N. SCOTT MOMADAY

N. Scott Momaday, a Kiowa, was born in Lawton,
Oklahoma, in 1934 and was educated at the Uni-
versity of New Mexico and Stanford University.
Although he has taught English and comparative
literature at several universitics, his vital interests
are Native American art, history, and literature.
His books include House Made of Dawn (1968),
winner of the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, and The
Ancient Child (1989); two collections of poetry,
Angle of Geese and Other Poems (1974) and The
Gourd Dancer (1976);, two memoirs, The Way
to Rainy Mountain (1969) and The Names: A
Memoir (1976); and two collections of poetry and
prose, In the Presence of the Sun (1998) and In the
Bear’s House (1999). In this excerpt from The Way
to Rainy Moeuntain, Momaday evokes the land-
scapes, the legends, and the people that created
the Kiowa culture.

The Way to Rainy Mountain

ASINGLE KNOLL rises out of the plain in Oklahoma, north
and west of the Wichita Range. For my people, the
Kiowas, it is an old landmark, and they gave it the name
Rainy Mountain. The hardest weather in the world is there.
Winter brings blizzards, hot tornadic winds arise in the
spring, and in summer the prairie is an anvil’s edge. The grass
turns brittle and brown, and it cracks beneath your feet.
There are green belts along the rivers and creeks, linear
groves of hickory and pecan, willow and witch hazel. At a
distance in July or August the steaming foliage seems almost
to writhe in fire. Great green and yellow grasshoppers are
everywhere in the tall grass, popping up like corn to sting the
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flesh, and tortoises crawl about on the red earth, going
nowhere in the plenty of time. Loneliness is an aspect of the
tand. All things in the plain are isolate; there is no confusion
of objects in the eye, but ene¢ hill or ene tree or one man. To
look upon that landscape in the early morning, with the sun
at your back, is to lose the sense of proportion. Your imagi-
nation comes to life, and this, you think, is where Creation
was begun.

I returned to Rainy Mountain in July. My grandmother
had died in the spring, and I wanted to be at her grave. She
had lived to be very old and at last infirm. Her only living
daughter was with her when she died, and T was told that in
death her face was that of a child.

I like to think of her as a child. When she was born, the
Kiowas were living the fast great moment of their history. For
more than a hundred years they had controlied the open
range from the Smoky Hill River to the Red, from the head-
waters of the-Canadian to the fork of the Arkansas and Cimar-
ron. In alliance with the Comanches, they had ruled the

“whole of the southern Plains. War was their sacred business,

and they were among the finest horsemen the world has ever

~ known. But warfare for the Kiowas was preeminently a matter

of disposition rather than of survival, and they never under-
stood the grim, unrelenting advance of the U.S. Cavalry.
When at last, divided and ill-provisioned, they were driven

. onto the Staked Plains in the cold rains of autumn, they fell

into panic. In Palo Duro Canyon they abandoned their crucial
stores to pillage and had nothing then but their lives. In order
to save themselves, they surrendered to the soldiers at Fort Sill

“and were imprisoned in the old stone corral that now stands

as a military museum. My grandmother was spared the humil-
iation of those high gray walls by eight or ten years, but she
must have known from birth the affliction of defeat, the dark

- brooding of old warriors.

Her name was Aho, and she belonged to the last culture to
evolve in North America. Her forebears came down from the
high country in western Montana nearly three centuries ago.
They were a mountain people, a mysterious tribe of hunters
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whose langnage has never been positvely classified in any
major group. In the late seventeenth century they began a
long migration to the south and east. It was a journey toward
the dawn, and it led to a golden age. Along the way the
Kiowas were befriended by the Crows, who gave them the
culture and religion of the Plains. They acquired horses, and
their ancient nomadic spirit was suddenly free of the ground.
They acquired Tai-me, the sacred Sun Dance doll, from that
moment the object and symbol of their worship, and so
shared in the divinity of the sun. Not least, they acquired the
sense of destiny, therefore courage and pride. When they en-
tered upon the southern Plains they had been transformed.
No longer were they slaves to the simple necessity of survival;
they were a lordly and dangerous society of fighters and
thieves, hunters and priests of the sun. According to their ori-
gin myth, they entered the world through a hollow log.
From one point of view, their migration was the fruit of an
old prophecy, for indeed they emerged from a sunless world.

