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Preface

The information you will read here will probably be considered fiction by most people because they have very little knowledge and experience with the world of spirituality, psychic phenomena, and Nature. But to me, it has all been real. What might be considered “supernatural” to one person or group of people may, indeed, be very natural for someone else. So in this respect, perhaps what follows is more of an autobiography than fiction.

As you read, you will find yourself entering into a new and strange world, a world that has existed for thousands of years, despite any influences or changes by modern, scientific thinking and behavior. If you find some things unbelievable because the cultural context in which they occur is different from your own, don’t feel embarrassed. There are also not that many Native American people today who are aware of these realities because they too have become assimilated into the artificial world of Western society. They have lost contact with the mystical and magical side of Nature and the Earth, their traditional-culture ways, and their indigenous forms of knowledge and philosophy.

Unfortunately, most people, Indians or otherwise, have become removed from the spiritual side of their own heritage, culture, environment, and ancient systems of knowledge. It is not their fault. They were forcibly removed from it, and Western society even passed laws to keep them from having the opportunity to learn and practice it. So now when it does come up to haunt them, they don’t know how to respond to it except with fear, denial, or some form of defensiveness. Some of the more educated Native people try to cover it up with verbal reactions rather than truly reflect upon it. They try to rationalize that such knowledge and realities are simply a form of New Age hype, Indian romanticism, or shamanic hucksterism. But sooner or later some form of spiri tuality and supernaturalism will come back into our lives and we will be forced to either deal with it, or try to hide from it. I know because I was one of these kinds of people myself. And we all have phantoms in our lives to deal with, sooner or later.

It really doesn’t make any difference what your race, nationality, culture, or religion is. We are all part of this Earth, and the Earth is both physical and spiritual. It is full of spirits, powers, and forces. Not all of them are good. And they can take many different forms, whether in our mind or manifested in the physical environment. They can appear in dreams and visions, or be seen in a psychic way. They can help us or harm us, or even leave us alone. They don’t affect everybody and they don’t affect us all the time. But when they do affect us, for whatever reason, what can we do? Who can we talk to for help when we become scared or worried, and feel stress? How do you tell your parents, mate, family, friends, colleagues, peers, that you are being tormented by a ghost? How do you tell your priests, preachers, ministers, or even therapists or physicians that a strange force, being, entity, or creature from Nature has been stalking you, tormenting you, and making you sick? How do you tell people that you have had encounters with ghosts, spirits, forces, and strange entities; or that you had a vision, premonition, or spiritual encounter that was real, whether it had a positive or negative effect upon your life? Who will believe you in Western society? It is like trying to tell someone that you were abducted by alien beings and experimented upon, or like trying to tell a friend or professional that a family member has molested you. They just don’t want to hear it, they just refuse to believe it, because they aren’t educated enough to handle such beliefs, possibilities, or realities. And yet such things do happen, don’t they?

I don’t know if there really is a God in the sense that Christianity has tried to impress upon us. Some anthropologists have claimed that primitive cultures and indigenous people didn’t believe in a God, per se, that they worshipped a variety of gods and deities. And yet most tribal Elders and medicine men and women from different tribes that I talked to in my search for the truth all seem to have a special version of the word God—the concept of a Supreme Being, Infinite Ruler, or Great Spirit—in addition to the other spirits they historically identified, related to, and perhaps worshipped. And these godlike spirits, or deities, had their ranking order within the spiritual system of the Universe. But I have come to learn the hard way, through disease, accidents, dying, death, doctoring, questing, and perhaps destiny, that there is, indeed, a Great Spirit, that can manifest Itself in whatever form It wants, be it a higher or lower form of spirit, multiple spirits, or Supreme Spirit. And I also know that if this Great Spirit can talk to Moses through a burning bush, to Job through a whirlwind, to Noah through a cloud, or to Mohammed in the form of a Hawk, and to Buddha as a Deer, or to Ezekiel via a giant wheel in the sky, then It can also communicate to our Native American people or anybody else, for that matter, through an Eagle, through Lightning and Thunder, a Bear, a fish, a bug, a mountain spirit, an ancestral ghost, a vision, or perhaps even a UFO. As a consequence, I too, like my ancestors, am lost for words to describe It, other than calling It the Great Spirit. To some people this term might seem a little too much like a Hollywood stereotype, even blasphemous. However, I can think of no other way to describe the strongest and most creative force in the world, the highest form of infinite intelligence, the greatest multifaceted spirit that permeates all living things, from the microcosm to the macrocosm. Maybe it is just a matter of semantics and cultural perceptions, or just plain ignorance. Define It how you will, in whatever way or term you feel comfortable, but if you don’t learn anything else from this book and the teachings here, I hope you will be sensitized enough to at least come to the realization that there is a supreme or ultimate reality that we, as spiritual beings, can turn to when all else fails us in life. This TRUTH can only be discovered in a natural and spiritual way, or what you might call a psychic and supernatural way; it cannot be discovered by any artificial, scientific, or rational means. And, this Great Spirit has the power, wisdom, ability, and energy to create or destroy, to terminate or heal.

One time, during the many years of my spiritual and shamanic trainings, I had to fast, hike, pray, and quest up in our sacred High Country, the wilderness, for thirty days and nights. It was during that time that I made the ultimate connection with the Great Creator, the true Great Spirit that flows through all living things in Nature and in our Universe. And I knew while standing upon the ancient and holy mountaintop that there was, indeed, a Great Spirit. In Yurok Indian language, this experience, connection, and realization is called mer-werk-ser-gerth! Every culture and religion, whether primitive or so-called civilized, has the teachings, knowledge, and original instructions for you, as a human being, to discover the truth and make your own connection with the Great Spirit. It is never easy, and it requires suffering and sacrifice, and it requires a cleansing of your own mind, body, and soul . . . but if you are willing to purge yourself of all sins, violations, phantoms, and Karmic debt, so to speak, then you just might qualify to make that discovery and connection.

Hopefully, what you learn here will help you with that process and spiritual path.

Disclaimer: The names of certain people and places have been changed to protect their identities, so any similarity to people in the community is simply a coincidence. Parts of the information and stories in this book might appear to be sexist or offensive to some contemporary readers but in no way should be considered reflective of the author’s insensitivity; hopefully I too have changed from twenty years’ past experience. So please keep an open mind and realize that things are portrayed here in a realistic, endogenous, Native tribal-cultural context; therefore, certain beliefs, practices, and perspectives might be different from yours. I am providing certain concepts and forms of knowledge and personal experiences in this book that did not appear in my earlier books, Native Healer (HarperCollins, 1993) or Spirits of the Earth (Plume/Penguin, 1998).
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Death and Dying

The Call to Shamanism

(Fall Quarter, 1969)

“I need your help, René. There’s no one else I think I can trust.” I gathered up my medicine bundle.

