N. SCOTT MOMADAY

N. Scott Momaday (b. 1934) has a rare and interesting vantage point for
thinking about the relationship between Americans and the natural
world. His mother was the daughter of pioneers, though with some In-
dian blood. She adopted the name Little Moon, attended an Indian
school in Kansas, and eventually married Momaday’s father, a Kiowa.
A novelist whose first book, House Made of Dawn, won the Pulitzer in
1969, he has thought more straightforwardly than most of us about the
continent’s long aboriginal heritage, and the radically different ways in
which his Native American and European ancestors related to the land.
This essay was published as part of National Geographic’s celebration
of the Bicentennial in 1976; the poem interspersed throughout is also
Momaday’s, from his collection The Gourd Dancer (1976).

A First American Views His Land

First Man
behold:

the earth
glitters
with leaves;
the sky
glistens
with rain.
Pollen

1s borne
on winds
that low
and lean
upon
mountains.
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blacken
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, ne hundred centuries ago. There is a wide, irregular landscape
in what is now northern New Mexico. The sun is a dull white
low in the south; it is a perfect mystery, a deity whose coming and
gomg are inexorable. The gray sky is curdled, and it bears very close
upon the earth. A cold wind runs along the ground, dips and spins,
flaking drift from a pond in the bottom of a ravine. Beyond the wind
the silence is acute. A man crouches in the ravine, in the darkness there,
scarcely visible. He moves not a muscle; only the wind lifts a lock of his
‘hair and lays it back along his neck. He wears skins and carries a
spear. These things in particular mark his human intelligence and dis-
tinguish him as the lord of the universe. And for him the universe IS es-
pecially #us landscape; for him the landscape is an element like the air.
‘The vast, virgin wilderness is by and large his whole context. For him
there is no possibility of existence elsewhere.
~ Directly there is a blowing, a rumble of breath deeper than the wind,
above him, where some of the hard clay of the bank is broken off and the
tlods roll down into the water. At the same time there appears on the
skyline the massive head of a long-horned bison, then the hump, then
the whole beast, huge and black on the sky, standing to a height of
seven feet at the hump, with horns that extend six feet across the
shaggy crown. For a moment it is poised there; then it lumbers obliquely
tlown the bank to the pond. Still the man does not move, though the
beast is now only a few steps upwind. There is no sign of what is about
lo happen; the beast meanders; the man is frozen in repose.
Then the scene explodes. In one and the same instant the man
prings to his feet and bolts forward, his arm cocked and the spear held
liigh, and the huge animal lunges in panic, bellowing, its whole weight
lhrown violently into the bark, its hooves churning and chipping earth
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into the air, its eyes gone wide and wild and white. There is a moment
in which its awful, frenzied motion is wasted, and it is mired and help
less in its fear, and the man hurls the spear with his whole strength,
and the point is driven into the deep, vital flesh, and the bison in its
agony staggers and crashes down and dies.

This ancient drama of the hunt is enacted again and again in the
landscape. The man is preeminently a predator, the most dangerous ol
all. He hunts in order to survive; his very existence is simply, squarely
established upon that basis. But he hunts also because he can, becausc
he has the means; he has the ultimate weapon of his age, and his prey
is plentiful. His relationship to the land has not yet become a moral
equation.

But in time he will come to understand that there is an intimate, vi
tal link between the earth and himself, a link that implies an intricatc
network of rights and responsibilities. In some unimagined future he
will understand that he has the ability to devastate and perhaps de¢
stroy his environment. That moment will be one of extreme crisis in his
evolution.

The weapon is deadly and efficient. The hunter has taken greal
care in its manufacture, especially in the shaping of the flint point,
which is an extraordinary thing. A larger flake has been removed froni
each face, a groove that extends from the base nearly to the tip. Sever|
hundred pounds of pressure, expertly applied, were required to mal
these grooves. The hunter then is an artisan, and he must know how (1
use rudimentary tools. His skill, manifest in the manufacture of this a1
tifact, is unsurpassed for its time and purpose. By means of thi
weapon is the Paleo-Indian hunter eminently able to exploit his envi
ronment.

