house songs and they called me a child of Satan. When I called
them disease-bringers, the Robes said war had killed the people
of my longhouse, and they spoke of eastern enemies whom they
named Serpents and Wolfpacks.

But there were days when they admitted killing my people with
the plague. On those days they’d say the plague was a bane only
to the children of Satan but a boon to the children of Dieu and
Sainte Marie. I knew what they meant. The plague left cloaks and
pendants for scavengers of things, like the one I'd seen, and it left
kinless Annes and Maries for the scavengers of souls.

When the Robes thought we had forgotten the people of our
village, they told us the plague could not have killed forty of our
people to every one of theirs. Since only a few of their people had
died, all the people I remembered couldn’t have existed. I grew up
doubting there was any truth in their Word.

But my sister grew up believing their truth, believing that their
Word came first. She grew up forgetting that first came the earth
and the sun and the sky, that next came the seed from which came
plants and flowers and people and their Word, that the children of
the marriage of earth with sky, the children of the seed, came last.

When we weren’t watched, I took my sister to the garden or to
the edge of the forest where it was all so plain to see. She looked,
but she didn’t see. She returned to the stone cave to bow to crosses,
kneel to statues and sing to the bringers of plague.

When I was watched, I too bowed and kneeled and moved my
lips. I too learned the Robes’ languages, the one they spoke to each
other and the one they spoke to their statues. I too would have
grown up forgetting.

But when I was with the pelt dressers, I stayed close to a woman
who remembered the dreams of the original people. The Robes
called her a witch.

She told me: I wasn’t a witch before I came to the mission, al-
though I had known several witches in my village. My cousin had
learned from a Tellegwi how to speak to a dead ancestor who asked
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sister; the other offered me his hand. I understood the ceremony
wasn’t over.

Outside, people of other longhouses lay motionless on the
ground.

Carrion birds hovered above the village, their excited cries re-
placing the groans and shouts of the stilled villagers. I made out the
figure of a man removing cloaks, cutting pendants, taking earrings.

I pulled my hand free, ran back to our lodge and screamed to
wake my mother, uncles and grandfathers, but none stirred. My
scream was answered only by an echo that sounded like laughter
coming from the carrion birds or the scavenging man.

Vomiting on the longhouse floor, I wished earth who’d pushed
me up would swallow me, but the robed ghost returned for me
and carried me far from my longhouse and my village. Hooded
ghosts with crosses came and went during my interminable night
of aching and vomiting. They didn’t tell me why they had arranged
the fearful ceremony I had seen.

When I stopped vomiting, the blackrobed ghosts named me
Anne and took me to another part of the stone cave. Here girls
with covered bodies sang in the tongue of the ghosts and repeat-
edly crossed themselves.

I kept on asking Why? I refused to eat until they told me that Le
Dieu, the grandfather of all the Blackrobes, had arranged the death
dance, because he didn’t like the songs or feasts or ceremonies of
the longhouse people, and they said he would make me vomit sand
if I didn’t cross myself and sing and bow to his mother, La Sainte
Marie.

They also told me that Le Dieu made all the decisions in the
councils in the sky just as our grandfathers did in our longhouse
councils. But I knew that longhouse grandmothers made the deci-
sions, so I knew it was La Sainte Marie who had killed the people
in our longhouses. I refused to sing to her.

The Robes always watched us. They named my sister Marie and
frightened her into singing their songs. I went on singing the long-
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Many rush to the carryingplaces, determined to cross the Long
River and wander past the prairies toward the plains and moun-
tains beyond the sunset.

We find refuge on an island in the green bay on the sunset shore
of Mishigami.

I unroll the scroll with the changes and etch into it the beaver-
children and all their Peninsulakin migrating from the center to
the periphery.

Visiting Neshnabek from Kichigami smoke at the first fire of
our new councilground. I light the second fire, and the green bay’s
Tellegwi share their songs with us, but these last Riverpeople in
the Great Lakes do not sing of mounds or bones or the Beautiful
River. The third fire remains unlit; its keeper lies unburied in Tiosa
Rondion and her son, my daughter’s husband, cannot bring himself
to replace her.

Soon after my daughter gives birth to a second son, a canoe car-
avan arrives with my son and with good news from the east: our
Talamatun cousins invite us to renew our kinship by celebrating a
festival of bones at the Bay of White Rolling Sands in the Morning-
land.

Together with my son and my daughter’s family in one canoe,
heading toward a festival of renewal with the cousins who com-
plete us, I joyously anticipate life’s reemergence.

I am not ready for the fever, the cracking skin, the blisters. Did
I fail to hear the otter’s message in its entirety? Was it necessary
to reenact the murder of Digowin as well?

I tell my daughter: Your husband is dead. Take the children and
the scrolls and flee to the sunset. I can no longer teach you the
songs.

The pain is unbearable. I tear off the mask.
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kin around us transported to the lush warmth of the first age, or to
Kichigami when we first arrived.

Life rose up from the ocean floor, this baby emerged from
my daughter’s womb, I rose from the ground on the beach of
Rattlesnake Isle, Tellegwi will rise again in the valleys that kiss the
Beautiful River and Talamatun in the villages along both banks of
the Northern River.

No change is final. When the prearranged hare breaks through
our circles and extinguishes the fires, I place a stick in my grand-
son’s hand. The baby restlessly waves arms and legs toward the sky.
I name him Wedasi, fighter, when he shakes the stick at the hare. I
fall in ecstasy alongside the child and at last dissolve in sleep.

The following spring I take my daughter, her husband and their
child to the fish feast at Boweting. I reenter the medicine lodge. A
generation has passed since my previous visit.

We renew our visit every spring, but only four times.

Returning to Tiosa Rondion from our last visit to Boweting, we
see our kin on shore gesticulating frantically, some pointing north-
ward, others to the ground. They want us to flee. The ground is
crowded with corpses; the plague has crossed the strait and reached
the place of the beaverdams.

I press the child to my breast; his mother and father paddle with
all their strength. We’re joined by canoes rushing out of Sagi Bay.
Grandchildren of Turtlefolk, Riverpeople and Root- kin are all flee-
ing from the Peninsula that had been their home since the fourth
age began.

At the top of the thumb we separate from Talamatun cousins
who guide their bark canoes as gracefully as Rootkin toward
the Morningland’s northern Bay of White Sands. As we glide
past the tips of the fingers and enter the long lake Mish- igami,
we’re joined by survivors from Mishilimakina, and as we cross
Mishigami, canoes from Bison Prairie approach us. The three fires
are extinguished in every corner of the Peninsula.
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A Note to the Reader:

An early death kept Fredy Perlman from finishing the two-
volume account of Robert Dupre’s forebears who lived on the
Strait and in the surrounding woodlands. In both volumes, "Book
of Obenabi. His Songs” and "Book of Robert Dupre. His Tales,” nar-
rators recount familiar historic events as individuals indigenous
to the region might have experienced them.

Fredy intended to present The Strait as texts written down by
Obenabi’s nephew, Robert Dupre, in the 1850s. In 1851 Obenabi
presumably told (or sang) his narrative to Dupre in Detroit’s prison
hospital, uncle and nephew having been jailed as conspirators who
opposed construction of a railroad across Michigan.

In addition to Obenabi’s songs, Robert Dupre was to be credited
with preserving the tales of his aunt Wabnokwe. This history pur-
ports to be based on journals Obenabi’s sister kept throughout her
life, and it constitutes Book II of The Strait. As a French-speaking
resident of Detroit, Dupre wrote both narratives in French.

Fredy planned to present himself as the translator of Dupre’s
manuscripts. His ostensible link to the text was through Ted Na-
sibu, a twentieth-century "rememberer” who was a fellow-printer
at the Detroit Printing Co-op on Michigan Avenue. Both Ted and
his friend Tissie appear in an earlier Black & Red publication,
Letters of Insurgents. Through Tissie, Ted became acquainted with
Robert Avis, Tissie’s cousin and Dupre’s great-grandson.

The Prologue situates Avis in a hospital bed in 1984. The sur-
roundings combined with his anguish transport him to his great-
grandfather’s side as the latter listens to his uncle Obenabi in 1851.
At the beginning of Chapter 1, Obenabi, who also carries the name



Jacob Burr-net, is recounting the experiences of his thirty-second
year, events which occurred in 1826.

This volume of The Strait was essentially complete at the time of
Fredy’s death in 1985 but a few minor changes were appropriate. In
Chapter 9, I used Fredy’s outline to write some missing paragraphs.
A few inconsistancies remain, but I hope they are minor.

With some misgivings, I have added the chronological dates on
the right-hand pages. Although each page of Fredy’s manuscript
mentions the year in which the events occurred, I doubt that he
planned to include them when publishing the book. I feel they aid
the reader in situating the story so have retained them.

Fredy did intend to append a glossary, but the rudimentary one
provided here is mine, not his.

John Ricklefs designed the cover.

The photos are by Frank Jackson.

Lorraine Perlman March 1988

beards. Why do they thrive and multiply while we die and dwindle?
Because they’re not guided by our dreams. They scatter bones and
throw them into campfires. They know how to squeeze power over
the living out of the skins of the dead. But their power is not in the
animals or in earth. Their power is in axes and knives sharper than
stone, and in firesticks that kill at short and long distances. This is
the power that protects and guides me.

Scavengers who reap plague’s harvest have twisted his pit-
marked spirit. I say nothing; I walk, almost run away from my son.
In his understanding, it is not the earth-claimer and kin-devourer,
but earth and kin, who are monsters, and his killing missions
make him Wiske, the world-changer, the slayer of Digowin.

I paddle to the Isle of Rattlesnakes. There, among the trees be-
hind the sandy beach, I see the otter emerge from the strait and
walk toward me with a shell. The shell touches me. I fall to the
ground. When I rise I hear the songs I've sung all my life with
melodies and words I've never heard before.

When I return to the village, my son and his band have left to re-
fill their canoes with skins; none of the Strait’s youth accompanied
the band; none have pit-marked skins.

I rush to my daughter’s lodge; she has given birth to a son. I
take the baby in my arms, carry him to all the lodges, and invite
his grandparents, aunts and cousins to gather by the fires.

I place the baby on his back at the center of the council- ground,
arrange the masked dancers in circles within circles and sing the
melodies and words as the otter sang them, no longer repelled by
otter, shell or salt sea, for I suddenly know that the shell is not death,
that the otter’s message is beautiful, that the great water is the
source of all that emerged from it, not only of monsters reclaiming
life, but also of a dream that rose toward the sky.

Singing of the life that first emerged, I feel the water heaving
and retreating in my chest, rushing like rivers among my bones,
lodging like lakes in my flesh. I feel myself and the baby and the
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It is said that some of them hold contests at killing people with
their firesticks. When told we war only to avenge dead kin, they
laugh at us for calling petty feuds wars. Their bearded faces beam
when they’re near the skins of dead beaver, mink or marten. Those
are the things they war over. They kill the living and hoard the dead.
The more dead things they hoard, the more their power grows.

My son’s eyes gleam with pride, as if the powers he described
were his own.

Yet this boy who’d once helped track moose in midwinter winds
sits close to the fire wrapped in fur and shivers, coughs and drips.
I stay close to him after the other youth disperse. He’s somber and
irritable. He tells me: Father and I were returning by way of the
Morningland. We paused at a festival. The plague broke out. Bodies
lay on the ground writhing with pain. Certain men moved among
the dead and dying and stripped them of robes, pendants, belts.
I crawled to those men. I was alive! I helped them strip corpses.
I found a cache of furs in a lodge. The men gave me gifts. They
adopted me. They took me with them to Stadacona to deliver the
animal skins. I saw the bearded men who laugh when we talk of our
kinship with animals. I saw their faces beam when they sighted our
bundles of fur. They gave me shimmering knives and axes sharper
than stone.

I say to my son: Those who deny their kinship with animals
deny people as well. In our songs, the powers you praise are powers
of the devourer of life, the unquenchable Digowin.

He says: I sang our songs. I prepared to dream. I kept bones
intact. But I saw a whole village succumb even as they danced
and sang. My father whispered to animals, dreamed of them. He
always kept their bones intact. He was one of the first to perish af-
ter two days of indescribable pain. The animals didn’t protect him.
They mocked him. They betrayed him. I writhed helplessly along-
side him. But I crawled away from that field of corpses. I no longer
wanted to dream of animals. The power that devoured so much
life so quickly was greater. I understood this after I met the Long-
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Prologue

Early morning’s undone dream pulls me back to its activity, makes
waking seem death, gives reality a fearful aura.

"It’s time for your surgery, Mr. Avis,” says Madge May the nurse.
I’m here as object for treatment, there’s nothing to fear, nothing super-
natural; diagnosis and remedy are determined by procedures accessi-
ble to all, and what is each of us but a product at a different stage
of processing, transformed by labor into a more finished if not more
perfect product ?

Orderlies Gabe Godfroy and Bill Wells prepare the bed on wheels,
as Tom Williams the intern notes schedules and circumstances on his
pad, while elsewhere the various specialists- bookkeepers, administra-
tors, technicians, surgeons, nurses-are activated by the commander-
in-chief, Dr. Cass, like an army, like meshing gears of clockwork, with
an efficiency in stark contrast to my malfunctioning, inefficient bod-
ily organs, defying death and disease with Organization and Confi-
dence. Ifs impressive what they can do nowadays.

All I ever feared was failure to sell myself on the labor market,
and this fear was dispelled by qualifications acquired in school, expe-
rience in teamwork gained in military service, and finally the bene-
fits, good money and insurance earned in industry. My self-assurance
grew with my confidence in the solidity of my environment, in its un-
bounded power to capture unprocessed raw matter (whether rock or
tree or bodily organ, or a shy street kid like me, Robert Avis), define it
with a fixed concept that holds under all conditions, reduce its inessen-
tial qualities to mathematical entities in order at last to transform it
by technological processes into a product freed of its primal imperfec-
tions and shaped for insertion into the process that produced it.



Alongside my self-assurance grew a secret pride, not of a mere
impressed spectator, but of an active participant who had mastered a
machine anyone with drive can learn to handle, the pride of a product
and agent ofthe machine determining destiny.

