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A STRANGER IN MY OWN LIFE:
ﬂ;mamlon IN NATIVE AMBRICAN PROSE AND POBTRY (I)

Ome of the major themes in modern oOr individually

written Native American 1iterature is that of alienation

or "otherness." This is in distinction %O traditional
1iteratures, one of the more attractive gualities of
which is the almost total absence of a sense of
"otherness." For the traditional peoples, togetherness
or belonging was & central concern; even when one 18
banished, as in the story of Swast Medicine, OF of
Deganiwideh, OT, in more purely literary terms, a8 in
that of the mythic twins who, though children of the

@ aun, must seek their father's acknowledgement after

# he denies them, the banished is united once more
imto the tribe, usually bringing special gifts or
knowledge to the people on returm. The whole thrust
of traditional narratives is toward wholeness. Kin-
ship or relationship are major values, and those who
are alien are 80 because they come from smother
people. This creates no econflict, for strangers are
strangers, and the mles for dealings with strangers
are clear in tribal traditions. It is when the tribal
person is the strangel +hat internal conflict and
the process of alienation occurs.

The ancient thrust toward unification with the

peo_ple is not lost in modern Indian .literature.
But it is a painful urge, ope that is beset by
isolation, powerlessness, denial, pain and loss of
self;.it is one that is often worked out violently
Within longer works, the violence usually leads to
gome sense of unity within the person; in shorter
works, especially poatry, it is often projected
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outward into a kind of revolutionary stance, as
well as into an unbalanced sense of romanticism
concerning Native Americam life, tradition, and
history. The protsgonist or speaker does not create
actual unity with the pecple as a result of this
stance, because the people are turmed into a dream
of faraway times.and conditiomns. What is articu-
lated is a world that might have been or that might
be, but not one that is. The process of creating

an Indian world-that-ig-mot began with earliest
contact; it continues in the present in the pol-
itical, seecial, creative, religious and educational
areasa of modern Indian life in terms of comflict
and, inevitably, alienation.

One of the major featyres of modern Native Am-
erican writing is a preoccupation with this pro-
cess of alienation. From the works of N. Scott
Momaday to the moat recently published poems of
Indian poets, alienation is a continuing theme and
process. Handled symbolically or directly, it forms
the basic structure and tone of a preponderence
of creative works. The theme, finally treated di-
réctly in ILeslie Silko's novel Ceremony, in which
it directly shapes the character of Tayo and hias
destiny, can be seen as well in poems of James
Welch, Simon J. Ortig, Wendy Rcse, Nila NorthSunm,
Marnie Walsh, Maurice EKenny, snd most of the Native
American poets appearing in such popular antholo-
gies as The American Indian Speaks (1969), The
Belly of the Shark(1973), voices From Wgh'Kon-tah
T1974), and Carriers of the Dream-Wheel(1975). The
structures which bi-culturalicm hmvetgenerated ine-
from Momaday's The Way to Rainy Mountain, Eliza-
beth Gooku%gnn'ﬁ—ﬁhsﬁlBEEger Said This,

Alienstion, as a EKeue, is more than a literary
device in these works. It is an articulation of a
bagsic experience, one that is characteristic of ths
life and consciousmess of the half-breed. That it
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beComes Lhswe, SYymO0oL, character, plot and overt
structure of Native American writing, that it
seeps through on every level of that writing, is
testament, I thimk, to the depth and intemsity of
ita pervasive presence in the writera' conscious-
ness and lives. It is a primary experience of all
bi-culturated Indians in the United States.
Of the fifty emtrieas in The American Indian
that can be classed as imaginative writing,
thirty—six deal in some way with alienation. 27
of 46 poems in From the Belly of the Shark deal
with the theme. The same concentration on alien-
ation is found in other anthologies. Aside from
the historical reasons I've discussed, the pre-
occupation with alienation, in its classic di~
mensajion of isclation, powerlessnesas, meaninglessness,
. normlessness, lowered self-esteem accompanied by
é' pervasive anxiety, a hopelessness and a semse of
* victimization, may be so strong because the
wriberse are predominently breeds themselves.
Exactly what this means in terms of the writer's
articulation of personal experience is necessarily
a central concern of criticism of Native writing.
. VWhat is the experience that creates this sense
of alienation? The breed is an Indian who is not
an Indian, Breeds are a bit of both worlds, and
the consciousness of this makes them seem alien
to Indiane while making them feel alien among
whites. In the Indian world there is a classifi-
cation of individuals according to "indianness."”
No one is exactly sure what the qualifying char-
acteristics are, nor is that to the point. What
is to the point is the necessity this classifi-
cation imposes on individuals to conform, often
without exactly knowing what the qualifying stan-
dards are or how conformance can be signalled.
Nor is it clear whether standards on-reservation
are more or less stringent than those applied in
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urban areas, or whether traditional, full-blood
Indian people make the same kinds of demands for
‘purity which partial-bloods or acculturated full-
bloods make. What is very clear is that belonging
is precariously dependent on vague norms of others,
or on clear (but unmeetable) standards declared by
tribes, individuals, or the United States government.
The pervasive sense of uneasiness, of having been
shut-out or disenfranchised, of anger at circum—
stances which result in overt or covert aliemation
from the basic source of one's consciousness in-
forms the greater body of Native American writing,
though its expression is more often disguised than
treated explicitly.