“No,” he said, pacing back and forth. “I can’t let you do this. I can’t be a part of this. You’ve gone crazy, man. You can’t just go out in the city, do some kind of weird Indian ceremony, and commit suicide!”

“Yeah, you’re right, René. I am crazy. But this pain is driving me crazy, and I can’t take any more of it. What else am I supposed to do, brother? I have a young, beautiful wife, a loving and devoted wife who looks like a model, and I can’t provide for her anymore. Hell man, I’ve turned into an invalid. I’m in so much pain all the time that I can’t even function. I’m impotent. Can you understand that, bro? I’m not even a real man anymore! Lilly has to get me up two hours early before she goes to work, pump me up with painkillers, help me get into a hot bathtub, and nurse me until I can finally get the stiffness out of my joints. I can barely walk to my college classes, I can’t concentrate and listen to the lectures, and I can’t work anymore. Shit man, I’m in so much pain that I can’t even get turned on when I see Lilly undress. She’s so loving and caring that she tries to use sex to help me forget about the pain, but her sensuous body doesn’t do anything for me, and I know the rejection hurts her feelings. She really loves me. She waits on me hand and foot, she tolerates my temper, frustrations, and complaints. But it just isn’t fair to her, or me. She deserves better.”

I loved Lilly more than anything in the whole world, even more than my own life. She was all I had, except for some of my inherited Native regalia and artifacts that I cherished and kept secret. I was twenty-six years old when I married her. I guess I had waited a long time for the right woman, a special woman, to bring meaning into my life. She was the only woman who ever made me nervous whenever I was around her. She would make me shake all over as if an electromagnetic force were passing through both of us. And God, was she beautiful: tall and lean, but filled out just right. Her movements were graceful, like a Deer’s. Her long, black, wavy hair bounced when she laughed, in perfect rhythm with her walk. Her large, almond-shaped eyes were always full of light, love, and a certain mysterious twinkle. She was then, and still is, a radiant soul on this Earth. The first time I saw her I spilled coffee all over myself, stuttered, and just couldn’t seem to look her in the eyes. I knew at that moment that I had known her before. I knew that whatever had been missing out of my life all the past years had suddenly, and mysteriously, come back, perhaps from a former lifetime. There was something special and completely unique, a certain form of naturalness that existed between Lilly and me that doesn’t occur with most people in this world. We were drawn together, in the right place, at the right time in our lives, and in the right way. It was synchronistic, as Carl Jung would call it. We were just like two Salmon who were called by destiny, to reconnect with spirit. They do this by some strange force in Nature. By instinct, they are guided to leave the giant Ocean at the right time, find the right opening at the right river, and then go all the way up the creeks and streams until they find the right mate. Their destiny has already been mapped out by a supreme spiritual master plan, a natural life plan that will require constant struggle for survival, against fear, against overwhelming odds and obstacles, and against the inevitable threat of dying. The life plan for the Salmon also includes new challenges, new experiences, new tests, and temptations for selecting the wrong mates. However, if luck is with them, and if they have the right kind of power needed to succeed, then they will, indeed, find the perfect mate and fulfill their destiny, and the species will survive.

It is by Universal design that they are drawn to each other by some unknown guiding force. They do the same ancient dance their species has been doing for thousands of years, amongst a large crowd of their peers and relations, but as if nothing or nobody else even existed. They flirt with each other, then they dance, and as they come closer to the sacred nest on ancient ground, they share their spirit-force with each other, then bond, spawn, and die. That is their destiny, that is their predicament, but it is also the secret source of their power.

That is how it was with Lilly. We were like two Salmon in this life. Although I had been dating a lot of different women when I first met her, nobody else mattered. The first time I met her I knew she was the right mate, and she knew I was the one for her. The first time we had sex was different from anything I had ever experienced with other women. Sex with Lilly was sacred. She was a virgin, so pure, so full of untapped energy and power. She didn’t drink or take drugs. She came from a traditional, middle-class Hispanic family with high values and old morals. She was the first from either side of the family to make it to college, where I met her. There was a freshness and naturalness about her that can only be found in mountain streams, the kind of regenerating streams where Salmon go to find their source of power. At that time, and at that moment, when we first made love, I, like my brother the Salmon, had finally found my soul mate and natural spirit. I had discovered power that in turn would now give meaning and purpose to my life. During the act of intercourse I had received a cleansing, a healing, and a rebirth. Prior to that time I had just been swimming around in the waters of life as if it had no meaning, no direction, no purpose. It was through Lilly and her pure spirit and love that I truly thought that I had found reason for living. As a result, the thought of losing her because I was becoming incapable of taking care of her needs was just too much for me to cope with while I was in so much pain. I was slowly dying but I didn’t want her to suffer needlessly and die along with me. It just wouldn’t be fair. She was too beautiful and too special; and like Salmon, whose species was already on the verge of extinction, she deserved the right to move up the stream without drowning beside me.

I had come to the conclusion that there was no other choice. I couldn’t take the physical and psychological pain any longer. And I couldn’t stand seeing the effect it was having upon Lilly. I was afraid that if I didn’t end my life soon, it would destroy the only thing that I loved more than life itself, which was her. I had made up my mind that there really wasn’t any other way. I had tried everything else that Western medicine could offer and nothing worked. I now had no choice but to fulfill my destiny.

“Come on René, I haven’t got all night to do this. I want to get up on Mt. Diablo just at sunset so I can try to do this thing right, okay?”

Good ole René. We had been buddies for quite some time but more like brothers, or perhaps even like Heckle and Jeckle, the two cartoon Crows. We had met each other at Chabot Community College in Hayward, California. We were two lost souls trying to find our way in an environment where neither of us felt comfortable. He was a Chicano, and I was a half-breed Indian. Both of us were returning Vietnam vets. Both of us were low-income, older than the average college student, and felt completely out of water. Man, we had been out of school so long and were so stupid that we had to get tutoring, go through counseling, beg for financial aid, and struggle like hell against ourselves to try and adapt. We were like two greasers from the hood trying to be accepted in White yuppyville, and we were constantly reminded that we were out of place. So it was only natural that we became partners for progress. In time we started up our own ethnic-minority clubs and vets’ clubs, and we carved out our own niche on campus. Eventually we became quite popular, shared a bachelor pad that was corrupt to the max, and spent more time partying than we did studying. We drank together, fought together, smoked together, got jailed together, and we even shared our women, secrets, dreams, aspirations, fears, failures, sicknesses, and successes with each other. So it was only proper that we both fell in love with women who were friends, got married, served as best men at each other’s weddings, and probably looked forward to the day, way off in the future, when we would probably share old age and death with each other. The only thing I didn’t like about René was the fact that he teased me that he looked more like an Indian than I did.

“Hey René, hand me the crutches, will you, and let’s get going,” I shouted to him from the front room. “I think I’m about drunk enough to do this, so let’s go.”