Procedural indications following the diagnosis of my abdominal
discomfort strengthened my unshaken confidence in the organization
that encompasses occupational hazards as part ofthe original inten-
tion, removes a diseased colon as easily as birdsnests and trees from
the path of a highway, banishes death to the company of dragons
in the museum of curios. Someone with drive doesn’t succumb to na-
ture’s caprices.

My heart, weakened by the colon removal, was revived by an elec-
tric stimulator, a marketable replacement pump being unavailable as
yet.

A clean and efficient mechanical filter is an improvement on
the kidneys that followed my colon. As for my hair, driven out by
radiation-of what use was it?

So when the neurosurgeon told me there was something on my
brain and nothing could be done, I smiled right through him, piercing
him with my confidence. I've never actually worked as a buyer for a
firm, but with schooling and earning, I've been one all my life. When
I pay good money, lots of it, and hear, “Thafs the best we can do,” I
smile. "Come now, you can do better than that.”

I know people die, but people are poor, lack confidence, have no
drive, and can’t operate the machine.

The fear that grips me in my half-waking state is new to me; long-
repressed urges seem to be devouring my sense.

In response to surgeon’s assistant Bill Conner’s cold explanation
ofthe coming procedure, I grab the bedpost and curl my lip upward
like one suddenly gone rabid, like a paranoid protester. I behave as
if by waking I'd slip into a frightful dream, as if the long-familiar
staff people were bent on doing me ill, as if they were jailers bent only
on walling me in, as if they were teachers bent only on breaking my

never dies. But it burns for no one. No River- people ever council
or smoke around my fire; the nearest Tellegwi are in a bay beyond
the Long Lake on the other side of the Peninsula.

I go north with the hunter less and less frequently, preferring
to paddle alone to the small isle at the entrance to the Strait, where
I fish, or to the long isle across from Tiosa Rondion, where I grab
turkeys, or to the large isle downstream, where I gather fruits and
berries.

I most enjoy paddling to the beautiful Isle of Rattlesnakes where,
all alone under a full moon, I sing the songs Grandmother taught
me about my silvery-grey scaled ancestors during their first age;
or paddling to the Isle of White Trees at the very end of the Strait
where, dancing alone among the trees, I feel the joy of the foamlike
beings who flew up from water toward sky and slid back down
along the rainbow.

My pensive daughter watches a Tellegwi aunt dance to the
growing corn and listens to a Neshnabek aunt sing to herbs and
roots. My son wanders with his father in the northern forest; they
return with deermeat on their dog-drawn travois, sometimes with
bear. But the year the boy’s uncle prepares a dream lodge after the
snows melt, neither the boy nor the man returns.

Birds fly south, then north, then south again, but neither boy
nor man returns.

The son of the woman who keeps the third fire gives my daugh-
ter a pendant; she grows blind to one aunt’s dances, deaf to the
other’s songs, and accepts the gift.

Only then does her brother return, in a canoe laden with objects
that are not of this world, with a band of men whose skins are
gouged by deep pits.

My son avoids me. I find him hovering around the first fire, lis-
tening to stories about Wiske, giving the young narrators objects
from his canoe, and telling the youth of the longbearded men from
the salt sea who are raising stone lodges in all the Northern River’s
abandoned villages, from the mouth to Hochelaga.
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I did not answer the hunter’s songs, but continued to gather
Grandmother’s herbs and to accompany her to the spring doings
in Boweting. I stayed away from the somber and irritable refugees
from the east, and mingled with Kichigami Rootkin and with Penin-
sula cousins who burned three fires in Mishili- makina just south of
Boweting and in Bison Prairie at the opposite corner of the Penin-
sula by the wrist’s crease.

When Grandmother asked if I felt ready, I followed her into the
crowded medicine lodge. I fell to the ground when hit by the shell
thrown by the Oceanshore Rootwoman and rose again when she
sang; she was exactly as I had seen her in my dream.

Grandmother emerges from the lodge after me, gives me the
shell that hit me, bids me sit next to her as she unrolls her scrolls
and sings her songs, those of the four ages and those of the great
changes. When her songs are done, she rolls the scrolls, ties them,
and gives them to me.

A few days later  and the lodge women throw earth over Grand-
mother’s grave.

I wait for the doings to be over and seek out the Oceanshore
Rootwoman. I confess to her that my mind is on a young deer-
hunter, that 'm repelled by the medicine lodge, by her, by the ot-
ter and the shell and everything that comes from the salt sea, and
that I'm not a worthy keeper of Grandmother’s scrolls. I unroll the
scroll that shows the changes and migrations and I tell her Ilearned
only one thing: whatever comes westward from the ocean brings
desolation.

The old woman can’t see the scroll I hold before her. She tells
me to join the deerhunter and bear him children, to keep the scrolls,
to forget the medicine lodge until the shell and the otter visit my
dreams.

I return to the village by the beaverdam and answer the deer-
hunter’s song. I go with him to hunting lodges in the northern
forest. I bear him a son and a daughter. I replace Grandmother as
keeper of Tiosa Rondion’s second fire and I see to it that the flame
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spirit, as if they were police agents bent on capturing me, as if they
were demons bent on destroying me.

Guards McCloskey and Washington leer at me from the doorway.
My eyes insanely return the leer and then go wildly wandering in
search of fellow-feeling, kinship, solidarity, but find only the annoyed
expressions of salaried employees. Nurse Ann Kanish smooths my pil-
low and urges me resume my sleep.

Is it shock, drugs, early morning weakness, or the obstruction on
my brain that turn objective reality into a nightmare and flood my
mind with spectres, long-forgotten moments that played no part in
my development, instants when time stood still? I felt only a twinge
when I read about Ted Nasibu being killed by a car near the bridge;
the article called him a printer (rememberer, preserver); I'd known
him during the war as a thief. Yet now the twinge becomes a spasm,
and I feel myself running alongside Ted and my cousin Tissie on the
riverbank below the bridge toward Grandfather Avis dipping his fish-
line into the water of the strait, a fish skeleton, arrowhead and bundle
neatly arranged on the concrete beside him.

Now we’re walking up the embankment with a bucketful of fish
to the brick and shingle rowhouse of Brenda Avis nee Dupre, my and
Tissie’s grandmother. I pretend to be listening to the old woman, but
I'm savoring the smell of frying fish, glancing at the floorplan of a
slaveship on the kitchen wall, fingering a copper pendant she hands
me. "Get yourself ready, Robert,” she says, singling me out to accom-
pany her to a gathering of dee pees in a house on the boulevard, where
in a huge plain room I’'m surrounded by chanting and gesticulating
skeletons.

The chant cuts like a peeling knife through my identities as patient,
technician, veteran, student, removing successive masks as so many
layers of an onion, leaving no core, only a weak voice which, when it
joins the chanters, causes the room’s plain walls to turn into barbed
fence of Treblinka surrounded by endless stretches of cotton fuzz of
Louisiana bordered by oak openings on Michigan’s lower peninsula.



Three songs, each with distinct melodies and rhythms, at first clash
dissonantly, then companion each other in counterpoint, finally fuse
in a harmony of sound that like a tidal wave upsets the dikes set up
against this very flood, overwhelming the years of schooling, service
and labor, lifting the singers beyond range of the obscene shouts of
uniformed Virginians removing forest dwellers, of whiparmed over-
seers abusing field workers, of swastikad guards harassing the expro-
priated.

My urge to remain myself, to regain wakeful sanity, fights my de-
sire to plunge yet further into dream’s or death’s illusory light, but
my will is limp, all fixity is gone. I run from waking rather than from
sleep, sensing myself not as responsible law-abiding Robert Avis, but
as thief Nasibu before the fatal blow rushing from the bridge; as ema-
ciated Treblinkan before the fatal roundup rushing to festivities in
a tree-surrounded Polish village; as Grandfather Avis’s grandmother
before the fatal kidnapping, moving ecstatically to drumbeats by the
shore of a bluegreen lake in Westafrica; as Grandmother Brenda’s fa-
ther Robert Dupre escaping from the anguish of a decomposing village
to lean on a tree by the riverbank (perhaps on the very spot where Ted
was killed), long before there was a bridge across the Strait.

A needle in my vein rouses me to leer at the whitefrocked figures
writhing on white walls oftile, cement and plastic, but the smooth sur-
faces quickly change into familiar walls of apartments, locker rooms,
barracks, schoolrooms, and then crease and shrivel, until I'm sur-
rounded by walls of plain, cracked, poorly fitted wooden boards, while
the figures are metamorphosed into a museum of period costumes,
some in tuxedos dangling their watch chains, others in wool, at least
one clad in animal skins and moccasins, all swearing like ruffians,
but some with pistols in their waists.

I finger the pendant suspended from my neck, my free hand clasps
a column which I experience as living tree and indispensable support,
my eyes wander from face to face, pausing at the pimp responsible for
my arrest, and resting at a blanket- wrapped old man who clutches a
bundle; soon I'm beside him, entranced by his chant....
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folk and Rootkin along the banks of the Northern River, but the
strange islands had already entered the river’s mouth, their sorcery
had already attacked Neshnabek and Talamatun villagers.

People who had never seen the sea monsters lay writhing on
the ground, their skins swelled, blistered and oozed; the healthiest
felt the greatest pain and died first; in a longlodge of thirty people,
two survived: a grandmother and a baby.

The villages along both banks of the Northern River became
desolate. At the beautiful hill village of Stadacona, numerous men
from the sea spat fire at the few surviving Turtlefolk, and then swal-
lowed the yellow corn and the squashes and beans of their mangled
victims’ lush fields.

Survivors fled into the woodlands by the Eastern River; others
fled westward, but the sorcery flew ahead of them faster than ca-
noes.

No sea monsters had reached the island village of Hochelaga,
yet it was a burial ground. Its lodges held unburied corpses of
Turtlefolk, Rootkin and newly adopted refugees. The few who
survived were tormented by blisters which crusted, itched and
pained; when the crusts fell off, the skin stayed marked by pits.
Many marked survivors accompanied Rootkin to the Bay of
Rolling White Sands in the northern Morningland, and a few even
to the Boweting cataract and the shores of Kichigami.

The year of my first bleeding I accompanied Grandmother to the
spring doings at Boweting. The refugees from the east who hovered
around the medicine lodge repelled me. Some had swollen tongues
and distrusted people, animals and earth; some had no memory of
kin; some had swollen eyes and were vengeful, gloomy, indifferent
to everything.

In Tiosa Rondion, a young and healthy deerhunter began to give
me songs. I longed to go with him to a hunting lodge in the north-
ern forest. But the Oceanshore Rootwoman visited my dream: she
was short and old, her sightless eyes and her tongue were swelled,
her skin was broken by pits.
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them, only to succumb to fatal tortures sent after them by the mon-
sters’ ghosts.

Survivors carried the bones of their dead kin to the Beautiful
River, raised a mound over them, and while they built and chanted,
they became delirious and chilled, their groins swelled and turned
dark, they disgorged a black poison. In a few days the half-raised
mound was surrounded by corpses; the dead had swallowed the
living.

Southbranch Rootkin who visited Tiosa Rondion said all the
mound villages of the Muskingum, Scioto, Omaumek and Wabash
valleys were abandoned.

The few surviving Riverpeople had taken the bones of their kin
to the village of Cahokia on the Long River, where surviving Tel-
legwi from every quarter congregated for their last bone festival,
raised a great mound, buried large gifts, pleaded with the dead to
spare the living, but all to no avail.

When the plague broke out in Cahokia, many fled to western
plains and mountains, determined to forget bone festivals, river
villages, mounds, ancestors, as well as their last mound- building
kin who perished while raising the greatest of all their mounds.

The bone festival ceased to be celebrated in Boweting. After
Grandfather’s death, Grandmother became keeper of the second
fire in Tiosa Rondion, and she went to the Boweting fish feast ev-
ery spring to take part in the doings of the medicine lodge.

The year of my birth a second messenger from the east arrived
in Boweting and sang of islands that floated from the sunrise and
collided with the land, of manlike beings wearing glistening knives
who came off the islands spitting fire, of a fever that attacked all
Eastbranch Rootkin who had contact with those beings: hearts
raced, skins bled and turned yellow; suddenly the fever retreated,
only to return more violently; people vomited blood and then
black sand.

Of every ten Rootkin in the coastal villages, only one survived.
Some of the survivors sought refuge in the joint villages of Turtle-
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Chapter 1. Obenabi

Journey to the Beginning

It was fear of the manhunters who killed my uncle Topinbi that
roused me to travel on the path toward the morning sun from, the
Bison Prairie on the long lake to the beaverlodge village on the
strait.

Though companioned by a horse weighed down by dead leavers,
like Topinbi used to go, I did not follow the trail in Hemrch of ob-
jects but of knowledge. I went as a scout, to learn if t he angry
sun would continue to warm the lodges of his grandchildren in the
Bison Prairie. As I went further east, the wide trail, its bushes re-
moved, its trees felled, was like a scar gouged by some unfeeling
beast that destroys all life on its path. I thought that by scouting
I could learn why such a powerful creature insists on following
paths of deer and of Rootkin who did not scar the forest.

The sight of so many beings deprived of life for no reason filled
me with sorrow, and at a crossing with a familiar deer trail I strayed
from the wide path and guided my horse northward toward a lake
once far removed from the paths of unfeeling Invaders, where deer
play among sparse trees on green ground that surrounds water as
still and blue as the sky.

The moment I saw the great tree that had witnessed my love
fifteen springs earlier, all the pain flowed from my heart, all the
sorrow from my mind. I let the horse roam, sat near the root of the
tree, took a lock of black hair from my bundle, and sang.

For two days my voice roamed over the water between the
grassy shores singing of birds who returned when the snows
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melted and the trees birthed new leaves, singing of Rootkin who
had wandered here from the land of ice and would wander no
further, singing of Udatonte who took winter’s cold from me by
guiding me to the spring warmth of this tree.

And as I sang my body filled with joy, my limbs grew as light as
the limbs of a weightless deer hopping among the trees, a deer run-
ning to the grassy shore to lap the lake’s blue water, suddenly star-
tled by the reflection of another deer lapping beside him, startled
by Udatonte alongside me in the shape of a young deer nudging
my side with her nose, singing me her dreams by touch. My mind,
very far from the dead beings along the widened path, suddenly
knew it was not a deer, nor any living being, that was nudging my
side.