Although my grandmother lived out her long lite in the
shadow of Rainy Mouantain, the immense landscape of the
continental interior lay like memory in her blood. She could
tell of the Crows, whom she had never seen, and of the Black
Hills, where she had never been. I wanted to see in reality
what she had seen more perfectly in the mind’s eye, and trav-
eled fitteen hundred miles to begin my pilgrimage.

Yellowstone, it seemed to me, was the top of the world, a
region of deep lakes and dark timber, canyons and waterfalls.
But, beautiful as it is, one might have the sense of confine-
ment there. The skyline in all directions is close at hand, the
high wall of the woods and deep cleavages of shade. There is
a perfect freedom in the mountains, but it belongs to the
cagle and the clk, the badger and the bear. The Kiowas reck-
oned their stature by the distance they could see, and they
were bent and blind in the wilderness.

Descending eastward, the highland meadows are a stairway
to the plain. In July the inland slope of the Rockies is luxuri-
ant with flax and the buckwheat, stonecrop and larkspur. The
earth unfolds and the limit of the land recedes. Clusters of
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trees, and animals grazing far in the distance, cause the vision
to reach away and wonder to build upon the mind. The sun
follows a longer course in the day, and the sky is immense be-
yond all comparison. The great billowing clouds that sail
upon it are shadows that move upon the grain like water, di-
viding light. Farther down, in the land of the Crows and
Blackfeet, the plain is yellow. Sweet clover takes hold of
the hills and bends upon itself to cover and seal the soil. There
the Kiowas paused on their way; they had come to the place
where they must change their lives. The sun is at home on the
plains. Precisely there does it have the certain character of a
god. When the Kiowas came to the land of the Crows, they
could see the dark lees of the hills at dawn across the Bighorn
River, the profusion of light on the grain shelves, the oldest
deity ranging after the solstices. Not yet would they veer
southward to the caldron of the land that lay below; they must
wean their blood from the northern winter and hold the
mountains.a, while-longer in their view. They bore Tai-me in
procession to the east.

A dark mist lay over the Black Hills, and the land was like
iron. At the top of a ridge 1 caught sight of Devil’s Tower up-
thrust against the gray sky as if in the birth of time the core
of the earth had broken through its crust and the motion of
the world was begun. There are things in nature that engen-
der an awful quict in the heart of man; Devil’s Tower is one
of them. Two centuries ago, because they could not do
otherwise, the Kiowas made a legend at the base of the rock.
My grandmother said: .
Eight childven weve there at play, seven sisters and
theiy brother. Suddenly the boy was struck dumb; be
trembled and began to vun wpon his bands and feet.
His fingers became claws, and bis body was covered
with fur. Divectly theve was o beay wheve the boy bad
been. The sisters weve tevvified; they van, and the
bear after them. They came to the stump of a great
tree, and the tree spoke to them. It bade them climb
upon it, and as they did so it began to rise into the
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aiv. The bear came to kill them, bur they were fust be-
yond its veach. It veared against the tree and scoved
the bayvk all avound with s claws. The seven sisters
were bovne into the sky, and they became the stars of
the Big Dipper.

From that moment, and so long as the legend lives, the
Kiowas have kinsmen in the night sky. Whatever they were in
the mountains, they could be no more. However tenuous
their well-being, however much they had suffered and would
suffer again, they had found a way out of the wilderness.

My grandmother had a reverence for the sun, a holy re-
gard that now is all but gone out of mankind. There was a
wariness in her, and an ancient awe. She was a Christian in
her later years, but she had come a long way about, and she
never forgot her birthright. As a child she had been to the
Sun Dances; she had taken part in those annual rites, and by
them she had learned the restoration of her people in the
presence of Tai-me. She was about seven when the last Kiowa
Sun Dance was held in 1887 on the Washita River above
Rainy Mountain Creek. The buffalo were gone. In order to
consuwmmate the ancient sacrifice—to impale the head of a
buffalo bull upon the medicine tree—a delegation of old men
journeyed into Texas, there to beg and barter for an animal
from the Goodnight herd. She was ten when the Kiowas
came together for the last time as a living Sun Dance culture.
They could find no buffalo; they had to hang an old hide
from the sacred tree. Before the dance could begin, a com-
pany of soldiers rode out from Fort Sill under orders to dis-
perse the tribe. Forbidden without cause the essential act of
their faith, having seen the wild herds slaughtered and left to
rot upon the ground, the Kiowas backed away forever from
the medicine tree. That was July 20, 1890, at the great bend
of the Washita. My grandmother was there. Without bitter-
ness, and for as long as she lived, she bore a vision of deicide.