It suddenly became quiet as he helped me down the steps from the apartment toward the car. He had tried to argue with me for over an hour, using all the logic he could muster up as to why I shouldn’t commit suicide. But what else was I to do? I had chronic osteoarthritis that had started in my feet and, as months went by, moved into my hands, wrists, elbows, neck, and eventually my spinal column. I tried everything and every kind of doctor I could find. I was taking more than a bottle of aspirin a day, tried staying drunk, got cortisone shots, and was even put on a drug called phenylbutazone. The damn cortisone started eating up my body, and then I found out later that the phenyl was beginning to destroy my white corpuscles and cause leukemialike symptoms. I was on all kinds of painkillers and nothing worked except some strong marijuana whenever I could afford to get it.

Eventually I was referred to a doctor at St. Mary’s Hospital in San Francisco who was trying new experiments on patients. His approach was to surgically clean the bone joints, removing calcium deposits and thus hindering the deterioration of the bones. I went there with some last ray of hope, having already been told numerous times that there was no cure for arthritis. But when I was waiting in line for my appointment, I could see all these sorry souls all butchered up, crying in anguish, waiting for more torture: people in wheelchairs, people on crutches, people all twisted up in severe pain, desperate for help. I looked at all those people, the majority of whom were probably made worse by the new experiment, and I freaked out.

That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. So there was no sense in arguing with René anymore about choices and alternatives. There weren’t any. The Indian side of me said I had to approach death like a warrior: be brave, develop a strategic plan, perform an ancient ceremony, sing my death song, and prepare for a journey into the spirit world. I had no choice left. I had already fought death and dying with everything I could use, with every ounce of my willpower, with every form of medicine that I could find in Western society. Now it was just a matter of choice: either wait and let disease and death slowly devour me, or greet death with open arms and get it over with. Besides, given the kind of condition I was in, I couldn’t run from it.

Mt. Diablo seemed an appropriate place for an urbanized Indian to do a ceremony. It got its name from the Spaniards, who got it from the local Oholne Indians. I believe, however, that something must have gotten lost in the translation. To call it “devil mountain” and consider it an evil place is really a matter of perspective, and perhaps ethnocentrism. From what I understood about it from my association with the local Indian people, it was historically considered a sacred place, used for vision seeking and ceremony. It was both feared and respected by the indigenous people, and perhaps by the Westerners out of superstition, not because it was notoriously guarded by Rattlesnakes, but because it was a place of power and mystery. Civilization had grown all around it, and although Mt. Diablo too had become urbanized, I felt a primal and symbolic connection with it that went beyond the physical, modern world. The closer we got to it, the more it seemed like the most appropriate place to go and die in privacy.

“Damn, Bobby,” René said, “I can’t go through with this. How am I going to face Lilly when she finds out I helped you kill yourself?”

“Oh shut up and keep driving,” I said. “Nobody has to know anything.”

“But what about the suicide note you left behind?” He paused and looked at me sternly. “You did leave her a letter of explanation, didn’t you? Come on Bobby, you did, didn’t you?”

“No, René,” I said angrily, “I didn’t have the heart to do it. And besides, I had to leave her something to make sure she’s provided for until she can finally get on with her life. The insurance company won’t pay for suicides you know; but poisonous Snakebites are a different story.”

“What in the hell are you talking about man, poisonous Snakes?” I could see the hair begin to stand up on the back of his neck as he tried to dismiss the thought. Traffic was heavy as usual, especially the main streets leading through residential areas and the old main highway out of Hayward to the Sunol and Mt. Diablo area. And the smog was just as thick as usual with the Wind blowing it all down from the Bay Area. I never did like being in the city. I really missed the trees, mountains, streams, fish, animals, and birds—the peace and quiet of Nature. I wondered how it would be on the other side. I wondered if there really was a heaven or hell. As an Indian, would I go to some kind of Indian-camp–type world, or what they call in the movies the happy hunting ground? I was a half-breed and was raised mainly as such. Would I end up with all the White people in some kind of White heaven? Man, to me that would really be hell. Or would the spirit world be devoid of races, nationalities, and cultures, just full of ghosts? I was starting to get a little scared even though I had died three times before in my life.

“Shit, Bobby, why me? Why did you pick me to help you? Why didn’t you get one of the Indian guys like Jerry the Apache, or Robby the Navajo, or your friend Richard Oaks, the Mohawk from back East? Or how about one of those counselors down at the Indian Center like Archie Fire Lame Deer, who hangs around in Oakland or San Jose?” He kept grinding his teeth and squirming around. “Hell, man, I’m just a Chicano and a Catholic on top of it. I don’t know anything about Indian rituals and death ceremonies. This kind of stuff is against my belief. Not only that, but what about the cops and the law? Besides, suicide is against God’s law.”

I looked at him sadly and said, “Because you are like my brother, René. You’re the only one I can trust. You’re a warrior. You’ve dealt with dying and death before, so you have the experience and skill to handle it. Look at what you went through in Vietnam, bro!”

“Yeah, Vato, but that was different. There we didn’t have a choice. We had to fight, kill, and face death all the time. We didn’t like it but at least we had some training to prepare for it. Sure, I lost a lot of good partners over there and had a lot of close calls myself, but it’s different than watching some crazy dude you love just go up on the side of a mountain, do some kind of weird aboriginal ceremony, and kill himself. Now that’s really savage, more savage than war! Are you going to use a flint knife or something? How are you planning on doing it?” He was just about crying. “You’re not going to use a pistol and blow your brains out are you? Somebody might hear the shot.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not that dumb. Like I said, it’s got to be done in a way that Lilly can collect insurance, understand? So the time is right. She’s over at her mother’s house, we’re going into a full moon, and everyone will just think I OD’d, had an accident, or something. No big mess, no fuss, no big deal. All I do is take all these damn pills with me, the fifth of Old Crow, some of my regalia here, and sing. It’s simple, like having a going away party, right?”

Damn, it seemed like it was taking forever to get there. The Sun was getting low in the sky, leaving a strange, burnt orange color that appeared to be reflecting off the smog, creating a sick and dismal scene across the city. It was the same color and feeling I saw once in a dream I had about René. “Like I said, René, you’re a warrior, you dealt with dying and the shadow of death coming after you.”

He turned and looked at me as if puzzled. “What are you talking about?”

I laughed at him and pointed. “Look up at that strange-colored sky. See the Sun dogs? Doesn’t it bring back some memory? Like the time you were sitting in the foxhole over there in the jungle all by yourself and all hell had broke loose around you. The Sun was going down, the smell of chemicals and smog was all around you, and you felt numb.”

We finally went through the suburb housing section and were beginning to get into the countryside. Mt. Diablo was just up ahead, looking silent and foreboding.