The barrel-end of a rifle was pressed into my arm. The man who
pointed it held my horse’s reins in his other hand.

Tears came to my eyes, not so much from fear as from deep
sorrow, for the coming of this man put an abrupt end to all the
beauty, love, joy. I sensed the question on the lips of the birds, of
the trees, even of the water and the grass: Why, in the midst of this
green where all forms of newborn life trustingly wrapped them-
selves with air’s warmth and joyfully absorbed earth’s moisture,
why was this smirking creature with his killing-stick here at all?

But the question stayed mute, as if it were not he who had to
answer but we, as if the birds, trees, lake, grass and I existed only
on the suffrance of this man, as if the sun could warm the living
only with his consent, as if the great mystery had come to depend
on one’s distance from the end of his killing-stick.

”Git up off the grass,” he ordered, pointing the rifle at my heart
as I rose shaking like a leaf in the wind, with a fear I had not felt
since my separation from Udatonte.

What I had learned from uncle Topinbi’s death was being con-
firmed: in the vicinity of such a person, all life became a hunted an-
imal. "I’ll pay for whatever harm my horse done,” I offered weakly,
knowing that he, without a trace of greatness or valor, without
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the shores of Kichigami and recovered the kinship, the beauty and
the abundance they had lost in their wanderings.

Carefully rolling and tying the first, Grandmother unrolls a sec-
ond, newer scroll, with lines and ovals and the outline of a hand
in the center. I recognize the paths from oceanshore to sunset. She
chants in a mournful wail as she guides my eyes from the shell-like
shapes by the sunrise edge toward the turtle- and bear-like shapes
along the river and the lakes.

She sings of the time of her first fish feast at Boweting, when
an oceanshore Rootwoman brought shells from the sea and a mes-
sage from the otter: great whales had come from the sunrise to the
shores of the island beyond the mouth of the Northern River and
had swallowed the island’s people, chipmunks, squirrels and rab-
bits.

Tears come to Grandmother’s eyes as her finger follows a line
along the bottom of the scroll, pausing at spots where black wings
of carrion birds hover over skulls, each spot designating a Tellegwi
mound village on the Beautiful River, where Grandfather’s peo-
ple witnessed more deaths than when the white serpents had de-
scended from the north.

She sings of the time of my mother’s birth in Tiosa Rondion,
when Grandfather went to the last bone festival on the Beautiful
River and never returned, when Tellegwi from every quarter ar-
rived with the bones of their kin and wailed of deaths so numer-
ous that even the carrion birds were repelled: Tellegwi from the
oceanshore chanted of whales that disgorged short- statured man-
like creatures with covered bodies and the pallor of death on their
faces; every direction in which the faces turned, healthy men and
women grew feverish, red spots appeared on chests and stomachs,
blood ran from every orifice, bodies became wasted.

Tellegwi from the south chanted of giant dogs with men’s heads
that spat fire and killed all people and animals in their path. Angry
villagers danced and sang, then ambushed the monsters and killed
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How did I get here? There’s a packet of fishbones in the bundle
beside me. I faintly remember having been under the water. Did I
climb out by the tree’s roots?

I feel light, as if I were floating; I find myself sitting on a bed
of down. I remember falling asleep on a raven’s back. Was it she
who just flew off? Raising a feather toward my eyes, I can see its
outline, but not the hand that holds it.

Feather and bundle are here. But I'm not here. Yet I'm able to
put the feather into the bundle. It’s as if I were a dream without a
mind or a body.

I hear the swish of a paddle in the water. A figure approaches
through the fog, each hand extending something. I reach out; my
left hand grasps a shell, a small ocean shell; my right tightens its
grip on a mask with a face as wrinkled as the shell’s.

I lift the mask to where my face should be. ’'m suddenly else-
where. I'm the person whose mask I wear.

The mask is smooth now, I have a young woman’s body. The
afternoon sun is in my eyes, but I cast no shadow.

I faintly remember having emerged from a place under the
ground, or from a cave, or a womb.

Looking behind me I remember I've just come out of the long
medicine lodge. An ancient woman, my grandmother, emerges af-
ter me, her hand extending something. It’s a shell.

She bids me sit next to her, unrolls a disintegrating scroll which
depicts four aligned circles in a long rectangular enclosure, like the
lodge I've just been through, and pointing to a tiny shell-like form
at the western edge of the rectangle, she starts to sing.

She sings of the love-play of sun and moon that roused a
dream to rise from ocean’s floor. Moving her finger from the shell
to shapes inside the circles, she sings of the time when the first
people feasted endlessly on earth’s sumptuous fruits and sky’s
sweet nectar, of the time of the separation from kin, of the journey
to the land of ice, and of the fourth age when the people reached
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even a show of excellence, but simply by moving a finger, could
take all the money, the furs and the horse.

"What do they call ye, Yaller-face-in-the-sky?” he spat, laugh-
ing.

“Burr-net,” I answered, pronouncing carefully. “Jacob liurr-net.”

“Barnets of Noo Jersey?” he asked, and lowered the rifle when
I nodded. ”You rangers gonna have your heads blown off I rcm-
passing on property looking like redskins.” He dropped my horse’s
reins and walked quickly toward the forest.

I'silently thanked Wimego my father for giving me this Hncond
life, and pulled cloth pants and a cotton shirt from the I’'nr stack,
masking myself before proceeding toward the beaver village.

Long before my path reached ancient Shutaha’s trail, I was
greeted by axe-marked stumps, mortally wounded trees, di’'l
ritus-surrounded camp spots. When I heard piercing shouts in the
language of Scabeaters and their Scalper kin, I quick- nnod my
pace, circling the outskirts of the village of dams hu ill on land, at
last reaching the woods behind the great lodge I Iml, stands on
the graves of our ancestors and pausing among It«m’h to watch
children playing.

My tired horse’s neigh betrayed my presence to a silk-clad
youngster playing scout who shouted, "Look, it’s chief Topi nn-bee
with the fur shipment!”

Four girls, three in dresses and one in deerskin, ran toward me
after the boy. "Mais ce n’est pas Topinbi, ce doit etre 'oncle Jacques,”
exclaimed a tall, thin girl with eyes as green and hair as yellow as
my sister’s.

Whereupon the youngest girl danced around the boy Minting,
as if to reproach him, ”It’s not Topinbi but uncle Jack,” a refrain the
boy interspersed with, "But I'm the one who saw liih pack.”

"Besides, he’s not your uncle,” the boy declared as he leapt out.
of the circle, ”and he’s Ben, like me, not Jack”

“Bienvenue,” said the tall girl smiling, walking toward me ex-
tending her hand. "Je suis ta niece Marti et voici ma soeur Molly”
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The boy was judge Jay-may’s son Benji-may, Marti explained;
the youngest girl was not the boy’s sister but his niece, Margit’s
granddaughter Marianne Brooks, and the black-braided girl in
deerskin who studied me from her post between two trees was
Mendideti from Karontaen, “mais ici on I’appelle Anne; elle est
notre preceptrice”

Mendideti glared with burning eyes at the fur load on the horse
and chanted, in Udatonte’s tongue, "They say Obenabi the son of
Nanikibi does not swim in the blood of his beaverkin”

I tried to keep my eyes fixed on hers, but shame forced mine
toward the braid of wavy hair and then toward the ground— shame
of what she saw, of all I was impersonating.

My thoughts were drowned by the voices of Benji-may and
Marianne who raced each other toward the great lodge shouting,
“Father, Maman! It’s uncle Ben avec les fourrures du parque aux
vaches!”

Soon aunt Margft was embracing me, "Bienvenue, Jacques, mais
quelle surprise!” Tears flowing, all her emotions worn externally
like clothes.

A younger woman, undoubtedly Greta-may Brooks, ran behind
Margft, avoided glancing at me, grabbed Marianne by the hand and
hastily disappeared.

As Imoved hesitantly toward the back entrance, judge Jay-may
shouted for someone to take charge of the horse and its load, then
patted me on the back and called me prodigal son, his eyes shifting
between me and the peltry.

At last Wabnokwe emerged, thin, frail, unchanged but for the
hint of grey further lightening her yellow hair. ”I thank the ris-
ing sun—" she began in the tongue of our Rootkin, but speaking it
nasally, like the habitants, and then she too threw her arms around
me and wept, "Mon petit frere” I sensed she already knew why I
had come.

I explained to Wabnokwe that I would feast and sleep only af-
ter smoking and counciling with my kin of the Strait. W alking
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Their bison-horned cousin asks the boy: And who leads you?
Grandmother or the sly embroiler? I’'ve seen you place bea- ver-
teeth and hawkfeathers on the rock by the split tree you think no
one recognizes, one trunk leaning over water, the other over land
like a giant hare’s ears.

When the snows melt, the three leave Tiosa Rondion and go
sharpen their own ways, the boy accompanying his uncle to the
fish feast at Boweting, the girl accompanying her father to the
strawberry festival in Morningland, their cousin accompanying his
mother to the festival on the Beautiful River where Tellegwi from
every quarter merge the bones of their dead in a common grave
under a rising mound that bonds the descendants in renewed kin-
ship.

Disputes resume the moment the three return, and continue
through the meal of squash in maple syrup, deermeat with corn,
bison chunks in bean sauce. The disputants pause when the girl
fills a pipe and passes it to her cousin, when tobacco fragments
reunited by a flame emerge from the bowl as smoke and rise to
the sky like the bubbles of longing that once pulled upward from
ocean’s floor.

We're still learning each other’s ways and songs, and embel-
lishing our own, when canoes arrive from the north and, with an
urgency we’ve sensed once before, invite us, not only to a fish feast,
but also to the first bone festival held by Neshnabek.

At Boweting we hear of great whales swimming to earth
from where the sun rises in the salt sea. We hear this, not from a
protection-offering long-eared hare, but from a tall Rootwoman
covered by an otterskin robe decorated with oceanshells.

Many of us start to shake; cold sweat drips down our faces.

Something of vast importance is about to slip out of my grasp.
I reach out to hold on—but it’s already too late. There’s a flapping
of wings.

I wake leaning against a roundish rock by a split tree at water’s
edge; the night is moonless; fog licks the water of the strait.
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Wiske’s eyes look to the sky, as if inviting the clouds to strike us
with lightning and to drown us, but when several women approach
him with sticks in their hands, he slinks away toward the forest.

The clouds suddenly release a torrential storm, and through the
lightning and thunder the women shout: Go to a land of ice, or of
rampant floods, or of sand where no rain falls, no rice grows, no
sap oozes. There find nephews who need your gifts!

After the storm, peace parties set out in four directions. But by
the time the peacemakers reach their destinations, the whole world
is changed.

Most Talamatun are heading toward the sunrise, many Tellegwi
toward sunset. Some are joining each other in villages north of the
Beautiful River.

Rootkin who joined with Tellegwi are moving to valleys south
of the river; those who joined with Talamatun are heading toward
sunrise and the salt sea.

When we return to our encampment, we find Talamatun lodged
in the Morningland across the strait; they name the strait’s shores
Karontaen.

Tiosa Rondion, place of the beaverdams, is the name the
Turtlefolk give our village. It is no longer a mere camp. We, the
beaverchildren, peacemakers of northern speech and southern
ways, maintain three ever-living fires on the triangular council-
ground of Tiosa Rondion. Around these fires we sing and council
with Rootkin, Riverpeople and Turtlefolk from the four directions
of the circle surrounding the hand in the lakes.

Our main disputes are with each other, and on cold winter
nights these never end. A youth who returns from a deerhunt
ridicules his sister for running naked in a newly planted field.

The girl retorts: I'm not like those who fool earth by eating the
flesh and giving her the bones, nor those who fool the sky by burn-
ing the tobacco and giving him the smoke.

Who leads you to it, your own dream or your grandmother’s?
the boy taunts.
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away from the afternoon sun toward the riverbank, I was struck
by a sound and sight more hideous than all the stumps and injured
trees. An ominous screech filled the air and smoke blackened the
sky as if the Strait’s water were boiling and rising in grey steam, its
banks shrieking from pain. Looking past intervening trees toward
the water, my eyes saw something my mind rejected: an island was
floating in the strait, moving upstream, cinders and smoke emerg-
ing from its tallest lodge.

So intrusive, so unnatural a sight can be described only with the
habitants’ word barbare. Yeti felt it was I who was out of place and,
reflecting on my earlier shame, I wondered if it was shame over my
being here at all, or shame over my feeling out of place on ground
where my grandmothers lay buried.

Wabnokwe and Jim-may led me to the house and restored my
calm by making the wondrous sounds emerge from their music in-
struments. When the music ended, the councilroom of the great
lodge was crowded with kin I hadn’t seen for eleven springs. Sev-
eral of the May children were in the circle: of course playful young
Benji-may, his slightly older sister Carrie-may, who seemed to wish
she were elsewhere, and young Jim-may, a physical replica of his
father, but with pensive eyes.

Cousins Beth Lion, Lisa Will-yams and Liket Kampo sat next
to each other and whispered, as inseparable as they had been. The
former fourth comer of their world, aunt Monfk unaccompanied by
her husband Kuyerye, sat alongside and whispered with the other
three. Aunt Margit’s twin Jozet sat next to her husband Wit-nags
across the circle from me.

I prepared a pipe and aimed the smoke toward the opening be-
hind me and carried the pipe to Wit-nags, who passed it directly
to Jay-may. The pipestem had barely reached the judge’s mouth
when Wit-nags burst with impatience. "We already know all about
your uncle’s death, if that’s what you’re hiding behind this smoke-
screen.
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Mumbling to aunt Monik, "La democratic de tes beaux- freres
est une tyrannie,” Liket rose, ready to leave

Angry eyes of Monlk and Margit sought their sister’s, until
at last Jozet whispered to Wit-nags, "Mais tais-toi, mon vieux, et
laisse-le fumer et parler, puisqu’il est venu jusqu’ici” Liket sat
down, and all eyes turned to me.