Now that | can have her only in memory, I see my grand-
mother in the several postures that were peculiar to her:
standing at the wood stove on a winter morning and turning
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meat in a great iron skillet; sitting at the south window, bent

above her beadwork, and afterwards, when her vision failed,
looking down for a fong time into the fold of her hands; going

outupon a cane, very slowly as she did when the weight of age
~ came upon her; praying. I remember her most often at prayer.

She made long, rambling prayers out of suffering and hope,

“having seen many things. I was never sure that I had the right
' to hear, so exclusive were they of all mere custom and com-
- pany. The last time I saw her she prayed standing by the side
- of her bed at night, naked to the waist, the light of a kerosene
- lamp moving upon her dark skin. Her long, black hair, always

drawn and braided in the day, lay upon her shoulders and

- against her breasts like a shawl. I do not speak Kiowa, and T
never understood her prayers, but there was something inher-
- ently sad in the sound, some merest hesitation upon the sylla-

bles of sorrow. She began in a high and descending pitch, ex-

- hausting her breath to silence; then again and again—and

always the same intensity of effort, of something that is, and is

- not, like urgency in the human voice. Transported so in the
* dancing light among the shadows of her room, she seemed

beyond the reach of ime. But that was illusion; I think T knew

then that I should not see her again.

- Fov Study and Discussion

QUESTIONS ABOUT PURPOSE

1. How does Momaday’s title suggest an explaﬁation of his pur-
- pose? How do paragraphs 2 and 5 clarify that purpose?

2. What is the purpose of Momaday’s detailed description in para-

graph 12 How does he use the concluding sentence to connect
this description to the larger issues of his essay?

QUESTIONS ABOUT AUDIENCE

1. What audience does Momaday presume he is addressing
throughout the essay? How do you know?

2. Why is the historical information (for example, paragraph 9)

- necessary for that andience?
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QUESTIONS ABOUT STRATEGIES

1. How does Momaday arrange the events in his narrative to d.lSl"_Ll'l
guish between the Kiowas and his own journey to the continen-
tal interior? o

2 Momaday remembers his grandmother in several significant
poses. What does each one of these “pictures” tell us about her?

For Writing and Reseavch

1. Anslyze the strategies Momaday uses to describe various Native
American cultures.

2. Practice by creating an experience that reveals the importance of
storytelling in your family.

3. Argue that “seeing” lcads to “believing.” . _

4. Synthesize: Research sources that help you explain a parttcglar
landscape. Then use this evidence to portray a landscape that im-
pressed you as scary or serene.

E. B. WHITE

E(lwyn) B(rooks) White was born in 1899 in M.
Vernon, New York. He was educated at Cornell
University, where he was taught English composi-
tion by William Strunk Jr., whose textbook, the leg-
endary Elements of Style, White later revised for trade
publication. In 1927 White began his career in jour-
nalism, working on the staff of The New Yorkes,
contributing a column (“One Man’s Meat”) to
Harper’s (1938-1943), and developing the prose
style that earned him the reputation as America’s
finest essayist. His books include The Second Tree
from the Corner (1954), The Points of My Compass
(1962), and three classic children’s stories, Stuart
Little (1948), Charlotte’s Web (1952), and The
Trumper of the Swan (1970). “Once More to the
Lake,” reprinted from The Essays of E. B. White
(1977}, is a narrative reverie about White’s trip with
his son to the site of his own childhood vacations.

Ownce Mowe to the Lake

. Asgrust 19
NE SUMMER, ALONG about 1904, my father rented a cabin
cn a lake in Maine and took us all there for the month

. of August. We all got ringworm from some kittens and had
- to rub Pond’s Extract on our arms and legs night and morn-

ing, and my father rolled over in a canoe with all his clothes

~on; but outside of that the vacation was a success and from
- then on none of us ever thought there was any place in the
~world like that lake in Maine. We returned summer after
- summer—always on August 1 for one month. I have since
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