“It was sort of like this, René, remember? About the same time in the evening, in the middle of nowhere, with dead trees all around you, dry grass, the stench of something dead in the breeze, and a feeling of uncanny silence. You were scared and all alone because you knew, at that time, that Death was stalking you. Just like it’s stalking me. You had been fighting for days and weeks and months for your life. You were beyond exhaustion. So you just reached a point of frustration beyond fear, and unconsciously prepared for death. In fact, you even made a death wish. You were tired, lonely, fed up, drugged up, and just flat didn’t give a damn anymore. As you sat in the hole painting your face black, a small Snake crawled up into your lap. Just when you thought you were all alone in this world, a cute little Snake came to keep you company. And you talked to it. You said, ‘Damn, I wish you were poisonous and you would just bite me and end it all.’ But it never did. You fell asleep with that Snake in your lap all night until daybreak. Then you heard the scream of a Hawk, looked up, and stood up to see who was coming from the voices you heard talking in the distance. The Snake slowly crawled out of the hole and started heading toward the bush. One of the soldiers started cussing after almost stepping on it, and he warned the other guy to steer clear. He told him that it was the deadliest Snake in the country; its venomous bite is lethal and there is no known antidote for it. Then all of a sudden the Hawk swooped down, grabbed the Snake, and headed into the sky. Remember, René? The two soldiers had come to take you home.” I then noticed that tears were running down his face, sweat started beading up on his forehead, and his hands were shaking on the car’s steering wheel. “How in the hell did you know about that, Bob? I never told you anything about that experience. I know we’ve shared a lot of secrets with each other, but I never told you anything about that, even when we got drunk and stoned together.”

He just kept looking at me for the longest time, deep into my eyes, searching. “Shit,” he hollered, “you’re always doing that to people. How in the hell do you know these things? You’re definitely weird, man!”

I just laughed and started gathering my gear. “Well, like I said, René, you are the only one qualified to help me. You’ve been here before. That’s why I can trust and depend upon you. Now help me out of the car and up the hill, but be sure to take the crutches back with you when you leave. And besides bro, the way I figure it, you must have a way with Snakes, otherwise you’d be dead by now, and I just don’t want whoever it is that’s helping me to get bitten by Rattlesnakes and die before I do.”

We both laughed. I prayed and threw some tobacco into the grass, toward the little mountain, and for the Snake people, and asked for permission and protection for us to pass through safely. We could hear them all around us in the dry grass and rocks, we could feel them all around us in every direction, and we occasionally saw some of them slither out of our way as we hobbled up the side of the hill. It was late fall and most of the trees were becoming barren. The Sun was going down in the distant Ocean on the other side of the city while a salty breeze from the west began pushing the rotten smell and cloud of smog toward the east, clearing the sky for the Moon to rise. I found a spot with a view of both directions that I felt comfortable with and flopped down on the ground with my gear. I was shaking all over but René was calm as an oak tree. There wasn’t much left to be said, so he bent down and gave me a long, hard hug. As he left I heard the scream of a Redtail Hawk, and then I saw it swoop down and follow him down the hill. Intuitively I knew that the dream I’d had about him years before had some kind of meaning and purpose, and even at this precarious moment in my life I could not help but feel that the profound symbolism going on all around me, the same natural symbols I’d seen in the dream about him, also meant something. But it was only fleeting, now gone on the wings of a bird, behind the shadow of a man whom I had come to know and love as a brother. The whole scene gradually faded out of sight as I turned my mind, heart, and soul to the task at hand: to face and do battle with the spirit of Death.

Well, there wasn’t much left to do except get out my medicine bag and prepare for ceremony. I really didn’t know what I was doing because I hadn’t been raised completely the traditional Indian way. I spent half my life on the East Coast with my mother’s people, who are SenecaCherokee, and the other half of my life in California. I knew my real dad lived somewhere on the mighty Klamath River and high mountain areas but I didn’t have a lot of time to connect with him and learn from him. I was a product of war: soldier meets young woman on the East Coast, soldier goes to war, woman has baby and marries soldier, marriage gets off to a bad start and things become dysfunctional and abusive. My stepfather was allegedly half Seneca Indian from Tonawanda, with relatives around Buffalo, Salamanca, and Jamestown. But the Indian people I knew when I was growing up were mainly Catholic and alcoholic, living a life in poverty and just barely surviving against the forces of acculturation and assimilation. Whatever traditional ceremonies and forms of knowledge were available remained fairly well hidden and underground.

The same can basically be said about the California tribes. In the early 1950s the U.S. government decided to dissolve the smaller tribes and reservations, so they passed a law to “terminate” certain Indian tribes and no longer recognize them as Indians. The government no longer had to honor treaties or provide services. Forced education by the earlier missionaries and follow-up by the boarding schools set up by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) did a good job of whitewashing the indigenous people and culture. There weren’t too many left up in “Indian Country” who could still speak the indigenous languages and carry on the ancient ceremonies and traditions, and they too were struggling in poverty. So a considerable number of Indian people ended up in the large cities like I did, partly because of the notorious BIA relocation program that coerced Indian people off the reservation to specific large urban areas on the pretense of getting an education, a trade, and jobs. Los Angeles, San Francisco/Oakland, New York City, Buffalo, Minneapolis, Seattle, Portland, and Phoenix became islands of Native transients who found themselves like fish out of water; they either had to adapt to mainstream society, die from alcohol and poverty, or hitchhike home. A lot of them died in Indian bars, jail, and slum alleys, and some were run over on main highways, their bodies scattered like dead Deer. Nobody seemed to care. After all, as one redneck truck driver once told us in a bar, “They were only Indians. Why shouldn’t they die like the other animals? There is no use for any of them, Indian or animal. They’re all just in the way of progress.”

So despite the constant discrimination and urbanized pecking-order struggle against other racial groups, a certain degree of Indian consciousness and culture was maintained and perpetuated, although it was mostly intertribal and intercultural, and all mixed up. And for me, like many others, it was the only tie I had to the past, to some form of my heritage and culture, to some degree of Native pride. Although I was a half-breed, I was raised knowing I was Indian and I had always identified myself as Indian, even when I met other Indian people who first said they were Italian, Polish, Spanish, or something. At least I had some artifacts from the family and bits and pieces of ceremonial medicine and power objects. At least I had graduated from high school and could read. And from a few books I had read for anthropology classes, I knew how to prepare for a death ceremony.

I began to shake all over as the Sun was going down, and I felt a cold chill run through my body. I pulled out the old pipe, a Bearclaw necklace, some Eagle and Raven feathers, an angelica root, some cedar, Bull Durham pipe tobacco, and a beat-up abalone shell. I offered it all to the Great Creator, the four sacred powers and directions of the Universe, and the Mother Earth.