I thanked the life-giving powers for preserving so many of my
kin for this gathering. While Wabnokwe was translating for Wit-
nags’ and Jay-may’s benefit, Wit-nags shouted, "You’re wasting
our time, Burr-net. Come to the point! And speak American. We
all know you’re as conversant with it as your sister”

Jay-may then told Wabnokwe, "If your kinsman insists on using
his own language, please refrain from translating until he starts
talking sense.”

I'went on to describe the circumstances of uncle Topinbi’s death,
just as cousin Shando had narrated them: the nightlong torture, the
fatal weakness, the final fall.

Although Wabnokwe, on the verge of tears gave an abbrevi-
ated summary of my account, Wit-nags interrupted before she was
done, and furiously asked me, "Who told you this fairy tale, Burr-
net? Chief To-pin-a-bee’s ghost? We learned the facts from people
who saw, with their own eyes, how and why the chief died. He died
because he fell off his horse. He fell because he was too drunk to
ride”

Aunt Margit, visibly irritated, said quietly to her husband, "Mais
Shando etait avec Topinbi!”

It was Wit-nags who answered, "Is Burr-net setting drunkard
Shando’s veracity above a surveying crew’s?”

Wabnokwe, biting her lip from frustration, urged me to disre-
gard the intrusions.

I told her I had not come as the voice of our Bison Prairie kin,
but only as a scout; that our kin were not of one voice; some were
already preparing paint; others wanted the killers turned over to
Topinbi’s village, still others insisted not only that the killers be
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Our guest accompanies us to the north, fearful that something
terrible happened to his kin.

At the council, a one-armed warrior speaks of Wiske’s second
and larger caravan of armed nephews: Finding no camps on the
Long River, we paddled up the Beautiful River and attacked vil-
lages with and without mounds. At first the besieged took their
revenge by turning on each other. But when they began to make
common cause with each other and against us, Wiske fled. The rest
of us appeased our pursuers by offering protection from the mon-
ster Digowin, some to one camp, some to the other. Now all are
suspicious of Neshnabek; every village sings of war;

On hearing this, we send a peace party toward sunset in search
of the strangers. After a long absence, the peacemakers bands of
fratricidal manhunters roam the woods and indiscriminately attack
bison hunters, deerhunters, travelers, even vision seekers. Rumors
grow ever more terrifying. Each village thinks its mortal enemy
lodges in the village at two removes. Yet I return home only to find
our uncle recruiting still another armed caravan!

A newly painted youth rises and asks indignantly: Where
would we be without our uncle’s guidance, his gifts, his protection
from Digowin, his striving . . .

Before the youth is done, an old Rootwoman pulls Wiske into
the circle by the ear and asks: What guidance? What gifts? What
protection? Was it this hare or our great-grandmother who pulled
a dead bison from a rockslide and placed a sharp rock in her son’s
hand; who saw lightning strike dead brushwood and ever after kept
a firestick; who followed a duck to where rice grows, a bee to where
sap oozes, a bear to where berries ripen; who heard from a sturgeon
about the canoe and went with a whitefish to find the red rock?
What’s this one’s gift but to turn our youth into hollow reeds filled
with his wind? Who is the Digowin we need protection from if not
this boaster?
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The strangers’ discernment was no greater than Wiske’s, for
they hastily revenged themselves on the Neshnabek by attacking
a band of Tellegwi bison hunters. return with a strange youth who
tells us, in broken Rootspeech aided by signs, that his kin are not
monsters, man-eaters or serpents; on the contrary: We fled from
a land far to the south where stone giants, man-eaters and great-
horned serpents pur- sued us.

The stranger learns to dispute with us more quickly than he
learns our speech, and when he hears our account of the first
Wiske’s victory over Digowin, he protests: Wiske did not slay t he
great turtle, since earth still rests on the turtle’s back.

Laughing, we name him Turtleperson, Talamatun, somewhat
unfairly, since Neshnabek trace their descent to the turtle?,
whereas the stranger claims to descend from a woman who Ml
from the sky, for whose sake a beaver and a muskrat nearly hurst
their lungs diving to the bottom of the sea for earth to place on
the turtle’s back.

The youth tells us: When your Wiske attacked us, we thought
the man-eaters were after us again, so we broke camp and crossed
the Long River on rafts and logs. But the closer we got to the
sunrise, the more our scouts spoke of the things we feared, of
earthen giants, of horned serpents, of spear-armed men whose
very tongue resembled the tongue of our old pur- suers. When
your party reached us, we were relieved to learn our attacker
was a mere hare, and we stretched our memories to catch every
familiar word spoken by the Riverwoman among the peacemakers,
our tongues being anciently related. We were enraptured by your
kinswoman’s description of a vast woodland with beaver and deer,
and without bison to trample our cornfields.

We expect the Talamatun’s numerous kin to arrive any day
from their sunset camps, but canoes of deerhunters from the north
arrive instead and invite us to a great fish feast at the cataract of
Boweting.
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brought to justice by those who engaged them, but also that tor-
turers and manhunters, if they had to be nurtured, be encouraged
and guided to practice their arts among each other and not among
our kin. Our girls were no longer sent to the forest to fast. Our
boys go to fasting lodges without being told that their isolation is
continually protected by armed scouts.

I then said that Shando was preparing to accompany a man in
search of a land beyond the Long River far from the settlements
of the Invaders, and that I had come to the Strait to learn if my
sister and cousins could dream of accompanying their western kin
to such a land if it were found.

My last statements hit the gathering like a sudden thunder-
storm.

“Quelle horreur!” said Liket.

”Mais tu es fou, mon frere!” Wabnokwe exclaimed.

Aunt Monik and even aunt Jozet glared at me with indignant
disbelief.

We're like hunted animals; we cannot live in constant fear,
I tried to explain, but was cut short by Mendideti, whose near-
whisper in Udatonte’s tongue was like wind shaking fall leaves.
”It is said the earth and sun gave your grandfather strength, rain
quenched his thirst, and the great trees protected him. Yet you
speak of wandering to prairies and plains with little rain and few
trees. You speak of a land with few rivers and no lakes for your
canoes. Once there, will you give chase to the bison hunters who
live there as you’re being chased? Whose protection will you seek
when Invaders follow you across the Long River?”

The unanswerable questions posed in Udatonte’s musical
tongue made me see myself as I was seen, and I was horrified. "La
fille a raison,” Lisa said, admonishing me.

Liket said, "La belle presqu’fle privee de ses arbres, de ses ani-
maux, et maintenant de ses gens—c’est 'enfer!”

Aunt Margit was in tears, as was my sister. My head felt like a
rattle, empty yet banging.
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Cousin Beth, ready as ever to give all of herself to the unshel-
tered, took it on herself to defend me. "Nous n’avons pas le droit de
le juger. Mendideti connait I’horreur, mais nous n’en sommes pas
les victimes. Qui sommes-nous sinon les institu- trices, les femmes,
les servantes des envahisseurs?”

At this point Jay-may apparently guessed the subject of our
discussion. Do I understand that your brother wants this matter
brought before the headman?”

Wabnokwe answered, “The way a hunted animal would wish to
reason with his hunter”

Wit-nags responded with, ”If he wants government protection,
is he willing to talk about relocating to premises where such pro-
tection is feasible?”

Jay-may said, "He made some reference to that preacher’s New
Caynin across the Long River”

”If you’d said this in English, it would have been the most sen-
sible thing you’d ever said,” Wit-nags said to me. To the judge he
added, *That preacher is doing God’s work out there” Mendideti
extended her arms winglike. *The carrion birds have sighted raw
flesh” All but two smiled.

Jay-may rose as if to strike her. "T'll not have that heathen cast-
ing spells at my expense!”

Benji-may, Molly and Marti pulled Mendideti outside. Margit
kept the judge from following. Wabnokwe told Jay-may, "My
brother is here to see that our uncle’s murderers are brought to
justice”

”We would all like to see justice done,” Jay-may said. "But let me
be blunt. The official report of your uncle’s death was submitted by
several people of substance. Does your brother wish to challenge
this report in court with a story he heard from a certain Monsieur
Shandone?”

Aunt Margit pleaded, "Mais tu es insupportable! Shando est
mon neveu!”
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Wiske says: If the Tellegwi were cousins of the Neshnabek, they
would have had to devise the spear, flee over the land of ice, and ar-
rive in Kichigami before us, all without the hare’s guidance. That’s
unthinkable. You are Digowin.

The bride responds: Cousins or not, our grandmothers were
camped on the Beautiful River before there were any Neshnabek,
when a mountain-sized white serpent descended from the north
and swallowed people, animals, trees and land. No Wiske stopped
the serpent, and we had to flee to the south, where we acquired the
seed-scattering powers of the wind. When we returned the serpent
retreated, for which we thank him whenever we give our seeds to
earth.

By the time we reach our Rootkin’s shore, Wiske, like the rest
of us, wears a bison’s head and robe, emits smoke from a pipe, and
waves a spear.

Our surprised kin don’t greet us with welcoming laughter. They
shower us with arrows and come after us in swift canoes. We flee
more quickly than we fled from the Tellegwi.

Wiske removes his bison coverings and swims toward our kin
shouting obscenities. The rest of us paddle without pause to a spot
halfway between hostile kin, a place on the palm, by the thumb
and wrist, by a beaverpond next to a strait.

Our new kinswomen give birth to daughters and a son.

Before long, bison hunters from the Beautiful River as well as
deerhunters from the north hear us learning each other’s songs,
approach our camp, and at last smoke with us. From the visitors
we learn that Wiske, having vowed to defeat Digowin for the
second time, led a caravan of armed nephews, not through the
strait to where Tellegwi warriors waited, but toward the sunset
and down a long river. They found a camp of strangers and
promptly attacked, convinced that the strangers were Tellegwi,
even though their lodges stood on ground and not on mounds,
men wore no bison heads, youth carried bows and not spears.
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to our arrows. He even speaks to the wind and the rain. When I
begged for his powers, the hare vanished.

Emboldened by his dream, we name our uncle Wiske and follow
him, by the light of the full moon, toward the source of the tracks
made by people who are not Neshnabek. We come to a brushless
field cleared neither by storm nor by fire, then to a camp of round,
breast-shaped mounds surrounded by a mud embankment. Climb-
ing a hill, we reach a gathering more numerous than several camps
ofNeshnabek.

Homed men leaning on spears suck reeds attached to bowls and
emit smoke. Women wearing bison robes dance, wail and shout in-
comprehensible sounds. At the center of all is a monstrous serpent
with several coils and gapingjaws.

Tellegwi, one of us whispers, naming the strangers Serpents. All
at once a naked girl runs up the hill, past horned men, past wail-
ing women, straight into the serpent’s jaws. We notice three other
naked girls dancing in the field below the hill. Rushing down, we
ambush each in turn as she begins to run uphill, and we carry them
to the river’s shore, far from the serpent’s jaws. Wiske promptly
impregnates all three virgins with his large member.

Only the forethought of a nephew who had brought the canoes
from their hiding places saves Wiske’s member from being cut to
pieces by the spears of pursuing homed men.

On our return journey Wiske alternately boasts of our exploit
as a second victory over Digowin, and vows to return with a canoe
caravan of armed nephews to achieve such a victory. He says the
Tellegwi, even the three brides, are not people but embodiments
of Digowin, whose spirit abandoned our parent’s body just before
our deed, and came here to wait for our coming.

The journey is long. We stray from our path to seek bison for the
strange women. One of them learns to speak, and even to dispute
with Wiske: We have flesh from earth, life from the sun and blood
from the sky, like you.
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“Your relative Shando is not a stranger to the court, having been
convicted . . Jay-may spoke on.

But I rose from the circle, suffocating. The air was like the grey
smoke I had seen over the strait, the voices merged into a deafening
din above which I heard Udatonte’s musical voice like a distant
hum. I stumbled toward clear air, to a spot overlooking the now
calm river. The sun had set behind the great lodge. I longed to be
with the children playing among the trees separating me from the
water.

In the darkening light the children appeared to be reenacting
the scene inside: Benji-may was sitting uncomfortably, like his fa-
ther, while Mendideti, her arms extended, sang of greedy vultures
circling high above their prey. Benji-may rose, stick in hand, freed
himself from Marti’s restraining grasp, and rushed toward Men-
dideti.

The two girls hid behind trees, and when Benji-may stopped to
look, he was caught in an ambush. Now it was Marti who rushed
toward him, nearly exposing herself to a blow from his stick, when
Mendideti leapt from behind a bush and downed him, sending the
stick flying. Marti held the boy’s feet, Mendideti his shoulders, as
they carried him to a spot behind two trees.

The boy’s free hand flailed violently in the air until it embed-
ded itself in the long braid, loosening a curtain of black hair while
Mendideti struggled to tear off his shirt and tie up his hands with it.
All T could see through the narrow opening between the two trees
was the boy’s heaving chest and the black hair above it, his legs,
presumably still held by Marti, being hidden from me by the tree
on the right, his head by the tree on the left, so that the boy’s body
appeared like a convulsing, beheaded torso.

As the curtain of hair descended toward the torso like a sheet of
black rain, a high-pitched, sad voice rose above the treetops with
the song of a girl celebrating the return of her sister’s beloved while
mourning the absence of her own young love among the victors.
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My head, no longer a rattle but more like a bucket heavy with
tree sap, fell back to rest on the tree trunk behind me. In the moon-
less dark, I could barely distinguish the human figures from the in-
tervening bushes shaking in the wind, yet still I raised sleep-heavy
lids and kept my eyes fixed on the torso, for Thad become entranced
by the game and intoxicated by the melody. The hair hung over the
boy’s chest like drooping branches of a willow or like the rounded
poles of a circular lodge suspended above sleepers.

The song, though now only a hum barely audible above the rus-
tle of shaking bushes, nevertheless drowned out the noises that had
come from the lodge behind me, the continual comings and goings,
the multi-lingual shouting.

Suddenly even the hum ceased, the chest stopped heaving, no
wind shook the bushes, the world was perfectly still.

A gentle breeze from the west shakes the bush before me ever
so slightly, turning the black hair beyond it into shimmering drops
of rain that fall along intermittent strands, encircling the headless
torso like transparent walls of a circular black tent.