One of the more profound examples of this ex-
pression is a poem by Maurice Kenmy, "Momahsetah. . .
A Cheyenme Girl," which deals with the relatiom of
Monahsetah and Custer, who is said to have fathered
her child. The tome is anger and grief, and a kind
of puzzlement at her betrayad of her people:

Drivemn by Long Hair to feel out the aghes of

the villages,

Scout out the vital hearts of your people. . « o«

Where did yow find the love %o mount his cot,

knifeless,

Or did he find your flesh upon his earthen floor!

Custer atrutted your grave to glory, foolish girl!l

A commonly occurring theme: references to histor-
jecal encounters which resulted in the loss of home-
lands, of sovereigniy of unassailable identity -- 8
useful device, surely. Through the rendering of his-
torical events, the anger and the loss can be treated
with dignity, if not with equanimity. Anoiney poem of
Kenny's clarifies some of the source of anger:

Going Home to the Mohawk Natiom

he book lay unread in my lap

now gethered at the window

rom Brooklyn it was a long ride
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the bus followed the plow
from Syracuse to Watertown
tc country cheese and maples
tired rivers and closed paper mills
home to gossipy aunts. . .
their dandelions amd gooseberries
cld dogs and pregmant cats. . .
home to cedars and fields of boulders
$:old graves under willow and pine
Indian hill where once the Nation wvillaged

home from Brooklym to the reservation

that was not home
[to songs I could not sing
to dances I could not dance
from Brooklyn bars and ghettoed rats
to steaming horses stomping frozen earth

arng and privies lost in blizzards
cme to a Nation, Mohawk

o faces I did not lkmow

d hands which did not recognize me

o names and doors my father shut. (2)

This poem is one of the few written by a Native
American which is explicit in argument. The idea is
clear as the loss. The only other poem I have seen
that is this explicit is by Nila NorthSum to her-
grandmother in her book Diet Pepsi and Nacho Cheese.
Grandmother has complained that her grandchildren
don't speak indjan and there is no one mnear her
t0 buy her tobacco. The poet repliest
but gramma
you told your daughters
marry white men
told them they would have
nicer houses
fancy cars
pretty clothes
could live im the citys,




gramma your daughters did

they couldn't speak indian anymore

how could we grandehildren learn

there are no rabbite to skin

in the ¢éity

we have no gramma there to

teach us the ways (3) :

It is diffiecult to imagine a clearer example of
normlessness than that expressed in these two
poems. The individual is aware of norms, but in
such a way that they are meaningless in the speaker's
life, For what use is it to kmow, vaguely, that
there are songs one might sing or dances that one
might damce, when one does not know which dances,
which somgs; when ome does not know the words

or the steps, but must be taken, like a tourist,
to see how the real people perform?

Tourism, or feelimgs of strangeness in a place
that one believes should he familiar, is more
commoinly expressed, as im a poem by Jeff Saunders:

I came far today

rom where the winds are white, . . .

e came circus

rying to crawl down streets.

1 lefk: .. -,

felt like a tourist. (4)
e Simom J. Ortiz in "Toward Spider Springa":
baby, his mother,

and I were trying to find

the right road, . . .

4 were trying to find

& place to start all over

ut couldn's. (5)