Thousands of years later, about the time that Columbus begins hi
first voyage to the New World, another man, in the region of the Greal
Lakes, stands in the forest shade on the edge of a sunlit brake. In
while a deer enters into the pool of light. Silently the man fits an arrow
to a bow, draws aim, and shoots. The arrow zips across the distan
and strikes home. The deer leaps and falls dead.
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But this latter-day man, unlike his ancient predecessor, is only inci-
dentally a hunter; he is also a fisherman, a husbandman, even a physi-
cian. He fells trees and builds canoes; he grows corn, squash, and
beans, and he gathers fruits and nuts; he uses hundreds of species of
wild plants for food, medicine, teas, and dyes. Instead of one animal, or
two or three, he hunts many, none to extinction as the Paleo-Indian may

~ have done. He has fitted himself far more precisely into the patterns of

the wilderness than did his ancient predecessor. He lives on the land; he

~ takes his living from it; but he does not destroy it. This distinction sup-

ports the fundamental ethic that we call conservation today. In princi-

~ ple, if not yet in name, this man is a conservationist.

These two hunting sketches are far less important in themselves
than is that long distance between them, that whole possibility within
the dimension of time. I believe that in that interim there grew up in the
mind of man an idea of the land as sacred.

At dawn
eagles
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hover
above

the plain
where lLight
gathers
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Grasses
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and shine.
Shadows
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away

like smoke.
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- “The earth is our mother. The sky is our father.” This concept of na-
ture, which is at the center of the Native American world view, is fa-
miliar to us all. But it may well be that we do not understand entirely
what that concept is in its ethical and philosophical implications.

I tell my students that the American Indian has a unique invest-
ment in the American landscape. It is an investment that represents
perhaps thirty thousand years of habitation. That tenure has to be
worth something in itself—a great deal, in fact. The Indian has been
| here a long time; he is at home here. That simple and obvious truth is
one of the most important realities of the Indian world, and it is inte-

There is a Navajo ceremonial song that celebrates the sounds that are
made in the natural world, the particular voices that beautify the earth:

Voice above,

Voice of thunder,
Speak from the
dark of clouds;
Voice below,
Grasshopper voice,
Speak from the

gral in the Indian mind and spirit.

How does such a concept evolve? Where does it begin? Perhaps it
begins with the recognition of beauty, the realization that the physical
world ¢s beautiful. We don’t know much about the ancient hunter’s sen-
sibilities. It isn’t likely that he had leisure in his life for the elaboration

green of plants;
So may the earth
be beautiful.

There is in the motion and meaning of this song a comprehension of the

| of an aesthetic ideal. And yet the weapon he made was beautiful as
| ‘ well as functional. It has been suggested that much of the minute chip-
{ ping along the edges of his weapon served no purpose but that of aes-
_ thetic satisfaction.

" A good deal more is known concerning that man of the central
f‘ forests. He made beautiful hoxes and dishes out of elm and birch bark,
| for example. His canoes were marvelous, delicate works of art. And this
aesthetic perception was a principle of the whole Indian world of his time,
as indeed it is of our time. The contemporary Native American is a
man whose strong aesthetic perceptions are clearly evident in his arts
. and crafts, in his religious ceremonies, and in the stories and songs of
i ’ his rich oral tradition. This, in view of the pressures that have been
| brought to bear upon the Indian world and the drastic changes that
i | have been effected in its landscape, is a blessing and an irony.

world that is peculiarly native, I believe, that is integral in the Native
American mentality. Consider: The singer stands at the center of the
natural world, at the source of its sound, of its motion, of its life. Nothing
of that world is inaccessible to him or lost upon him. His song is filled
with reverence, with wonder and delight, and with confidence as well.
He knows something about himself and about the things around him—
and he knows that he knows. I am interested in what he sees and hears;
| am interested in the range and force of his perception. Our immediate
Impression may be that his perception is narrow and deep—vertical.
After all, “voice above . . .

i, s

voice below,” he sings. But is it vertical
only? At each level of his expression there is an extension of his aware-
ness across the whole landscape. The voice above is the voice of
thunder, and thunder rolls. Moreover, it issues from the impalpable
(lark clouds and runs upon their horizontal range. It is a sound that in-
legrates the whole of the atmosphere. And even so, the voice below,
that of the grasshopper, issues from the broad plain and multiplicity of
plants. And of course the singer is mindful of much more than thunder
and insects; we are given in his song the wide angle of his vision and
his hearing—and we are given the testimony of his dignity, his trust,
and his deep belief.

| Consider for example the Navajos of the Four Corners area. In re-

o cent years an extensive coal-mining operation has mutilated some of

Li their most sacred land. A large power plant in that same region spews

‘ } a contamination into the sky that is visible for many miles. And yet, as

| ; much as any people of whom I have heard, the Navajos perceive and
‘ celebrate the beauty of the physical world.