I took some of the black soot off the end of the burnt root and made symbolic streaks of paint across my face. Black represented the last power of creation, the direction of west, the water, and death. Then I took a little of the red paint left, spit into the powder, and put it on in a ritualistic way. Red represents the second power of creation, the east, the Sun and fire, protection and rebirth. I then gathered a little dry grass and made a tiny sacred fire in the abalone shell, four tiny sticks for the four sacred directions, and sprinkled on dry cedar and tobacco. I prayed the best I knew how, circled myself four times with smudge, set the shell at the base of my feet while I was facing east, and started to load the pipe. I didn’t know exactly what kind of prayer to make, so I just tried to talk from the heart with tears pouring down my face. Flashes of Lilly kept coming across my mind, thoughts about children I could have had but would never get to see, and bits and pieces of my life. I could hear a Coyote crying his ancient song from the east, a Great Horned Owl flew into a nearby oak from the west, and the Rattlesnakes were starting to gather around me.

“Oh Great Creator, the four powers of the Universe, the Mother Earth, my relations in Nature, and my ancestor spirits. I come before you in a sick, sad, and humble manner. I ask for your forgiveness for what I am about to do. Although I have died three times before in my life, I am still scared. I know that it is just a passing from one world into another world, and perhaps a better world. But I don’t know if I am doing the right thing here. I don’t know if I am violating any kind of spiritual law, cultural law, or Whiteman’s law. I just don’t really care anymore. I have nothing, I am a nobody, and I can’t take the pain, suffering, stress, and slow death any longer. So I give my soul to the Great Creator and my body to the Mother Earth.”

I started to put my artifacts and medicine away and thought I heard footsteps. It was dark now, the Sun had set, the Moon was rising but not yet visible. I pulled out the fifth of Old Crow and dumped all the drugs and pain pills out in front of me. Then I started to wash them down my throat by handfuls. I was getting drunker and dizzier but I still had enough coordination and consciousness left to remember to pack up all the empty drug bottles and throw them down a big hole in the rocks, and then cover the hole up with old wood and dead leaves. I staggered back to my power spot, my ceremonial seat, and tried to sing what I thought an Indian death song might sound like, like the kind you see in the movies. I kept taking more pills and drinking more whisky as I heard the footsteps coming closer. More Owls were coming in from all over the place, hooting and screeching. Rattlesnakes shook tails in alarm from my periodic moving around but I hadn’t gotten bitten yet, and even if I did, I probably wouldn’t have felt it.

I looked over toward the clump of trees and saw the shadow of what appeared to be an old man sneaking around. A little light was beginning to shine through from the rising Moon. At first I was scared but then I got angry. “Hey you over there,” I hollered. “Get the hell out of here. Leave me alone, you damn parasite.” When I started hollering he stood still but then he began to creep closer. Damn, I thought to myself, I can’t even die in privacy without some old wino coming around to rip me off.

I was getting real weak but kept taking the last of the drugs and large gulps of whisky. Things were getting blurry all around me and starting to swirl. All I could see was the vague formation of an old man coming closer and I kept cussing him out, hoping to drive him off. Just before I lost consciousness I saw him up close. He was the same old grandfather spirit I had seen when I first died after getting lost in the Allegheny Mountains, when I was only about four years old. He was the same old grandfather ghost I had seen when I drowned in a river near the Cherokee reservation in North Carolina when I was about nine years old. And he was the same grandfather spirit I had seen when I was mashed between a telephone pole and a car, killed in a teenage accident when I was sixteen and living in Chesapeake Beach, Maryland. Was he here now for the last time?
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Following an Eagle in Blind Faith

I woke up with an extremely bright light shining in my face and eyes and thought I was in the spirit world, but the brilliant light was suddenly interrupted and intermittently blocked by the shadow of an animal. It had a large furry head, big yellow eyes, and very foul breath. A damn Coyote was standing on my chest licking my face! I jumped up in shock, scared half to death, and fell to my knees face-to-face with the wild animal. We both stood there shaking, two feet from each other, staring each other in the eyes. I could feel a calmness come over me, as if a force or warm energy were moving directly from the Coyote into my own body, and a new source of strange-feeling strength. Then he flashed his teeth in a threatening manner, tilted his head, and yelled out a series of four cries to the Universe. It scared me so badly that I fell on my back. By the time I could get back up and start to run, he had already left; I could see his tail and hind legs heading downhill through the tall grass and brush.

At this point I noticed I had vomit all over me, in my hair, on my neck, chest, crotch, even on my arms and down my legs. But worse yet, I also had shit all over the back of my pants, all the way down my legs, and into my boots. Damn, it stunk worse than the city smog or the Coyote’s breath. I was still kind of weak and dazzled, trying to gather my composure and get a sense of where I was, what was going on, and what to do next. Then I felt the swooping noise, whoosh-whoosh, of a large bird passing over my head from behind.

A huge Raven flew over me and landed in a nearby tree, and he started squawking and clicking his beak as if laughing at me. He was so funny that I started laughing. We both kept laughing while I tried to peel the nasty, spoiled clothes off my body and started looking around for a stream to wash up in. Then it suddenly dawned on me, at daybreak, that I wasn’t dead; or was I, and was this the spirit world?

I don’t know how long I stood there naked thinking and trying to figure out if I had died and gone to the spirit world, or if I was alive by some miracle, and still in the physical world. The Raven was real, so I figured the Coyote also had to be real, just as real as the Rattlesnakes and Owls the night before. But what about the old Indian ghost? Was that real, too? It had to be and I was sure he must have had something to do with all this, but what? I also began to notice that I wasn’t in much pain and for the first time in months I could actually move about without feeling cemented in my joints and spine. I smelled water down below the grove of trees and headed toward a ravine in search of a creek. It wasn’t very big, but wide enough and deep enough for me to bathe and wash the clothes and boots. The purity, strength, coolness, and movement of the water felt so wonderful that I started crying again, and kept thanking it over and over for its natural gift and cleansing. After a considerable time of soaking and getting chilled, and after washing out the clothes, I started back up the hill toward the rock outcrop where my medicine bag and power objects were still lying.

Just then I heard the scream of an Eagle and looked up toward the sky. As it circled lower I could tell it was really a Golden Eagle and not a Buzzard (which would have seemed more appropriate under the circumstances), and as it came down lower it dropped a feather for me. In my head I could hear it talking like an old man: “Remember the dreams we shared with you last night. Take this feather and head north to the mountains, way up in the mountains, above a big river, and there you will find a medicine man to help you, near your ancestral grounds and on a reservation.”

If it hadn’t been for the Eagle feather connecting me with reality, I really would have thought I had gone crazy. It was obviously time to show my gratitude, so I got out my pipe, loaded it, and prayed with all my heart and soul. I tried to recap in my mind all that I had experienced in such a short period of time, and during the meditation and reflection, I realized that there had been a few times in the earlier years of my life when I had heard other creatures in Nature talking to me. But I still thought it was just my imagination gone wild, or a hallucination and backlash from the drugs. I was sitting there for quite some time, just smoking, enjoying the flavor and power of the tobacco, and trying to figure things out, when down the hill I heard René hollering for me. I stood up as he came running toward me with tears in his eyes, arms outstretched, and we gave each other a big bear hug. We laughed, cried, and danced in joy until I thought my penis would fall off. As I finally pulled away from his clutches he started laughing again and said, “Damn, Bobby, I didn’t even realize you were all naked. And man, I don’t understand why all the women are so crazy about you and always after you. There ain’t much of a sacred root hanging down there.”