While all else stays motionless and silent, the black tent slowly
descends until the ends of the strands touch the region near the
torso’s neck; here the tent begins to sweep along the torso’s length,
hovering above the heart before proceeding toward the navel, stop-
ping, returning toward the heart and neck only to resume the first
course yet again, stroking the torso rhythmically like a curtain of
rain caressing a newly planted field, like waves of ocean water
sweeping over sand and then receding, like flocks of birds flying
southward in fall and in spring returning.

Now the torso’s heaving resumes, no longer resisting but re-
sponding, its rises and falls converging with the rhythm of the
waves stroking it, like the earth when it pushes up shoots in spring
and reaches upward toward the sun and clouds that caress her, unit-
ing herself and the sky into a single pulsating being.

All at once my stomach heaves and my whole body starts trem-
bling, for out of the comer of my eye, to the left of the tree that
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The cousins who welcome us to Kichigami, this land of great
lakes, seem to have forgiven or forgotten our deed. As in ancient
days, bear, beaver, deer, muskrat and marten whisper to us in the
forest, sparrow and gull sing to us, sturgeon visit us in dreams. They
show us the paths, guide us to an island with red stones, lead us to
roots, berries, tree nectar, water rice, and on a windless day take
us to a birch grove where the very bark sings of lodges that hold
warmth, of containers that hold tree sugar, of canoes that float on
sweet water.

Yet some of us again grow restless with a dream that gnaws
our depths. We set out, unexpectedly reach Boweting, the cataract
where Kichigami’s waters flow out, smash our canoes, and return
to our camp on foot. Setting out again in new canoes, which we
carry past the cataract, we come to an island at the center of the
lakes. Following one and then the other side, we learn the island is
a giant’s right hand. After sleeping and feasting on the giant’s palm,
we carry our canoes up the giant’s body, follow a stream, and reach
a beautiful river that flows from the sunrise.

Walking toward a camping spot, we come to tracks made by
two-legged walkers. A sister tells us that these tracks were not
made by Neshnabek, and we grow fearful, since we, the Neshnabek,
the Rootkin, are the only upright walkers in all Kichigami.

The tracks must be Digowin’s. We prepare to flee. But our uncle
stops us by saying that Neshnabek do not flee from Digowin; then
he tells us his dream: I saw a hare who told me he was Wiske, the
giver. He told me he was once as weak as the first Neshnabek, un-
til he instigated the slaying of Digowin. The deed made him potent.
When the fleeing Neshnabek grew hungry, he gave a tree stem
the pointed shape of his long member and so made the first spear.
When we grew cold, he rubbed his member on dry sticks and made
them flame. He guided us to the land of ice and made our first arrow,
bow and snowshoe. When we reached Kichigami he gave us the ca-
noe and the bark lodge. He commands the deer to offer themselves

33



and threaten to do with us what we did with Digowin. If only we
hadn’t implicated others!

The shaking, the hostility, the threats don’t end until we agree
to take ourselves and the remains of our parent away from our
moist, warm home. With heavy hearts we trudge beyond forest’s
end to where earth’s skin is scorched. To avoid burning all four
limbs on the hot sand, we walk on hind legs only; our scales fall off
our dried-up skins; only those on toes and fingers remain. Many
despair and return to the land of our plant-eating kin.

Those of us who at last reach sand’s end, averse to raw flesh
since the morning after our deed, acquire a taste for roasted flesh
when we find a giant burnt by a forest fire. Tying stones to tree
stems, we stalk the giant’s kin, and convince them to offer them-
selves to us by reminding them we’re all Digowin’s grandchildren.

We come to a lush forest on a tongue of land bounded by ice
mountains and salt sea. Here generous water cousins attach them-
selves to our poles, fleet deer give themselves when we learn to
deliver our stone-tipped stems from Ibows, even enormous bison
occasionally pause in the path of our spears.

Covering ourselves with our cousins’ skins during ever longer
and colder nights, we recover the warmth we left only when we
gorge and intoxicate ourselves on our cousins’ flesh, and when we
huddle around moistened hot stones in bison skin tents where re-
united fragments dissolve into warm sweat.

But a fire blazes across the sky and melts the ice mountains,
flooding forests with cold slush, washing our cousins and earth’s
lushness into the salt sea. On paddle-sihoes that hold us above deep
snow, we flee behind hares and deer to where great mountains rise.

Here we part sadly with sisters and brothers who take the slope
facing sunset and we wander into woodlands bounded by seas of
sweet water. We know the moment we arrive that we will wan-
der no more. Our first home could not have been more lush, more
beautiful.
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hides the head from my view, I see four gushing streams of liquid,
each shaped like an arch. The gushing ceases when the transpar-
ent tent reaches the torso’s neck and then resumes when the black
tent again sweeps toward the navel. Further to the left, on the spot
where one of the gushing arches reaches ground, a sapling emerges,
and grows larger with every shower of black rain; where a second
stream hits ground an egg cracks, a tiny bird emerges, stands fac-
ing the stream, fills its beak with black liquid and extends its wings;
a third jet lands on a worm and elongates it into the writhing body
of a snake; while the fourth stream showers the body of a furry
animal that rises on its hind legs like a bear, exposes its chest to
the stream and heaves in rhythm with the onrush, like the torso
beneath the tent of hair.

Shaking with repulsion, I circumvent the arches and crawl to-
ward the strait’s shore.

Descent to the water

I stumble toward a split tree at the water’s edge and lean against
a roundish rock below its overhanging branch as fog settles over
the strait.

Suddenly the rock moves, as if it were alive. I quickly realize
it’s I who jumped at the smoking island’s screech. My ears con-
tinue to buzz with threatening sounds: railing laughter that seems
to come from the great lodge, the melody accompanying the gush-
ing of the arch-shaped streams. Enveloped by fog at the strait’s
edge, trapped between the smoking island, the mocking lodge and
the horrid gushing, I feel like a stalked animal in a field of forces
it cannot grasp. Longing to flee, I remove my bundle’s lock of hair
and clutch it in my right hand.

There’s a sound in the fog, which I first take for water lapping
the shore but soon identify as the swish of a paddle. I fill with joy
as I distinguish the outline of a canoe as it glides to shore. A hand
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gropes toward mine, grasps, pulls me in. I enter, gratefully kneel
behind a silent figure as she paddles toward the middle of the strait.
Soon we’re gliding past land which must be the Isle of Fruit Trees
across from Udatonte’s Karontaen, away from the cramping alter-
natives of forced escape or death, toward a place where seeds and
dreams can grow unhindered. "New corn grows only where the
old plants are destroyed,” the paddling figure chants in Udatonte’s
melodious tongue.

The voice is strange. Leaning forward, I make out waves in her
braid’s hair! Fear sharpens my awareness of my whereabouts, and
I realize with dismay that the land we’re passing is too short to
be the Isle of Fruit Trees, that the previous island was the Isle of
Serpents where habitants once kept their hogs, that the land we’re
passing is the fisher’s isle, that we haven’t been moving toward
Karontaen at all, but rather northward toward the gate where the
Clear Lake empties into the strait, and that we’re heading directly
into the mouth of the Moming- land River.

By the dim light of fogged sunrise I make out floating objects;
when near one I see it’s a corpse! Now I hear shouts and gunshots.
The paddler banks the canoe near the river’s bend, leaps out and
runs toward the din.

I start to tremble when a voice near my canoe drawls: I'll skin
this yaller chief fur me yunguns. Another shouts: cant ya see sur
t’ant no cheef but a yaller skwa—nuthin but a yaller skwa?

A rifle shot deafens me; my arm bums with pain; my right
hand’s tightly gripped contents are gone! Distracted by the pain, I
look up only when the canoe moves. The fog has lifted. Along the
back of the girl paddling falls a long braid of straight black hair.
Udatonte! I extend my left hand toward her shoulder, but can’t
reach it, as if she were gliding in a different canoe directly ahead
of mine.

We return to the rivermouth, pass the Clear Lake’s shore, enter
the strait and head toward the shore with the roundish rock and
the double-trunked tree. Where Jay-may’s rectangular lodge stood,
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rates her moistened flesh with hair and welcomes the silvery-grey
scaled turtle spawning on its surface. When reckless feasting by
the turtle’s children thins earth’s lush hair, the parent turns on the
children and, like the water that reclaimed risen mud, swallows the
offspring.

They give themselves—but only when they can’t avoid being
eaten. Many fly into the air, others crawl under rocks, yet others
walk to dens. Some of us join the fliers in their nests, the crawlers
under their rocks, the walkers in their dens.

Some of us nurture a dream, which soon gnaws our depths. Hid-
ing our dream, we wake the others on a moonless night and invite
them to feast on a food that emerges only after dark, a food we
name Digowin.

Our kin descend from trees, emerge from rocks and dens, and
wait for our signal, when all pounce at once and tear off chunks of
Digowin. Strengthened and intoxicated by what we eat, we dance
frenziedly, circling the spot ecstatically, stretching out limbs to-
ward the sky until we fall to the ground exhausted.

The morning after the feast, we wake surrounded by enormous
fishbones which are all that remains of our parent, and by herbs
pushing up from the ground, berries ripening on bushes, fruit
sprouting on trees. Earth’s hair is renewed! It grows out of the
same dreaming slime we’re made of'!

Yet our kin turn from us, avoid us, some even run from us. We
look at ourselves, at all those implicated in the deed, at the winged
ones with curved beaks and claws, at the furry ones with fangs, and
at the slow, weak shell-less turtles with silvery-grey scales, and we
see what the others are seeing, we see the one we named Digowin,
the unquenchable, the flesh- eater, the devourer of kin.

The moment we recognize ourselves, earth begins to shake,
chasms open, prairies rise up into mountains, forests are drowned
by brackish waters. We flee toward nests, under rocks, into dens,
but our cousins refuse to shelter us. Even carrion birds and wolves,
enraged at us for implicating them in our deed, turn against us
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I lower my bundle into the pond but the water muddies and
she vanishes. Slowly I crawl into the pond after her, waddling on
turtle feet to the very bottom of the watery world. I sense myself
becoming liquid, full, unbounded.

Reemergence

I dissolve. There’s only water. Water with a dream in its depths,
like moon’s reflection, a liquid yolk wrapped in a watery blanket, a
seed in a womb, a dream that’s roused whenever sun’s yellow hair
caresses or moon’s cool tongue licks the water’s surface and makes
it ripple.

Sun’s warm strands penetrate, make the dream rise like a bub-
ble and break through the surface as foam, which becomes a rain-
bow uniting water with sky while its moisture falls and dissolves.

Love-play of sun and moon on water’s surface rouses the dream
again, making it fly upward, fragment into myriad particles which
dance frenziedly until, exhausted and amorphous, they fall back as
slime and mud, only to rise yet again, intoxicated with desire, and
heave upward in a gush that pulls up water’s bottom and sends
mud and slime dancing toward the sky.

Water rushes upward to reclaim the fragmenting mud, but its
dominion is overturned. The mud dries in baking sun and hardens
into mountains. Bottom is top.

Desire satisfied, the fragments relax, fall back, try to dissolve,
try to become one again. But the unity is ruptured. Rather than
lying naked and thirsty between water and sky, fragments who
flew out on wings waddle back on paddles, but then return again,
bodies in water, snouts sniffing air, oscillating between land and
water like beavers, undecided.

Waves and torrents wash down all who try to waddle upshore,
until earth starts to play with the water, to trap it between her
rocky bones. Turning the water into her body’s blood, earth deco-
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there’s a long bark mound consisting of several connected round
lodges with open tops and south-facing entrances.

Masked figures emerge from the long lodge, dancing to a drum-
beat, humming a melody sung at the planting of com- seeds. The
first dancer carries an object. I cry out from horror when I recog-
nize the object as a hand.

She who brings me to this, never showing her face, cannot be
Udatonte. I slide to the canoe floor, weak from pain and dismay,
yet still longing to be taken to the healing blue water of the lake
surrounded by grass. The canoe moves. As if my longing had been
heard.

But when I look out I realize with returned dismay that we’re
not heading inland toward the Grass Lake nor westward toward
the Long River but northward across the Clear Lake and through
the upper strait beside the Peninsula’s thumb.

Day and night she paddles, now across Sagi Bay between thumb
and forefinger, now toward Mishilimakina at the tip of the long
fingers, now south again past the village of the leaning tree, across
the bay to the little finger, down the length of Mishigami, not once
pausing to alleviate my pain, and instead of heading toward sunset
and Long River at the Lakebottom’s portage, completing a circle
by turning toward Bison Prairie at the wrist’s crease, carrying the
canoe over the Kekionga portage to hurry back—when suddenly
she stops by a shore where the lodges are flattened, the cornfields
burned, and runs toward a field of fallen trees which resounds with
the derisive laughter of village-destroyers.

I lose consciousness when something sharp crashes into my
head—and regain it stretched out on the canoe floor, shivering from
cold, head splitting, arm burning, trying to remember what I was
fleeing and where I was rushing. Powerful arms lift me, and I look
up at an ancient face, wrinkled like bark.

I'm carried into a circle of sitting women and placed on the
ground near the fire at the center. The bark-faced woman chants
a melody I last heard when my cousin’s son was born, others rise
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and begin to dance around me and the fire, each adding another
melody, other words, some in harmony, others in dissonance with
the rest. The volume rises, the pace quickens, the dance becomes
frenzied and my head threatens to explode. I use up my remaining
energy rising to my feet and stumbling out of the circle.

The dance stops. My captor rushes at me; she returns me to
the center and sings me a riddle about a man who came from the
Sunrise Mountains to the valleys of the Wabash looking for seeds.
She tells how the man plucked her lover’s courage in the forests of
Kekionga, seized her brother’s strength in the valley of the great
Kanawha, filched her father’s generosity at the crossing paths of
Pickawillany, plundered her grandmother’s vision on the shores of
Mishigami, sowed his pilfered seeds, reaped their fruit, and grew
fearful, weak, mean and blind, for he sowed only leaves, having
destroyed the seeds, being a man who put last things first.