The sense of being loet, of searching for direct
experience of himself informs the book in which :
this poem appears. Titled Going for the Raim, the
book traces the psychic ond anirpiiiiui J 2y ef a
Pusblo who must, unlike his sradivionai wicsstors
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and parents, search for the rain. His search takes
him all over America in search of Indians and land-
scapes he can admit into his consciousness. It takes
him therefore through loneliness, bewilderment, es-
trengement, anger, powerlessness and leads him toward
unification with the land and his people. What he
misses is the acceptance of all the landscapes and of
all the people —- so he is ultimately locked out of
himself. He discovers that he must fore ver look for
the rain,and not,as he wanted, forever know its being.
Other poete who are not fully at home in either
world have less ease than Ortiz in pretending to dis-
cover balance through identifying as purely Indian.
They express their anguish and anger more easily be-
cause of this. The revolutionary and sentimentally
romantic poetry of the "new Indian" fills such publi-
cations as Akwesasne Notes and From the Belly of the Shark.
Alienation 18 everywhere in evidence in thesse coll-
ections. The Indian is created as a victim of hostile
and alien forces, excluded from America (where real
life goes on), deprived of status and customs. The
Indian is created helpless and defeated. The Americans
(the rejected half of the real situation) are created
as tyrants who have stolen the lands and meaning from
the Indisn's life. It is as though the writers believe
thet the pein of loss of a dreamed-of heritage can be
assuaged by powerlessmess; as if meaning can be created
out of estrangement when that estrangement is given a
tragic and immutable dimension. This may be so. But
what is also created is a meaning that must carry
pain as its primary message -- for thatl is the sig-
nificance of tragedy.
Wendy Rose writes in "Grandfather Pipestone Soul"
DO YOU KNOW WHAT THEY'VE DONE?
¥hat they have dome to your family.
The ancestors would not like my nameé ~-
its christians that gave it to me.
We're in California now.
Grandfather, they even moved us. (6)
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Betty Oliver in "The Pecople Call for Justice" demands:
Where are the wampums of the Iroquois?
Locked in sterile glass
For sterile minds to view
While the home of the Dslawares
lWaits to disappesr uncew the waters of Tocks

Vhere will our kininzss step?
When the last quiel maen

alks into Bternity? (7)
This heunting sense of powerlessmness haunts one even
on Indian lands, and the theme of loss, anger, and.
brutalization forms the basic body of the work of
poete such as Nila NorthSun and Marmie Walsh. North3un
writes of her cousin, the shadow:

shedow i= shadow didn't kmow

my cousin at she was

shadow was my cousim killed herself
my cousin othing new

hated herself we have lots of cousins

because ‘oth

others hated her dead & alive

whites hated her sometimes

indjans hated her oth

called shadew ith the same shadow (8)

whites saw only INDIAN
fat drumk gweasy squaw
With the same tonme of understatement, the almost

brutal flippancy of NorthSun, Walsh writes of aunt
Nettie who went to Catholic school and then %o college
for a while, but when she came home "she got a baby/
but give it away." Aunt Nettie liked to talk about
what she'd donme in college. "She don't tell though
why she come home/ nathan say she stole money/ and
got throwed out. . ." Aunt Nettie liked to tell poetiry
she learned in college, "about love and some lady in
a tower/ by a lake," and this love was %o be her

‘applo indian




undoing on the reservation:

when aunt nettie got too drunk

she told poetry

and oh she knowed it good

but all the people laughed

and she toock to cryimg a lot

wouldn't eat

just drank whiskey all the time. .

no mama to care and no papa to beat “her
they dead and her alone

yesterday they find her
all crazy
screaming and naked
gshe say she lost
and cant find her tower
by the lake 3
some people take her away
but not her poetry
i stole i%
and she won't miss rt where sne went (9)
Aunt and cousin, caught in the same ambiguity; un-
able to be Indian, “urfable not to be Indian, they go
the same route: drunk, crazy, isolate, having no
point of referemce which they can persist im, which
is meaningful to all their experience, they fail as
the people also fail %o resolve the dilemms or %o
transcend it.
(to be concluded in mext number)
(1)Maurice Kenny,"Monahsetah, . ." From the Bell
the Shark, ed. Walter Lowenfels(N.Y.:Vintage, 1 '¥373.35
(2)Maurice Kenny,"Going Home to the Mohawk Natiom,"
unpublished, by permission of the author. (3)Nila
NorthSun,“Teh Way and the way things are," Diet Pe
and Nacho Cheese (Fzllon, Hev- Duck Down Press,1 p 13
cf, Sun Iracks,2:2;,%all, 1976, p.21. (4) Jeff °ﬁ'zder5,
"I Came Far Today," Zou L ?& Jen Posta, ed. John Bidion
(Vermillion, S.D: Dakota fress, L1%) 3 DeB1, t } gomon
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J. Ortiz,"Toward Spider Springs," Going for the Rain
(NY: Harperé&Row, 1976), p.25.{65Wendy Rose (Chiron
Khanshedel), "Grandfather Pipestone Soul,” From the
Belly of the Shark, p.%6.(7) Betty Oliver,"The Peovle
Call for Justice," Belly of the Shark, p. 47.(8) Nila
NorthBun,"my cousin the shadow," Diet Pepsi, p.35.
(9)Marnie Walsh,"Vickie Loans-Arrow, 1971," A Taste of
ihe Enife(Boise: Ahsahta Press,l9?6$pp.10-ll.
Paula Gunn Allen
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New America:A Review: Special Native American Issue,
vol.2, no. 3, Summer-Fall, 1976, ed Gearld Hobson.