“Yeah, stud,” I snapped back sheepishly, “at least it works and I’m still alive, and hopefully it came back to life, too.” René went back down to the car where he had stashed some old gym clothes and a set of janitor’s coveralls. He was still laughing at me while he brought the clothes over. He shook his head and talked to himself while I dressed. “Need any help walking down?” he asked. He reached for my wet clothes and medicine bag.

“No, hermano, I think I want to try and make it on my own,” I said, grinning in pride.

We got into the car and headed toward the city, toward my apartment, and it seemed like an eternity before I would get to see Lilly again. I was deep in joyful thought when suddenly I exclaimed, “Oh shit, René, what am I going to tell Lilly? She doesn’t know anything about this, does she? Damn, she must have been worried sick all night; damn, I hope she doesn’t have the cops out looking for me!”

“Hey, relax, compadre,” he said, laughing. “I already took care of that just to be on the safe side. I called her last night and told her you went out to get drunk with a few of the Indian buddies and probably wouldn’t be home until late the next day. But she didn’t like that either, so I’m on her hit list for sure now. Besides, by the time we get there she’ll be at work and you can call her, okay?”

We pulled up to the apartment complex and got out of the car. René turned and said, “You want some help getting up the stairs? And what about the clothes? I can pack them up, too.”

“No, that’s okay, hermano, just throw the clothes into the Dumpster over there for me, will you? I think it’s a symbolic custom in Indian culture when somebody dies that you don’t keep the clothes.”

“Well, what now?” he said. “Do you want to talk about it? What the hell happened anyway? You took enough drugs and booze to kill an Elk.”

I just stared at him and then laughed. “Yeah, I guess you’re right, René. I don’t really know what happened. It was like being on a bad drunk and having a bunch of weird dreams. But these dreams are different. They’re very lucid, I guess more like a vision or something. All I know now is that I’ve got to find out who I really am, travel up north in the mountains, and talk to some old medicine man about the strange dreams I had about Salmon spawning in the creek, a Bear trying to devour me, a weird, face-to-face encounter with a Coyote, a talking Eagle, and maybe try to find out who my real father is.”

“Damn, Bobby, don’t you ever learn? You mean you want to find a brujo? What the hell for, man? They’re bad news and nothing but trouble,” he said seriously.

“No, René,” I tried to explain, “not that kind of medicine man. Not a sorcerer, but more like a healer, or what your people call a quendeto involved in curandismo. You know, like the dudes we studied about in the anthro class?”

He just shook his head and replied, “I still think you’re nuts, man. You’d better chill out for a few days, get some sleep, and get the rest of those drugs out of you before someone commits you to Napa, man. I’ll catch you later. I’ve got to go to work, okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “And René, thanks with all my heart and soul for helping me. I knew you wouldn’t let me down. You’re a true brother and friend, a real special person, but let’s keep this a secret, too, okay?”

I was anxious to see Lilly now. I didn’t know what I would say to her and was thinking it would be best just to never mention what happened. René’s car pulled out toward the street, and then I heard him stop for a moment and holler back, “Hey, Bobby, maybe now you should let your hair grow long, wear some beads, and quit wearing those black leather coats that make you look like a gangster. Besides, I’m getting tired of always picking you up from jail and the hospital, and getting you out of fights all the time. Go back to the blanket, man, because there ain’t no way I can handle any more of this death wish bullshit. Don’t you think you’ve punished yourself enough already? See ya later, skin!”

I never did tell Lilly what happened to me. I felt so good, so different, and so much alive that I felt it was best just to leave it alone. I was still in some pain, and a little stiff, but nothing like I had been. For the first time in a long time I felt really horny. Lilly was my pristine mountain stream, my source of power and regeneration. The next few days were spent entirely with her, in constant play, lovemaking, and exchanges of affection until I was recharged from my exhaustion.

Gradually I got back into my classes and began to catch up at school. I also made plans to head up north a few weeks later, to find a medicine man and get doctored. I didn’t see much of René after that, just occasionally at school.

I did some preliminary scouting prior to the planned trip, and as I headed out I asked some of the people at the San Francisco Indian Center if they knew about a reservation up north. I was told that the only reservation left in California was near a place called Eureka, inland by the Trinity River, and it was called Hoopa. So I got a map, got out and prayed with tobacco by throwing it to the Wind and the north direction, and looked for an Eagle. I didn’t see anything that even resembled an Eagle until I started crossing over the Russian River. At first it was sitting in a dead tree on the other side of the bridge, on Highway 101. Then it screamed and flew alongside me as I headed north. I really don’t think it was the same Eagle, but I did periodically see Eagles along the way, even up into Hoopa.

It was about an eight-hour drive up the famous Redwood Highway. It is one of the most beautiful trips in America, through San Francisco, over the bay, out through the countryside past Santa Rosa, then up into Ukiah where small wooded mountains begin to lead into the thick, mysterious, and magical giant Redwood trees. Some of them are so large that a car can drive through a tunnel cut in the trunk. The air is always fresh and crisp, with a hint of salt in the fog and dampness that permeate the Redwoods. Eventually the highway leads out of the darkness and into more countryside, and then into Eureka, an old-looking city full of foul-smelling logging mills, and then through Eureka into Arcata with the bay and swamps on one side and skirts of partially logged Redwood forests on the other side. Eureka had a lot of Seagulls flying around it in the fog and hardly any trees along the streets, and it felt cold and damp. Outside the city and along the swamps and farmland could be found a number of White Egrets, different kinds of Ducks, Blue Herons, several species of Hawks, and a lot of Ravens and Crows—but no Eagles.

The Arcata area was rich with fowl, and it had a certain beauty of its own when compared to Eureka. For one thing, it looked clean and spacious. The houses in Eureka were mostly old, two-story Victorians, and the outlying farmhouses and barns I saw heading toward Arcata were very old looking. I don’t know why, but even to this day Eureka seems dismal and spooky to me despite the lush countryside surrounding it. It has always had a cold, damp, foggy, lonely, and eerie feeling about it.

From there I had to turn on Highway 299 and go over an old and windy highway that was packed with logging trucks and tourists, over small grass-covered mountains, and down into a place called Willow Creek. The reservation was somewhere near Willow Creek so I stopped and asked directions, and then I studied for quite some time a large, wooden carving of Bigfoot.

I had heard stories and old legends about him as a child but I wondered if he was truly real. Could there actually be such creatures in Nature living in the woods and mountains, hiding from civilization? If so, what purpose did they serve? I wondered what I would do if I ever saw one.