Her song done, she and the other women put out the fire and
disperse with its ashes, leaving me shivering with cold and pain.
Redfrocked soldiers emerge from the forest, rail and kick me, poke
my body with surveying instruments; a scalping knife cuts the sash
that holds my bundle, moves toward my head—then pauses above
my eyes, glistening, and withdraws as Redcoats and instruments
return to the forest fleeing from a bear who ambles toward me car-
rying a stick.

I stretch my left hand toward my spilled pendant, but the bear
picks it up and as she ties it around her neck I see below the bear’s
head the body of an ancient woman covered to the waist by white
hair. Apprehensively I gather the rest of my bundle’s contents, but
can’t find the fragment of bark scroll.

My fright grows when countless others approach; bodies of
young and old women and men, short bearded men, children with
heads of wolves, moose, bear, fox, deer, or topped by heads of tur-
tles, herons, hawks, even sturgeons and watersnakes. The greatest
number form into a large circle at the very fringe of the forest, oth-
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into bodies of Riverpeople, Tellegwi, who dance in masks of wolves,
serpents and moose.

Throwing her remaining shells toward earthlodges in western
prairies and stonelodges in distant canyons of the Sunset Moun-
tains, she runs to the shore of Mishigami, fills her bag with stones,
and walks over the hand-shaped Peninsula, sowing stones which
become Neshnabek, the first people.

Scores of Neshnabek paddle from Kichigami toward the three
comers of the hand, while Talamutun from Momingland and Tel-
legwi from the river valleys rush to mingle with them. As the raven
rises into moonless night, stars light up the great circles surround-
ing the Peninsula. The soothing up and down rhythm of her wings
puts me to sleep.

Ifind myself at the very edge of salt water where northern lands
end, dancing alongside naked Neshnabek around a fire that wards
off icy Digowin. I feel free, my head is clear, my feet strong, my
right hand grasps a spearhandle and my bundle holds a packet of
fishbones.

When our dancing slackens, Digowin extinguishes our fire and
tries to hold down the rising sun, but we chase after him through
thick forests along the paths he flattens disguised as a monstrous
bison with serpent’s face and bird’s feet; we conquer the monster
and celebrate a feast.

The monster’s angry spirit causes earth to shake and flood, so
we flee across a land of sand where our feet burn and our throats
parch until at last we reach a world where we need neither fire
nor spears, a world of perpetual lushness and warmth where we
sing with birds, dance with bears, hop with hares and slither with
snakes, where we bathe ourselves with sun, travel with stars and
wrap ourselves with moonlight while we bed with beautiful earth.

Alone with the full moon, I dip my head to sip water from a
still pond. A face rises, its lips kiss mine. In the shell-less turtle
with beaver’s head and glistening silvery-grey scales I recognize
the one I'm seeking.
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I'm carried out of the lodge and deposited on something soft
and yielding. Two hands remove the shells from my eyes. 'm as-
tounded by the light! I can see—but too late to view the face of the
tall Rootwoman; even her otterskin robe recedes in the distance as
I rise in the air on the soft back of a raven.

The bird swoops toward longbearded men who, on seeing us,
gather up furs, ropes, knives, and flee to floating islands. The raven
flies eastward over the land surrounded by salt sea, then southward
over shores of eastern Rootkin and Lenapikin, eastward again over
the land of stone giants and feathered serpents, and wherever she
swoops down, horses rear up and throw off lance-armed riders;
cows, sheep, horses, rats and men with guns race each other to
crowded islands floating out to sea.

Raven and I chuckle over the simplicity of our stratagem: the
bearded men take bird and rider for a single being, an invincible
deity coming to reclaim her invaded land.

Returning northward, I forget my pains on seeing the great
river’s banks lush with leaves and multicolored flowers, teeming
with animals, shimmering with the ecstatic motion of Talamatun
dancers in myriad camps of longhouses.

At last I see the otterwoman, paddling upstream almost as
quickly as the raven flies, the water in her canoe’s channel seeming
to be rushing upstream with her. Between each stroke she throws
a shell, and where the shells land, birds hatch, trees bloom, village
fires are lit, councilgrounds throb with orgies of renewal.

Strapping the canoe to her back, the otterwoman runs from the
shore of the Easternmost Lake to the Sunrise Mountains and re-
sumes her water journey where the body of the Beautiful River
is fed by the outstretched arms of two rushing mountain rivers.
Downstream at the valleys whose mouths kiss the Beautiful River,
at the Muskingum, Kanawha, Scioto, Omaumek, Kentaki, Wabash,
and then upstream along the shores of the Long River, she pauses
to place shells on mounds shaped like mountains, breasts, bears,
serpents, thunderbirds. Bones emerge from the mounds and bloom
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ers into a smaller circle inside the larger, while scores gather near
my sides and feet.

The bearwoman unrolls over me a scroll which depicts a palm,
its fingertips by my feet, its wrist by my neck. The figures nearest
me pile up dry sticks which the bearwoman proceeds to light, aban-
doning her own stick in the third fire. Trapped between scalping
Redcoats, masked captors and three raging fires, I struggle to shake
off the scroll covering me and to rise—but a fox and a beaver rush
to keep my feet down, while the bearwoman replaces the scroll.

A song with words of ancient Riverpeople begins in the outer
circle behind my head, another is sung on my right in the language
of Turtlefolk, a third below my feet and on my left in the tongue
of Rootkin. Those in the middle circle dance, the path of their
movement forming the outline of a hand. My anxiety grows when
the innermost figures whirl and leap with unrestrained vigor
around each fire, those on my right repeatedly naming Tiosa
Rondion, those by my feet Mishilimakina, those on my left Bison
Prairie.

The chanting, dancing and whirling grow ever more frenzied—
when all at once the circles become an inchoate multitude as a hare
with a stick chases the group on my right, extinguishes its fire, re-
peats this by my feet and proceeds to extinguish the fire on my left.
Here the whitehaired bearwoman blocks his path. The hare tries
to chase her. But when bears from every quarter, all armed with
sticks, encircle him, the hare slips his mask over my head and flees
to the fringe as a beaver. Now the enraged bears close their circle
around me, poking me with their sticks.

My feet suddenly freed by my captors, I leap away from the
sticks and trip headfirst into the fire! The bearwoman extinguishes
my burning hair as well as the fire and then vanishes with her scroll
and all her throng.

Alone, cold, writhing with pain, 'm horrified by the thought
that the grey moon on the horizon is the rising sun and that I'm
nearly blind. Something cold touches my injured arm, sending a
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shudder down my spine. On my right lies a body I must have looked
over to see the horizon. Apparently a young woman, she seems to
have been pushed up from the earth like a flower. Weakly pulling
me, she’s trying to rise and make me rise with her.

Turning my head, I make out bodies everywhere and the fig-
ure of a man removing robes, cutting pendants, taking earrings.
Looking up I see agitated black shapes whose excited cries identify
them as ravens waiting for the scavenger to be done with his pick-
ing. Moving toward my companion and me, the scavenger roars
with laughter—and stops abruptly when my companion rises and
shouts a curse in the Turtlefolk tongue: May your children’s chil-
dren scavenge your grave and filch your bones for trophies!

She gropes toward my bundle, removes my arrowhead, places
her hands under my armpits to help me rise, and aims the arrow-
head at the scavenger as if it were a spear. Although unscathed, he
quickly gathers up his trophies and flees.

My companion looks around as if in search of something among
the plague’s harvest of bodies, among the barren trees with spring
buds swallowed by winter’s return, and she wails, as if to give voice
to the desolation.

She walks supporting me to the canoe on the strait’s shore, pad-
dles awkwardly across the strait, and although not herself strong,
walks on, supporting me, over the length of Moming- land to the
Great Falls. Here she pauses, collects icy water in cupped hands,
and applies it over my eyes. Neither the water nor her sad wail
improve my sight but the weight of my head is lightened by the
untiring determination with which she guides me along the bank
of the Fasternmost Lake to where the waters flow out of the land
through the great Northern River.

My left hand with all the weight behind it resting on her sup-
porting shoulder, she seems to become thinner and smaller, yet she
trods on toward ancient Hochelaga, the island village. Here she
rushes from abandoned round lodges to abandoned longhouses,
then runs in desperation to the shore where bearded men carry
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bags from floating islands and she curses: Destroyers of seeds! May
all you reap torture, poison and destroy you!

Both of us stumble from exhaustion as she pulls me on toward
ancient Stadacona, the village on hills overlooking the river, where
on the ruins of destroyed longhouses, bearded men gather and dis-
perse, entering and leaving square lodges.

My guide leaves me and runs into a longhouse that still stands.
I hear a child’s voice scream with frustration, and in the distance
an echo that for an instant resembles the scavenger’s laughter.

My companion returns, still as death, in the arms of a tall
woman in otterskin. The woman places the small body on the
ground and my companion vanishes, as if swallowed by the earth
that pushed her up.

I collapse from exhaustion and from my new and most painful
loss. The otterwoman pulls my shell out of my bundle and fixes
it over my right eye while singing in the tongue of ancient
Oceanshore Rootkin of earth’s exhaustion from swallowing so
many corpses and of a new earth that will rise from the corpses’
bones; and as she sings, floating islands crowded with bearded
men from Hochelaga, pause by the shore to gather Stadacona’s
bearded men.

The otterwoman picks me up and carries me like a child yet
further toward the sunrise, crossing streams by raft or canoe, never
slowing her pace nor ceasing her song.

All the floating islands are congregating at the Northern River’s
enormous mouth where the Great Lakes’ waters flow into the salt
sea. Bearded men offer us knives and ropes while pulling on the
otterskin. The woman rushes past them toward the southern en-
trance of a lodge at land’s end. I vaguely remember having dreaded
this lodge, but no longer know why.

The woman takes my feather from my bundle, rushes to a
comer, returns with a large bag, removes a shell identical to mine
and places it over my left eye.
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Uncle Wedasi wanted our village to be far from the Scabeat- ers.
But his brother and his son brought them close.

Chebansi and Nopshinga came to tell us that my father had
brought distant Rootkin and numerous Scabeaters to our river. My
sister had taken one of these Rootkin, a man named Winamek to
her lodge. We were invited to take part in the celebration.

As we floated toward the Rivermouth, Chebansi told us we
would meet a Scabeater who had built a great boat. This boat had
been pushed from the Easternmost Lake to Greenbay by wind.
Chebansi was overawed.

But Nopshinga warned us that this Boatmaker was also a
weaver of nets. He was an embroiler even craftier than Falsetongue.
Boatmaker was an enemy of Falsetongue and the Blackrobes. He
travelled with barefooted Greyrobes. He had turned Nangisi’s
head with gifts, praise and poisoned water. My father and his
carriers had put all their furs into the great boat. The furs had been
gathered for Falsetongue, who would be very surprised when he
returned to Greenbay. Boatmaker had sent the boat and all the
furs to his allies in Hochelaga. But he had stayed. Scabeater that
he was, he wanted more. My sister had told Boatmaker the center
of the Peninsula’s Firekeepers was not in Greenbay but in Bison
Prairie.

Kukamigokwe wanted to trap fish of her own with Boat-
maker’s net. She had brought him to the Rivermouth to help him
enlarge his net. She wanted to put our father and her new man at
the real center of the Peninsula’s Firekeepers.

Shutaha and I laughed at Nopshinga’s warning. I knew my sis-
ter wanted the moon in her lodge, but she hadn’t the strength to
hold on to me. Shutaha said she’d always wanted to see the man
with the long member. Now she could see two such men at the
Rivermouth.

We saw bearded men pushing logs over rolling logs. They were
building a palisaded enclosure on the hilltop that overlooked the
Rivermouth and the lake. We saw firesticks everywhere, as well as
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for gifts the earth wanted. My aunt dreamed of things to come,
and then we had to make them come, just like the Talamatun. My
Neshnabek grandmothers dreamt of animals and were guided by
them. I wanted to be a witch. I fasted. But I couldn’t concentrate
because I was afraid. My fear came from my uncles who carried
dressed pelts to the Longbeards of Stadacona and returned to our
village with metal pots, hatchets, knives, crosses and sometimes ri-
fles. Only those who learned Holy Mary songs were given rifles.
Many learned the songs so as to be given rifles. Those who re-
turned with rifles called my fasting cousin, aunt and grandmoth-
ers witches and said the wrath of God struck down villages with
witches in them. What my uncles foresaw came to pass. Talamatun
from across the river burned our lodges and carried off my cousins,
aunts and grandmothers. The witchcraft had provoked the raid, I
then believed, and I let my uncles bring me to Stadacona where I'd
be safe from raids and witches. I still wanted to speak to a dead
ancestor or dream of things to come or have an animal guide, but
the Robes said dreams that weren’t in their Book were false, so
I stopped fasting. I was afraid of God’s wrath. My fear made me
listen ’carefully to everything the Robes tokfme: the earth where
my ancestors lay was hell, the forest was the Devil’s lodging and
animals were his creatures, festivals to regenerate the earth were
orgies; enjoyment of earth’s fruit was evil, we originated in sin,
our lives were a painful burden, our salvation was death, and af-
ter death we would be regenerated, but not all of us, only those
who had believed the Word—that’s why we had to seek guidance
only from the carriers of the Word, the Blackrobes. The year of the
plague, when you and Mani came, I listened even more intently to
the Robes, and I also listened to the children and to an old Turtle-
woman. And then I fasted. I learned witchcraft by myselfin a corner
of the Blackrobes’ lodge. After several days of fasting, a bear came
for me. Taking large strides, he carried me to the outskirts of a Tala-
matun village on the other side of the river. I heard shots. Men who
had been repairing longhouses, women who had been harvesting
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corn, fell to the ground. I heard a Longbeard urging my uncles to
shoot again. I saw what had provoked the wrath that had destroyed
my village. The robed and bearded men had implicated us in their
feuds. It was their dreams that were evil. From that day, whenever
the Robes speak to me of Satan, sin or evil, I fast, for now I know
that my dreams come from the same depths from which earth, life
and joy emerged.

I listened to the woman in the pelt lodge, but I didn’t want to
dream; I wanted to put seeds into earth and see corn plants grow,
as my grandmothers had.

