antics, shoots darts at book publishers and consumer-based capitalism, and talks tough and personally about aging. Blog post number sixty-nine, “The Diminished Thing,” is profound. She approaches with dry humor the common negative attitudes of the younger generations toward aging and the aged, while exploring the positive realities of “geezerhood” (rich old intelligence, the gift of time) and the frustrations of breakdowns in the body (less mobility and strength, memory slippage). I hear you, Ursula.


Although always a reader, I came to the writing craft late in life. Ursula shows me that older women have much of value to say at this stage in life, when it is so easy to feel irrelevant and diminished. I can almost hear her tell me, Fiddlesticks! Of course people will be interested in what you have to say. In fact, she’d probably use a stronger word than “fiddlesticks.” When my head goes blank while searching for a blog topic, I look at her wide range of themes, from the academic (her fifty favorite books) to the personal (her dislike of flying), which encourages me to think, I can do that, too! When she refers to her “crabby old age,” I feel liberated. Yes! It’s okay to feel crabby when I count out the eight pills I must swallow each morning or trip over the vacuum cord.


She is now my mentor, my muse, and my model. I want to challenge myself and read one of her science-fiction novels, but first I borrow back my yellowed copy of Ishi in Two Worlds from Danny, who has also taken an interest in Native Americans.


I have never lost my love for California’s early history. The story of the extermination of Northern California’s Yana tribe and Ishi’s subgroup, the Yahi, by local ranchers is deeply disturbing. The names and explicit details bring events to life, taking me to Yahi tribal lands—to Mule and Deer Creeks and the rugged foothills of Mt. Lassen, where I camped as a child. I know the territory.
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