From Willow Creek I was guided to turn left at the main point of the small town onto a very small, narrow, and windy road known as Highway 96. It was dangerous, in very poor shape, with high cliffs on one side and deep, jagged cliffs on the other side that seemed to be falling into the Trinity River. Several times I had to stop and let a pickup truck, car, or logging truck squeeze by because the road was caved in. A couple of times I even had to get out of the car and move rocks just to get through. Every once in a while I would see a mangled car down at the bottom of the river, some of which were still lodged in trees and boulders. I couldn’t help but wonder just how many Indian people had died on this old road every year, and how in the hell their bodies could even be removed from such rugged terrain. I learned later that many of them were never found and that is why flower-covered crosses dotted the side of the road.

Off in the distance I could see a beautiful valley, with an emerald green river running through it, surrounded by small mountains. The oaks and maples were turning fall colors, causing a certain mystical aura to radiate from the valley. I could see a few Indian people camped down by the river, some in boats and others gathering Salmon out of long gill nets.

I finally pulled into the main part of the Hoopa reservation. There wasn’t much to it, just a small store and gas station, a few BIA-type houses scattered here and there, a few clusters of decrepit mobile home and trailer parks, a run-down bar, and an old lumber mill with huge cone-shaped, rusted wood burners. It was evident that the mill had not been used for quite some time because weeds and patches of blackberry bushes were taking it over. On the left side was another store, a small post office, a very small sheriff’s substation building, and off in the distance the standard green BIA buildings. The valley was rich with fruit trees scattered here and there, on small farms, along the highway, and up and down dirt roads that left the highway and went into patches of oak tree forests, farmland, and the river. It was warm here and the air smelled very fresh, with a fall crispness and the periodic fragrance of fruit, smoked fish, and cattle dung.

I needed gasoline and pulled up to the pumps at the old station. A few Indian guys were coming out laughing with bags of groceries and a couple cases of beer. Some of them were dark in skin color and others were half-breeds, with strong Indian features, but fairly light. The Hupa historically are a short, stocky people, darker in complexion than their neighbors the Yurok and Karuk, and they have a tendency to become obese with age. They are also well known for being happy people, friendly, and hospitable to strangers, and for being kind, generous, and especially gracious during ceremonies, cultural events, and holiday gatherings. So I didn’t feel threatened asking questions of the locals, even though there were a number of them drunk and staggering around outside the store, or sitting on the ground drinking. I had been to other Indian reservations across the country where the locals didn’t like strangers and were prone to fight, especially if they were drinking, and it didn’t matter if you were Indian or not, half or full. But these guys were an all right bunch.

“Hey, cousin,” I said to the younger guys sitting on the log parking marker. I reached out and offered cigarettes, which is an intertribal tobacco custom, to the older guys who were staggering around and trying to out-sing one another. “Hey, I need some help on directions. Do any of you know a man named Charlie Thom, or do you have a medicine man around here?”

There were about five or six of them, mixed in age from early twenties to gray-haired men. They were dressed in jeans, cowboy boots, and T-shirts or no shirt at all. They stopped singing and talking and began to gather around me. One of the older men took a couple of cigarettes and said, “Charlie Thom, a medicine man? You’ve got to be joking!” And they all laughed. “He ain’t no medicine man. He’s a Coyote,” the older guy said. “But he’s also a damn good singer and gambler, and he’s hell with the women.”

“No, I mean, I wasn’t asking if Charlie Thom was a medicine man. I was just asking if you knew who he was and where he lived around here,” I said quickly.

“Yeah, I know him,” said one of the younger guys. “He lives up on the other end of the reservation, back that way from where you came in. Go over the bridge, turn right on the dirt road. When you come to a fork, turn left and keep going until you come to this house at the end of the road. You’ll probably see his brown-colored Chevy pickup, a few chain saws, and a stack of firewood. I was supposed to go help him today but I got sidetracked here with my uncles.”

They offered me a beer and started laughing and joking around with one another, telling a few stories about Charlie. I wasn’t about to tell them that I thought he was my real father, or that I was a lost bastard coming back in search of identity. Besides, some of the things they were saying about him were a little embarrassing. One of the older guys who had been singing most of the Indian songs looked at me soberly, and after staring for quite some time, he said, “Yeah, we have a medicine man here. Not too many of them left anymore. His name is Rudolph and he lives over there on the other side of the river in a small white house. He doesn’t speak English all that good, so speak slow and give him time to answer, if he will even talk to you.”

I thanked them all and went inside the store and paid for the gas, picked up a couple cans of coffee to use as a gift for the medicine man, a pack of pipe tobacco, a pack of aspirins, and some corn chips and a Pepsi for myself. My bones and joints had started aching more since I left Hayward and I didn’t know if it was because of the anxiety or the long hard trip and driving, or if the damn disease was just coming back.

I was nervous as hell going down the road toward Charlie’s house. All kinds of strange thoughts went through my head. Was he really my father like Mom had told me? I tried to see him once or twice before when I was younger but he wouldn’t have anything to do with me. How in the hell was I going to approach him and try to talk to him, to get to meet him, and try to start up a relationship? What if he denied everything and was embarrassed because I’m half White?

I was shaking all over by the time I found the house at the end of the road but there was no truck or chain saws, only a fresh pile of cut and split oak and madrone wood. A very large and very dark-skinned Indian woman came out. She was about five feet three and must have weighed about 240 pounds. She had a reddish tint to her hair and looked quite mean. I sat in the car for a long time before building up the courage to get out and ask questions, but I guess I just made myself look even more suspicious. She walked over to the car with an ax and hollered, “What the hell is your problem?”

“I’m looking for Charlie Thom,” I said, half scared. “Does he live here?”

“Who wants to know?” she asked curtly. “Are you the young guy that was supposed to come over and split up our firewood, because if you are, you’re late!”

“No,” I said in a half-nervous laugh. “I just wanted to see Charlie on a visit.”

“Well, he ain’t here. I’m his wife, Velma. He went up the river toward Happy Camp to cut firewood and hunt for Deer, and I don’t think he’ll be back for a few days.”

I wasn’t about to get out and try to strike up a friendly conversation with this woman, and I was getting more aches and pains, so I just said thanks, and went back up the road to look for the medicine man.

I got lost at first. All the dirt roads looked the same, and there were a lot of small white houses. Finally I asked some kids on the road who pointed me to the right house. When I pulled up in the driveway I saw an elderly man sitting on the porch steps working with some feathers and what appeared to be ceremonial regalia. I looked up toward the sky as I got out of the car, and I could see a Golden Eagle circling over the house. The elderly Indian man and I both looked curiously at each other but then turned our heads when we heard the scream of an Osprey. It was swooping along the river and disappeared out of sight. Then suddenly I saw it dive into the water, reappear carrying a large fish, and fly north. I had an intuitive feeling that the birds were a sign, an omen of some kind, and that seeing them in action was not just a coincidence.