I joined the seed planters and clung to an old woman who
secretly sang the longhouse people’s planting festival songs. The
Robes called her a sorceress because she sang of a time they
wanted us to forget, a time when there was no mission or trading
post in Stadacona, a time when both banks of the Northern River
were solid green with corngold openings. And she sang of the
time when it all ended:

We lodged and fed the longbearded men who disembarked from
the ships, and then we lodged and fed the plague that disembarked
with them. We were crippled by the plague, yet we protected our
guests from the fury of those among our kin who did not feel
the obligations of hosts toward the plague-bringers. Soon we were
feuding among ourselves. Peacemakers went from lodge to lodge
to repair the breach. Our robed guests gave rifles to their protec-
tors. The carnage that followed made the breach irreparable. Peo-
ple of a single tongue who had been spared by the plague attacked
each other and separated. Those who refused to be hospitable to the
robed strangers went into the forests south of the river. The rest of
us went west to join people of our tongue on the island called Morn-
ingland by the people of the Lakes. The Northern River’s aban-
doned fields and villages filled with bearded and robed strangers.
Two Robes followed us to Morningland, gathered children deprived
of lodge and kin by plague, and taught them to sing of Sainte Marie
and to speak of our eastern kin as fierce Serpents. Youth who grew
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I was not sad when my father and sister returned to their False-
tongue and his fur post.

But Chebansi soon followed them. Chebansi was floating again.
He and Nopshinga had learned how to cross Mishigami. As soon
as the snows melted, they left Bison Prairie.

When they returned, Chebansi was fat with stories. They had
accompanied my father and Falsetongue to Boweting. They had
seen a great procession. Chebansi reenacted it for us. Falsetongue
in a blue cloak and four Blackrobes with crosses and plaques led the
procession. They were followed by bearded boatmen with colorful
sashes and hundreds of chanting Turtlefolk.

Chebansi, impersonating blue-clad Falsetongue, pretended to
reach a summit, where he planted a plaque. Nopshinga, in a black
robe, placed a large cross beside the plaque. Then Chebansi sang
in the Invaders’ tongue. He harangued the skies. He linked the In-
vaders’ Sun with the lakes, rivers, forests and animals of Kichigami.

Nopshinga told us Falsetongue’s harangue was followed by a
thunderburst of firesticks discharged into the sky.

After hearing Chebansi’s translation of the harangue, uncle
Wedasi told us a story. He told of a man who ate a scab. This meal
gave the man a great hunger. He ate all the food in his lodge.
Then he went to other lodges and ate all the food. When he had
eaten all the food in his village, he sought the food of .neighboring
villages.Itncle Wedasi said the Invaders were like the Scabeater.
They had insatiable appetites. After having eaten all the food on
their sid” of the salt sea, they had come to eat all there was on our
side.

Uncle Wedasi no longer withdrew the bark fragment from
his bundle. He said he was learning to see without it. When he
scratched on the ground, he drew only a line and a point, the
wrist and Bison Prairie. He did not draw the Oceanshore or the
eastern Woodlands or the Northern River. He did not draw the
paths followed by my father and Chebansi and Nopshinga. And
he no longer hunted. He was going blind.
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We raised our four lodges. Soon Prairiekin from southern val-
leys raised lodges alongside ours. Other Firekeepers from Greenbay
joined us. Rootkin came from the northern forests.

Shutaha learned the secrets of women who shaped bowls. I
watched women who stretched the skins of muskrat and deer on
drying frames. When we joined planters in the fields, Shutaha and
I sang her mother’s songs.

Uncle Wedasi built us a fasting lodge. The bear came to my
dream. Shutaha fasted but didn’t dream. She said her dream would
come when she needed it.

Chebansi grew restless and lean. In Greenbay he’d floated be-
tween his father Wedasi and his uncle Nangisi, impersonating one
to the other. In Bison Prairie he had to stand on his own spot and
be himself. But he couldn’t stand, he could only float.

Nopshinga found a band of hunters heading northward. The
two youths floated to the mouth of our river with the hunters. They
returned from Mishigami’s north with a canoe caravan. My father
Nangisi and my sister Kukamigokwe came to Bison Prairie with
them. Five winters had passed since my father and uncle had sepa-
rated.

My father told us the gathering of peoples at Greenbay had dis-
persed after our departure. The disease that killed my mother and
aunt Yahatase had attacked all the people of the bay. Most of the
bay’s Riverpeople had fled to the Plains west of the Long River.
Rootkin had fled to Kichigami’s forests. Fire- keepers had returned
to the Peninsula. Turtlefolk had gone to Mishilimakina on the tip
of the hand. An Invader had come from the Northern River to set
up a fur post in Greenbay. False- tongue is the name Nopshinga
gave this Invader.

Kukamigokwe boasted that this Falsetongue considered our
father the center of the bay’s Peninsulakin. Shutaha reminded
Kukamigokwe that we had just learned there were no Peninsu-
lakin left in Greenbay. Kukamigokwe glared at Shutaha with the
same hatred with which she had looked at aunt Yahatase.
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hot and fearful at the thought of serpents were given rifles, and the
feud sped over the distance that separated us from our kin. Fach
raid was followed by a counter-raid. Peaceful emissaries from both
sides eloquently denounced the fratricide, but to no avail. The east-
erners named our youth Holy Marys and said that users of the
alien killing-sticks were neither good hunters nor brave raiders,
but were mindless destroyers of the tree of life. They warned that
we, a mere branch, would fall if the tree fell. The eastern branches
gathered at a great council and put an end to feuds among them-
selves. They sent emissaries to beg us to bury our crosses and join
them under the shade of their long-leafed tree. We sent peacemak-
ers, but even as our emissaries coun- ciled with the other branches
reunited around the tree, our firespitting Holy Marys attacked the
council and put an end to all talk of reconciliation. The Robes’ con-
verts did not attack the easterners to adopt them under our tree,
for we weren’t nursing a tree, nor to avenge dead kin, for that
was sinful, but to vanquish paganism. The rest of us thought of
the easterners’ warning and started to nurse a tree. We counciled
with the Ehrye people of similar language who lived in the valleys
of the Beautiful River. They had inherited a festival from grandfa-
thers of different speech. We begged them to arrange this festival
in Morningland. We invited all the people of the lakes and valleys
to bury the bones of their dead in a common grave, and to embrace
each other as children of common ancestors. Black- robes came and
brought the plague with them. We and our Ehrye neighbors were
devastated. Our tree was stillborn.

The old woman’s eyes filled with tears. I told her I was bom in
the village where that festival was held, and asked why she had fol-
lowed the plague-bringers to Stadacona. She said the Robes took
the children to make them forget. She wanted the children to re-
member. She gave me a grain of corn and taught me to sing of the
great turtle, of the woman who fell from the sky and of her twins.
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I sang of earth mating with sun and sky to make seeds generate
food, life and joy, and I translated into the Robes’ language so as to
hear them rail against orgies, sodomy, evil and sin.

I had been in the mission for six winters and was ready to leave,
if only my sister left with me. But my sister thought there was noth-
ing but plague outside the mission, and the plague was Hell. When
I took her to the pelt lodge, she smiled at the northern woman’s
pronouncing her name Mani, but heard nothing else. After listen-
ing to the old seed planter, she ran to cross herself before a statue.

One day new Blackrobes visited the mission. A few days later
I heard groans of pain from every direction. Then the pelt dresser
called my sister and me. She shouted to us not to enter the lodge:
Mani! On the shores of Kichigami you’ll lose your thirst for the
Robes’ Paradise.

To me, she said: Ankwe! Keep singing your songs; life is unliv-
able without them.

My eyes were so full of tears I could barely see the swellings, the
oozing blisters on so many bodies. Robes pulled us away as they
had earlier, but I freed myself and Mani from their grasp and be-
came the sorceress they thought me: Destroyers of seeds! I shouted
at them, May all you reap poison and destroy you!

They who disfigured our bodies with their plagues and our spir-
its with their songs responded with: Heretic! Savage!

Mani and I ran out of the mission. She no longer feared the Hell
outside. It was Hell inside.

We found the old seed planter gathering others who ran out.
She gathered enough of us to fill a longhouse and took us past
Stadacona’s square lodges to the harbor, where we saw bearded
men carry bags from ships to shore. She had me ask a band of north-
ern men, fur carriers, to take us to the Bay of Rolling White Sands
in Morningland.

Mam trembled from fear of a pagan place but I was happy with
anticipation. I was at last leaving Hell and traveling to the center
of the world.
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While we glided past forests and flowers and tall grass, Shutaha
shaped a greenstone given to her by the people of the Strait. I made
out the outline of the pendant I had hung on the tree in Greenbay.

Suddenly uncle Wedasi paddled more quickly. There was impa-
tience, even joy, in his eyes. I saw a moose looking toward us from
an opening on the northern shore.

This is the place, Shutaha said, as if she recognized the exact
spot uncle Wedasi was seeking. Across from where we landed, bi-
son grazed at the very edge of the river.

Chebansi and I ran behind Shutaha gathering multicolored fruit
and picking ripe grapes from heavy trees and vines waiting for us
to accept their offerings. We paused at terraces where vanished
villagers had once planted corn and beans and squash. This was the
Bison Prairie where people from four directions had once danced
around three fires.

Uncle Wedasi saw a spot on which four lodges could rise be-
tween earth and sky. The men left to hunt.

When they returned, uncle Wedasi prepared us for the founding
ceremony. He re-lit the long-extinguished fires. Wearing a moose’s
head, he did the dance of the Firekeepers. I wore a bear’s head,
Nopshinga bison horns, and Shutaha a turtle’s shell. Chebansi as
a hare tried to put the fires out. Chebansi was a funny hare—fat,
awkward and slow.

Shutaha and I beat sticks on the ground. The hare tried to flee
from our sticks but nearly tripped into one of the fires. He knew
how to impersonate tricksters. But he couldn’t be one.

After the expulsion, uncle Wedasi took a bark fragment from
his bundle. He drew the outlines of four lodges on the ground. He
told us our great-grandmothers had gone through the four lodges.
In the first, the mother had swallowed her children. In the second,
the remaining children swallowed their mother. In the third, the
children became embroiled in fratricidal feuds and swallowed each
other. In the fourth, they expelled the embroiler and made peace.
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The people of the place came out of their lodges to greet us. They
prepared sweat lodges, danced with us, fed us. They were people
who had survived the great plague. They lit the three fires for us.
They hadn’t lit them since the death and exile of the others. But
they wouldn’t join uncle Wedasi in the dance enacting the expul-
sion of Wiske.

A stocky man named Raccoon, Ahsepona, said Wiske was the
founder of the village on the Strait. Wiske, shaped like a split tree
by a roundish rock, had watched over his village. But a spring ago,
two Blackrobes came through the Strait. The villagers hid in the for-
est. The Blackrobes made ugly noises, smashed the roundish rock
and cut down the tree. The man of the Strait said the Blackrobes
had broken the link between earth and sky.

Chacapwe said a new tree would grow, as the sun rises after
night, as birds return after the snows melt.

Uncle Wedasi said we would move on. He didn’t want to stay
where Blackrobes had been.

All but one of us returned to the canoes. As we pushed off the
Strait’s shore, I and those in Nopshinga’s canoe looked back at the
four-lodge village called Tiosa Rondion. Chacapwe stood proudly
on shore alongside the stocky man named Raccoon.

Uncle Wedasi was sad when he left his birthplace. But he
wanted us to grow far from Blackrobes.

We glided through the Strait’s mouth into the lake of the van-
ished Ehryes. We were rounding the hand. We turned into a river
along the wrist. On its banks we saw forest-reclaimed remains of
Kekionga’s fields and villages.

We found people at the carryingplace near the river’s source.
They were kin of Nopshinga’s and Chacapwe’s mother. They had
recently come back to Kekionga from western prairies.

We danced and feasted with the Prairiekin. But we didn’t stay
in Kekionga. We carried our canoes to the river that flowed further
westward along the wrist.
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But my heart broke when we reached our destination. The dis-
ease hadn’t only visited the Stadacona mission, it had almost depop-
ulated Morningland’s remaining villages. We joined people from
large villages with many lodges in a small village with a few lodges.

The old woman wanted to go east and be adopted by the people
nursing the long-leafed tree. Mani paled at the thought. She knew
the easterners loved crosswearers as dearly as the Robes loved
fierce Serpents, and she knew the easterners did not think it sinful
to avenge dead kin.

I told the old woman that Mani and I wanted to start our new
lives in Morningland, and I went to seek a dream by a stream near
the edge of the village on a night when the moon was full.

I had been fasting since the day the fur dresser had given her
life. I sat by the stream and waited. Soon a beaver came to me and
told me he was going to drown the world. He raised a dam so high
that the water swallowed the village and the forest. When I saw the
beaver again he was carrying mud to a turtle’s back. He winked at
me and the mud became a field where laughing children ran among
stalks of yellow corn caressed by sun and wind.

I told the old woman my dream and she scolded me. She called
me Yahatase, serpent who changes her skin: You were born a long-
house granddaughter. Then you spoke like a Holy Mary. You've
just begun to sing like a seedkeeper. Yet now you dream like a
northerner of different speech and reject your own people.

It occurred to me that a serpent sheds an ugly old skin and
grows a beautiful new one, unlike the Robes who never change
their skins. Anne was drowned by a beaver. Yahatase be it! I liked
my new skin.

Some of our people who had gone east returned as emissaries
of the eastern league and told us to bury our crosses, stop singing
to life-hating spirits, and join the branches surrounding the living
tree. A few rifle-armed youth, incensed by the presence of fierce
Serpents in our midst, murdered the emissaries.
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Soon after this deed, the fur carriers who had brought us to
Morningland came to warn us that a large band of easterners was
heading toward us and that these Serpents from the sunrise were
armed with rifles given to them by Oceanshore strangers whom the
Robes considered more evil than pagans. The old woman insisted
on staying in the village, thinking the warriors were rushing to-
ward us to adopt us.

I was convinced they had good reason to kill us all. I fled with
Mani to the forest. In a few days we were lost, hungry and cold. I
understood why Longbeards and Blackrobes feared the forest: they
didn’t know how to enjoy earth’s gifts any better than my sister or
I did.