I
|
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This comprehension of the earth and air is surely a matter of
morality, for it brings into account not only man’s instinctive reaction
to his environment but the full realization of his humanity as well, the
achievement of his intellectual and spiritual development as an indi-
vidual and as a race.

In my own experience I have seen numerous examples of this re-
gard for nature. My grandfather Mammedaty was a farmer in his ma-
ture years; his grandfather was a buffalo hunter. It was not easy for
Mammedaty to be a farmer; he was a Kiowa, and the Kiowas never had
an agrarian tradition. Yet he had to make his living, and the old,
beloved life of roaming the plains and hunting the buffalo was gone for
ever. Even so, as much as any man before him, he fitted his mind and
will and spirit to the land; there was nothing else. He could not have
conceived of living apart from the land.

In The Way to Rainy Mountain 1 set down a small narrative thal
belongs in the oral tradition of my family. It indicates something es
sential about the Native American attitude toward the land:

“East of my grandmother’s house, south of the pecan grove, there i
buried a woman in a beautiful dress. Mammedaty used to know wherc
she is buried, but now no one knows. If you stand on the front porch o
the house and look eastward towards Carnegie, you know that the
woman is buried somewhere within the range of your vision. But hei
grave is unmarked. She was buried in a cabinet, and she wore a beau
tiful dress. How beautiful it was! It was one of those fine buckskin
dresses, and it was decorated with elk’s teeth and beadwork. That
dress is still there, under the ground.”

Tt seems to me that this statement is primarily a declaration of love
for the land, in which the several elements—the woman, the dress, and
this plain—are at last become one reality, one expression of the beautiful
in nature. Moreover, it seems to me a peculiarly Native American expres
sion in this sense: that the concentration of things that are explicitly 1¢
membered—the general landscape, the simple, almost abstract nature o
the burial, above all the beautiful dress, which is wholly singular i kind
(as well as in its function within the narrative)}—is especially Indian i1
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character. The things that are not explicitly remembered—the woman’s
name, the exact location of her grave—are the things that matter least in
the special view of the storyteller. What matters here is the translation of
the woman into the landscape, a translation particularly signified by
means of the beautiful and distinctive dress, an Indian dress.

When I was a boy, I lived for several years at Jemez Puebld, New
Mexico. The Pueblo Indians are perhaps more obviously invested in the
land than are other people. Their whole life is predicated upon a thor-
ough perception of the physical world and its myriad aspects. When I
first went there to live, the cacique, or chief, of the Pueblos was a ven-
erable old man with long, gray hair and bright, deep-set eyes. He was
entirely dignified and imposing—and rather formidable in the eyes of a
boy. He excited my imagination a good deal. I was told that this old
man kept the calendar of the tribe, that each morning he stood on a cer-
fain spot of ground near the center of the town and watched to see
where the sun appeared on the skyline. By means of this solar calendar
did he know and announce to his people when it was time to plant, to
harvest, to perform this or that ceremony. This image of him in my
mind’s eye—the old man gazing each morning after the ranging sun—
came to represent for me the epitome of that real harmony between
man and the land that signifies the Indian world.

One day when I was riding my horse along the Jemez River, 1
looked up to see a long caravan of wagons and people on horseback
and on foot. Men, women, and children were crossing the river ahead of
me, moving out to the west, where most of the cultivated fields were,
the farmland of the town. It was a wonderful sight to see, this long pro-
tession, and I was immediately deeply curious. I wanted to investigate,
hut it was not in me to do so at once, for that racial reserve, that sense
ol propriety that is deep-seated in Native American culture, stayed me,
lield me up. Then I saw someone coming toward me on horseback, gal-
loping. It was a friend of mine, a boy of my own age. “Come on,” he
niid. “Come with us.” “Where are you going?” I-asked casually. But he
would not tell me. He simply laughed and urged me to come along, and
ul course I was very glad to do so. It was a bright spring morning, and
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I had a good horse under me, and the prospect of adventure was deli-
cious. We moved far out across the eroded plain to the farthest fields at
the foot of a great red mesa, and there we planted two large fields of
corn. And afterward, on the edge of the fields, we sat on blankets and
ate a feast in the shade of a cottonwood grove. Later I learned it was the
cacique’s fields we planted. And this is an ancient tradition at Jemez.
The people of the town plant and tend and harvest the cacique’s fields,
and in the winter the hunters give to him a portion of the meat that
they bring home from the mountains. It is as if the cacique is himself
the translation of man, every man, into the landscape.