I reached over to the backseat of the car and picked up the coffee and tobacco and walked over to the Elder. He had a very strong presence of peace and spirituality about him, a tremendous amount of light, love, and beauty shining through his eyes, but physically he could pass for any old Indian anywhere. I don’t know what I really expected a medicine man to look like—long hair in braids, holding a staff with a stuffed Eagle head on it, and a bunch of animal teeth hanging from his neck and ears, I guess. But Rudolph was just a short, medium-sized, plain-looking, and humble man with an old pair of pants, a country-style flannel shirt, and cropped hair.

As I walked up to him I said, “Are you a medicine man?” I felt nervous while trying to hand him the coffee and tobacco. I had some carryover of Indian custom and values as a child growing up, even if I had become assimilated and urbanized. And I had read in college books during my search for Indian identity and Nativism that a person always approaches the Elders, and especially medicine men and women, with a gift of respect when asking for help or just visiting.

He stood up while placing the feathers and regalia down on the porch, and with a swoop of his hand, he pointed for me to sit down. He accepted the gifts with a smile and said, “Not too many of the younger people seem to do this anymore. Thank you for showing respect. Well, I guess my people call me that, but I just consider myself a servant of the Great Creator, the Earth, our ancestors, and the spirits,” he said quietly in a form of broken English.

I then proceeded to introduce myself and ask for his help. I told him that all of this was new to me, that I didn’t really know how a person goes about getting a healing from a medicine man, or if a medicine man would even do a ceremony on someone not from his tribe. He went back to working on the regalia while listening intently, and then there was a long period of silence. I was getting nervous so I lit up a cigarette and asked him if he wanted one. “No thanks,” he said, “I never use them.” Then he started talking in such a low voice that I had to strain to listen. “I think what you are looking for is an Indian doctor. I am not that kind of medicine man. I am a ceremonial leader and religious leader. I make medicine for conducting our sacred dances and rituals. But there is a Yurok man who lives up past Weitchpec. His mother, Nancy, was a well-known doctor. I heard he doctors sometimes but we rarely see him except during times of our ceremonies; he comes down and shares his family regalia with us. We don’t have any Indian doctors in our Hupa tribe anymore, at least none that I know of.”

It was starting to get late and sunset comes early during the fall. I really wanted to stay and visit with the Elder much longer. I felt better just being near him, but I knew I had to move on before it got dark. He gave me directions and warned me to be very careful, that the road was dangerously narrow, caved-in in certain places, and often blocked with rock slides, thus making it difficult to pass. He told me to pass through the reservation valley heading north and stay on the winding, narrow road that followed along the river until I came to a large bridge with a store on the left. He said it was an old village site known as Weitchpec but had now turned into a tourist trap for fishing. He directed me to pass Pearson’s store on the left, go over the large bridge, and then turn sharply to the left. I was to then follow this other very narrow road shaded by oak trees, pass a garbage dump on the left, and then look for a mailbox on the right, directly in a sharp bend, that read WAHSEK. Evidently another marker to look for was a small, rustic wood house just a little way up the dirt driveway, with a car-engine hoist in the yard.

He said the man who lived there was a mechanic, but I had to pass this house and go all the way up the side of a mountain until I came to an old fallen-down barn and an old two-story farmhouse. He also said that at one time the farm was the prettiest piece of property along that side of the river but it was becoming overgrown with blackberry bushes. He advised me to use the blackberry bushes as a marker because the neighboring farms and driveways didn’t have the same problem; in other words, it would be obvious in comparison if I just happened to go up the wrong road.

I left with a sad feeling but I knew that someday I would probably return and visit with this special man. As I headed through the valley I couldn’t help but laugh at René’s departing comment about letting my hair grow long, like some of our urban brothers were starting to do. So far most of the Indian people I had seen on the reservation had short hair, and they were the real Indians, less acculturated, living closer to their heritage, culture, and land, fishing the old way.

The elderly Hupa religious leader was sure right about the road being dangerous. There were places in the bend that were caved in with the sides running down steep cliffs toward the river. I saw wrecked cars, pickups, and even a couple of large trucks. And I remembered his warning about watching out for falling rocks, some of which were really boulders. I had to stop a few times and load the trunk with rocks for extra traction because he also told me I might not be able to make it up the steep mountain road leading to the Indian doctor’s house.

It seemed like it took forever just to cover about fifteen miles, but eventually I came up to Pearson’s store on the left and a very large bridge covering a deep gorge in the bend of the river. It had to be a much larger and stronger bridge than any of the others I had crossed over so far because at Weitchpec, the mighty Klamath and Trinity Rivers converge into each other.

I began to go even slower just to be on the safe side but couldn’t help noticing that there were some small groups of Indian people hanging around outside the store. Most of them had long hair, old jeans, hiking boots, and hunting knives strapped on their belts. A couple of them were fighting with a White man and obviously drunk, while some of the others were hollering around. I didn’t think it would be a good place to stop and check on directions, so I just kept driving ahead until I crossed over the bridge, made the sharp left turn, and proceeded down a country road partially covered by oak trees, Douglas fir, and madrone. The cracking sound of acorns being smashed by the tires was almost hypnotic. A few people were down on the riverbank fishing and I couldn’t help but think how long it had been since I had taken some time out in my own life—time out from the cement, glass, steel, traffic, people, noise pollution, smog, constant rushing to classes, and worrying about getting to work on time.

A large fish jumped up through the riffle, turned sideways, and flashed radiant colors of silver, red, and a tinge of green. Such colors could only be created by rays of the Sun that were shining down on a pristine river, as if in an ancient agreement that all things in life need light and energy in order to become harmonious and beautiful. Within an instant the large fish fell back into the mist rising from currents of water that came crashing over large boulders. But then it tried again with all its strength to jump against what seemed insurmountable odds. Its body twisted and jerked from the stress and pain but once again rays of sunlight shot into it, creating radiant streaks of color that appeared to flash. The force of the river against this Salmon was incredible. I couldn’t take the suspense any longer and stopped the car right in the middle of the road. Beads of sweat were running down my face and I was filled with a rush of excitement. This was better than watching a San Francisco 49ers sudden death playoff. Could the fish really do it? Did it have another chance, or was it over just as soon as it had started? The river looked too big, too strong, too powerful. And yet, the fish never gave up. As if driven by some unknown source of strength and magic, it surfaced again, probably this time with all its might, probably far beyond its innate strengths and limitations, until it had overcome tremendous obstacles in its path and reached its destination.

I felt a sense of awe and inspiration in what I had just experienced with the Salmon, and a feeling that such an accomplishment could only be achieved by an ancient ceremony. I caught myself cheering for it while my heart was beating so fast that I could hardly catch my breath. I was glad that I had taken the time to watch it try one more time, to watch it attempt suicide, and I felt honored to see its silver-tipped tail fin slowly dance off and disappear into calmer waters.
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