We smelled roasting meat and thought we were in Paradise. We
followed the smell to where the northern fur carriers were camped.
We overflowed with gratitude, even when they told us they hadn’t
lost sight of us since we had left our longhouse, and that we had
confirmed what they’d heard about the powers of mission people
in the forest.

When the carriers told us the war was over, we followed them
through the forest past a neighboring village which was com-
pletely desolate. Mani cried. I rushed from abandoned roundlodges
to abandoned longhouses, then to a spot where a square lodge had
stood. The Robes’ lodge was burned to the ground. But there were
no corpses.

Mani clung to me and trembled when we glimpsed our village.
Nothing and no one remained. Every lodge was a mound of ashes;
even our fields were burned.

Suddenly the old woman walked toward us from a bark lodge by
forest’s edge. She told us our village had been attacked by children
of people who had lived in Morningland: The easterners begged
us to join them by their tree, but our Holy Marys responded to
the invitation by pointing their rifles. Then the easterners pulled
hidden rifles from cloaks and bundles, more rifles than there were
in all Morningland. Everyone went east.
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I concentrated on the tree behind her and begged it to drop a
branch on her. She became afraid and let go of my arm. Filled with
gratitude, I hung the greenstone pendant on the tree’s branch.

I'ran to shore. The canoes were almost beyond my voice’s reach.

I trembled when Shutaha pulled me in. I didn’t look back into
the bay. I knew Chacapwe and Nopshinga were in the canoe behind
ours. Chebansi shed tears. He had wanted to please his mother. But
she had turned from him and gone to die with my mother.

Uncle Wedasi dried Chebansi’s tears by asking him to name the
islands and shore points. Chebansi brightened as he talked. He told
us of the northern land and the cataract he’d visited. He pointed to
the Isle of Beavers, the Bay of Sturgeons, and the abandoned vil-
lage by the leaning tree on the handshaped Peninsula. He pointed
to Mishilimakina on the tips of the long fingers when we passed
through the Northern Straits, the meetingplace of three great lakes.

Uncle Wedasi caught whitefish with a net and said we were
moving toward the center of the world. I thought we had moved
from the world’s center toward its eastern edge and were about
to fall off. But there was another world beyond the straits. There
was an island full of white trees, and a bay called Sagi between the
thumb and forefinger, and then another strait.

At last we reached uncle Wedasi’s place, Tiosa Rondion, the
place that linked the lakes and bays with the Northern River and
the Ocean, the place that linked Kichigami’s forests with the Beauti-
ful River’s valleys. Deer, bears and swans along both shores seemed
to be urging us to end our journey and stay by their strait.

Chacapwe, Shutaha and I ran from groves of fruit trees to vines
heavy with grapes. We ran across a meadow to the edge of a beaver-
pond and saw four lodges surrounded by oak trees. Beyond the
oaks we saw bubbling fountains and the sand hills of an old burial
ground. Chacapwe had dreamt of such a place.

Aunt Yahatase had named the place of her dream Tiosa Ron-
dion.
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let hunger be his guide. He speared fish and roasted them while
telling stories.

Chebansi’s stories excused him in everyone’s eyes but his
mother’s. He was full of stories whenever he returned from Bowet-
ing. He told us there was a man in Boweting whose member was
so long it raced across a pond to impregnate a woman. Shutaha
said she wanted to see such a member. I shuddered. Nopshinga
told us that the man’s member had chased a chipmunk into a tree
hollow and gotten chewed up.

Chebansi was very funny when he returned with the thirty ca-
noes from Hochelaga, the spring when uncle Wedasi was build-
ing Shutaha and me a fasting lodge. Kukamigokwe announced the
arrival of the canoes. Shutaha and I were dropping fish into my
mother’s cornhills while aunt Yahatase sang. We left our two moth-
ers and ran to the shore. Chebansi prepared his impersonations. He
made my father and the Hochelaga men look like the man he’d de-
scribed.

But our laughter was cut short. Suddenly my father was
yanking Kukamigokwe and me toward an unfamiliar clearing.
Chacapwe was already there, keeping the little children from
wandering back to the village. The others came later. They had
burned the lodges and father’s gifts and uncle Wedasi’s scrolls.
They had buried the bones and raised a mound over them. I would
never again be with my mother or aunt Yahatase.

Uncle Wedasi brought only his otterskin bundle and his bow.
He said the green bay had not been good to us. He walked toward
the canoes. Shutaha and Chebansi, Chacapwe and Nopshinga went
with him.

Kukamigokwe held on to my arm. She had wished the plague
would devour aunt Yahatase. She had hated aunt Yahatase
more than she had loved our mother. She thanked the plague.
Kukamigokwe always sought the most powerful ally. She told me
Mishigami would swallow uncle Wedasi and all who went with
him.
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Our crosswearers and gun carriers went bound, tied to each
other like dogs to a travois.

The old woman, who so longed for the songs and dances, the
names and meanings of the longhouse festivals, had stayed and
waited for our return, knowing that Mani would not have been
adopted.

The fur carriers offered to take us to a distant island in a beau-
tiful green bay where neither plagues nor raiding Serpents would
reach us. Thinking of my dream, and of what the fur dresser had
told Mani, I couldn’t wait to step from a canoe to the shore of that
beautiful island. But the old woman didn’t want to be adopted by
people of different speech and ways. She wanted Mani to bury her
cross, learn the longhouse songs, and go to where the leaves and
branches were connected to a living tree.

Mani wouldn’t part with her cross, and I was too far removed
from our mother’s ways to let myself be guided by the longhouse
grandmother. The old woman talked in signs to one of the carriers;
she rejected my offer to translate. At last she told us we would go
together to a green bay, to a lake called Mishigami.

During the journey, Mani and I were speechless. We hadn’t
imagined there was so much beauty in the world. But when we
reached our destination, I was disappointed and felt betrayed. I
didn’t see the playful and vigorous people the fur dresser had
led me to expect, nor the gorgeous field my dream’s beaver had
promised. I saw the same thing I had seen since my fifth spring: a
gathering of plague’s survivors. These had fled from a place they
named with our tongue, Tiosa Rondion; perhaps that was the
beaver village of my dream.

The person who adopted us was the carrier Iliked least of the en-
tire band, a somber, irritable man who coughed and shivered even
though he kept his pockmarked skin covered with fur. He made me
think of the man who had moved among the corpses of my first vil-
lage removing cloaks and pendants. I was sure he never dreamed.
He spoke mainly of the Longbeards of Stadacona, and he spoke of
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them with the same mixture of pride and reverent humility with
which my sister spoke of La Sainte Marie.

This man and his two nephews lived in a square lodge on the
fringe of the island village. They helped us raise a small longhouse.
The man brought meat to the old woman. The younger nephew
brought beads and quills to Mani. The older nephew kept his dis-
tance from us and said nothing; he seemed hostile to our presence
in his village.

My disappointment gave way to hope in spring, when several
men cleared a field, and women with corn, squash and bean seeds
joined us in a planting ceremony. We were enchanted that women
of northern speech were familiar with the songs and dances of
Turtlefolk, as they called us. While I danced, I felt the seeds germi-
nating in earth, the plants pushing through, and I knew the seeds
germinating in me would also push through.

But my hopes didn’t last a season. The canoe caravan returned
from the east with the trophies gotten for the scavenged furs. The
carrier came to our lodge, deliberately avoided the old woman, and
with an ugly smile frozen across his face, handed me beads, cloth,
a pot, a knife and meat.

Something in my head burst. I dumped the gifts into the pot and
threw the entire offering at the man’s face. I remembered the old
woman talking to this man with signs. I could almost hear them:
she wanted to complete her longhouse with a man who would
bring meat and father children, even if he spoke differently. He
wanted to swell his power bundle with a many- tongued compan-
ion who would help him speak directly to the Longbeards, even if
she changed her skin like a serpent. Perhaps he wanted the Long-
beards to name him le chef des gens du lac. I shouted to him: Take
the old woman and father her children! And may your children
scavenge your grave and filch your bones for trophies!

I fled to a spot on the shore and looked out on the bay. The old
woman would have to make do without meat. I felt sorry for her.
When I returned to our lodge, Mani embraced me; she was proud
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Chapter 3. Miogwewe

Kukamigokwe

I find myself alone by the strait’s edge. I expect someone to
come with a mask and a gift. No one comes. By the light of early
dawn I make out a pendant hanging from a low branch. Reaching
for the pendant, I make out the outline of a mask by the tree’s base.
It’s the mask of an ancient woman with long white hair. I put on
the mask.

Suddenly I recognizje the pendant. It’s the greenstone pendant
Shutaha left hanging from a low branch, the pendant she made for
me to replace uncle Wedasi’s gift to me. She knew how I loved
my first pendant. Uncle Wedasi gave it to me soon after Chebansi
returned from his first journey to Boweting with my father. He
wanted to tell his mother about the journey, but she didn’t let
him. She wanted to show him she loved him. She removed the ar-
rowhead that hung from her neck and gave it to Chebansi. Then
Chebansi enacted the journey for her. Aunt Yahatase thought her
son had been to the end of the world, had fallen off, and had come
back up twisted. She was sad beyond bearing. She tried to make
the world open up. She wanted Chebansi to go back down and then
come up the right way. Chebansi couldn’t see what she wanted.

My mother dried aunt Yahatase’s tears. She took me to aunt
Yahatase’s lodge to replace Chebansi. Uncle Wedasi sang to me of
the Beginning. And then he gave me the greenstone pendant, his
mother’s gift to him. He made me Shutaha’s sister.

Uncle Wedasi tried to help Chebansi see. He built a fasting
lodge. Nopshinga and Chebansi went to it together. But Chebansi
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men. When I look out, I see Wedasi pulling my children slowly
away from this village he raised on the fringe of the world.

When they’re gone, I seek in the darkness of the lodge and see
that the woman in the brightly colored bird-patterned skirt is no
longer able to raise me up from mud. Her lips move. Putting my
ear to them I hear she’s singing longhouse songs. She must have
learned them from me during my long night of aching and vomit-
ing. She left her lodge and buried her cross so as to sing alongside
me. And she must have sung my songs to Chebansi, she whom I
suspected of filling my son with Manfs and Nangisi’s wind.

I take her in my arms and sing with her. My speaking voice
returns to me: I don’t fear you or hate you, Binesikwe, I trust you.

Surely she knows now. She looks just like my sister, all blister
and ooze. I leave her for a while.

The storm has turned our village into a mud pond. Everyone is
gone except the corpses. My feet slip on the muddy ground. There’s
no one left to raise me up.

Earth is shedding tears. She’s crying from pain. She’s being vi-
olated and tortured. I have no seeds to give her, but one. I give my-
self. I slide into the mud, letting her who pushed me up swallow
me: Thunderspear, split my skull, not the strong- branched tree!
Muddy earth, swallow me, not life!

My hand shakes when I remove the beautiful but blistered mask
that still oozes after I set it on the ground.
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of my chastity! I wished she’d had the mind and heart to embrace
the old woman instead.

I'ran daily to my spot on shore. Soon I became aware that some-
one was spying on me. One day a canoe floated into my view. The
older nephew stood in it with his back to me and speared fish. Some
days later I found the canoe abandoned near my spot; the spear
was in it. I paddled out, tried to spear fish, and at last succeeded.
I sensed that my whole performance was watched. But I used the
canoe whenever I found it, and danced back to our lodge with the
fish I speared.

Then I found a bow and several arrows. I sent arrows toward
leaves and branches until I lost them all. The next day the arrows
were all retrieved and I shot them again, a little more accurately.
One day I saw a deer. I aimed. The deer fell to the ground. I ran
towards it and froze. I cried in the face of the beautiful life I had
taken. I turned to walk away. At that moment the youth, the hostile
older nephew, appeared from nowhere, walked past me and knelt
by the deer. He removed the arrow and broke off the stem.

He gives me the arrowhead. His gift, his shyness, his way of
providing our lodge with meat, make me cry harder. He carries the
deer to my lodge, walking several steps behind me. I turn and ask
Why?

Wedasi

Why was he so hostile when we first came? Why is he so gen-
erous now? The youth places the deer at the entrance to my lodge
and leaves, answering no questions.

Now it’s I who follow him, one day to a forest opening, another
to the edge of a stream, then to the island’s shore, at last to the spot
where I first sensed him watching me.

He tells me gradually, not all at once, the things he’s never be-
fore told anyone.
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His grandmother named him Wedasi, warrior, but he doesn’t
know what feats she expected of him. His first memory is of re-
turning to his village Tiosa Rondion, of his kin on shore shouting
and waving their arms, and of his father paddling furiously away
from his village. He tells me the canoe didn’t stop until it reached
this island in the green bay where more people were gathered than
he thought existed. He says he didn’t know how few they were.

As a boy of five springs, he didn’t know why his people had left
Tiosa Rondion, he didn’t understand the talk of a plague that had
visited his Peninsula.

He said he often followed his mother to the forest when she
gathered herbs. She sang of Tellegwi kin and of great Serpents that
descended from the north. She mixed herbs in certain combinations
but Wedasi was too distracted by the sounds of birds and the mo-
tions of animals to concentrate on the characteristics of the herbs
or the meaning of the songs.

The third winter in Greenbay, Wedasi’s father gave him a bow
and took him along when he went into the forest. The youth’s fa-
ther often sang of his mother, Wedasi’s grandmother, the keeper
of the Talamatun fire in Tiosa Rondion. When Wedasi asked if she
was still there, tears filled his father’s eyes.

Wedasi was ten when his brother Nangisi was born. He tells me:
Grandmother let me help arrange the naming ceremony. We had
visitors from every quarter. Her older son, my mother’s brother,
had come from the east with canoes full of gifts; and Neshnabek
as well as Tellegwi from the Greenbay shores had come to smoke
at our fires and see the gifts. Grandmother called my uncle a scav-
enger and a pit-marked spirit; she said he gave skins of uneaten
and unburied animals to men who gave him objects he didn’t need.
She told me the Greenbay Tellegwi who counciled at her fire were
people whose memories had been washed away by the plague, and
that’s why they hovered around Uncle’s gifts. She showed me the
scrolls from which she never parted, but I was distracted by the
objects I recognized: the shells, birds, trees, and they were all I saw.
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he’s not what I 