I have not forgotten that day, nor shall I forget it. I remember the
warm earth of the fields, the smooth texture of seeds in my hands, and
the brown water moving slowly and irresistibly among the rows.
Above all T remember the spirit in which the procession was made, the
work was done, and the feasting was enjoyed. It was a spirit of com-
munion, of the life of each man in relation to the life of the planet and
of the infinite distance and silence in which it moves. We made, in con-
cert, an appropriate expression of that spirit.

One afternoon an old Kiowa woman talked to me, telling me of the
place in Oklahoma in which she had lived for a hundred years. It was
the place in which my grandparents, too, lived; and it is the place where
I was born. And she told me of a time even further back, when the
Kiowas came down from the north and centered their culture in the red
earth of the southern plains. She told wonderful stories, and as I lis-
tened, I began to feel more and more sure that her voice proceeded from
the land itself. I asked her many things concerning the Kiowas, for I
wanted to understand all that I could of my heritage. I told the old
woman that I had come there to learn from her and from people like
her, those in whom the old ways were preserved. And she said simply:
“It is good that you have come here.” I believe that her word “good”
meant many things; for one thing it meant right, or appropriate. And
indeed it was appropriate that she should speak of the land. She was
eminently qualified to do so. She had a great reverence for the land, and
an ancient perception of it, a perception that is acquired only in the
course of many generations.
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It is this notion of the appropriate, along with that of the beautiful,
that forms the Native American perspective on the land. In a sense
these considerations are indivisible; Native American oral tradition is
rich with songs and tales that celebrate natural beauty, the beauty of
the natural world. What is more appropriate to our world than that
which is beautiful?

At noon
turtles
enter
slowly

into

the warm
dark loam.
Bees hold
the swarm.
Meadows
recede
through planes
of heat
and pure
distance.

Very old in the Native American world view is the conviction that the
varth is vital, that there is a spiritual dimension to it, a dimension in
which man rightly exists. It follows logically that there are ethical im-
peratives in this matter. I think: Inasmuch as I am in the land, it is ap-
propriate that I should affirm myself in the spirit of the land. I shall
t¢lebrate my life in the world and the world in my life. In the natural
urder man invests himself in the landscape and at the same time incor-
porates the landscape into his own most fundamental experience. This
lrust is sacred. 5

The process of investment and appropriation is, I believe, preemi-
nently a function of the imagination. It is accomplished by means of an
ucl of the imagination that is especially ethical in kind. We are what we

s .
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imagine ourselves to be. The Native American is someone who thinks
of himself, imagines himself in a particular way. By virtue of his expe-
rience his idea of himself comprehends his relationship to the land.

And the quality of this imagining is determined as well by racial
and cultural experience. The Native American’s attitudes toward this
landscape have been formulated over a long period of time, a span that
reaches back to the end of the Ice Age. The land, s land, is secure in
his racial memory.

In our society as a whole we conceive of the land in terms of
ownership and use. It is a lifeless medium of exchange; it has for most
of us, I suspect, no more spirituality than has an automobile, say, or a
refrigerator. And our laws confirm us in this view, for we can buy and
sell the land, we can exclude each other from it, and in the context of
ownership we can use it as we will. Ownership implies use, and use
implies consumption.

But this way of thinking of the land is alien to the Indian. His cul
tural intelligence is opposed to these concepts; indeed, for him they arc
all but inconceivable quantities. This fundamental distinction is easier
to understand with respect to ownership than to use, perhaps. For ob
viously the Indian does use, and has always used, the land and the
available resources in it. The point is that use does not indicate in any
real way his idea of the land. “Use” is neither his word nor his idea. A«
an Indian I think: “You say that I use the land, and I reply, yes, it is truc,
but it is not the first truth. The first truth is that I Jove the land; I sce
that it is beautiful; I delight in it; I am alive in it.”

In the long course of his journey from Asia and in the realization ol
himself in the New World, the Indian has assumed a deep ethical ¢
gard for the earth and sky, a reverence for the natural world that is an
tipodal to that strange tenet of modern civilization that seemingly ha:
it that man must destroy his environment. It is this ancient ethic of the

Native American that must shape our efforts to preserve the earth and
the life upon and within it.
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At dusk
the gray
Joxes
stiffen

wn cold;
blackbirds
are fixed
wn white
branches.
Rivers
Jollow

the moon,
the long
white track
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Jull moon.
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