New America's special Native American Issue is one
of the better collections of this sort in recent Years,
Guest editor Gearld Hobson (Cherokee-Chickasaw), who
teaches English and Native American Literature at Univ.
of New Mexico, has gathered some powerful works by poets,
novelists, graphic artists, photographers, and literary
critics, most of whom are based in the Four Cormers
regions. Almost all contributors are Native Americans.

As Hobson indicates in his introduction, thé¢ issue
features "little concerning the past glories ¢f Indian
peocple. . .instead these writings are mirrors of the
kind of world too often seen amnd lived by Indiins today."
This focus on contemporary Indian reality males for a
bitter pill at time§ but one which provides iecessary
medicine for readers whose imterest in Natiw literature
hasn't passed the Noble Savage illusion. Womxs like
"Gallup," chapter from a novel by Larry Ememon, and
"Gallup, New Mexico --Indian Capitol of theWorld,"
from Leslie Silko's excellent novel Ceremor’, provide
unforgettable glimpses of day-to-day indiffirence,
exploitation, and despair not uncommon to 1e¢ Indian
Southwest. Silko writes:

I remember when we drove through Gallup.I saw Na-

vajos in torn old jackers, standing outsde the bars.

There were Zunis and Hopis there too, ewn a few La-

gunas. All of them slouched against the ialls of the

bars along Hiway 66, their eyes staringiown at the
10




groundrlike they had forgotten the sun in the sky;

or maybe that was the way they dreamed for wine, loking
for it somewhere in the mud on the sidewalk. This is us
too, I was thinking to myself, these people crouching
outside bars like cold flies stuck to the walls.
The writing in these pieces and in poems by Connie Z.
Talley, Joseph Concha, Nia Francisco Mitchell, and
Hames Hepworth is hardbitten, uncompromising, unsenti-
mental. Yet the réslism is vivid and vital, not cynieal.

The issue offers some good poems by widely published
poets like Norman Russell, Joseph Bruchae, Jim Barnes,
Joy Harjo, and Paula Gunn Allen. It includes works by
fourteen members of the "new gemeratiom" of Southwestern
Native American writers, all borm 1950-54, and most in
contact with one another through workshops at the Univ.
of New Mexico. Some of these promising writers, Hobson
suggests, will be familiar names ten years from now.
Hobson's introduction provides an interesting and in-
cisive overview of the "cycles of imterest" in Native
American literature, and of key publications in the
field since the turm of the century. For many, this
essay alone will be worth the price of the magazine.
Other worthwhile features include in-depth critical
discussions of Welch's Winter in the Blood and D'Arecy
McNickle's The Surrounded, imteresting artwork by Lymn
Beibel, Jim 3t.Martin, and Robert Nakaidimae, and a
sequence of fine photographs of scemes and people from
Laguna pueblo by Lee H. Marmon, Leslie Silko's father.

The issue is suitable for classes focussing on the
literature and culture of the Southwest, and is available
from the Department of American Studies, University of
New Mexico, Albuquerque, N.M. 87131. A year's subserption
(3 issues) is a bargain at $4.00.

Michael Castro
# % * F % ¥ H * W

Simon J. Ortiz. Howbah Indiang. Tucson:Blue Moon rress,
1978.ppiv+42. $3.95 pb.

Let me clear one thing up right away: the title of
this book refers mot to a ?Pb-group of Pueblos but to




a huge sign which a man named Eagle put up at the
Whiting brothers gas station he managed: WELCOME
HOWBAH INDIANS. "Howbah" means something like "you
all," and the sign was an invitation to Hagle's
fellow Indians to come in and buy gas. As the title
story of a collection of four by Simom J. Ortiz,
"Howbah Indianms" means "Y'all Indians."

The title is appropriate, for the Indians who
populate the little world of this book are down-home
Indians: a Korean War veteran who is found dead in
a wash one morning, his face bruised (no one ever
finds out why); a girl who goes off with a silver
dollar given her by her grandfather to take a job at
a dormitory in the Keams Canyon school; and old man
puzzled and amused and frightened by what he sees
on the IV set given him on Father's Day, ‘his grandson
trying to explain why the men on the screen are
digging rocks on the surface of the moon; a oneelegged
World War II veteram who rums for the hills after
he murders his employer with his cruteh and his nine-
year-old son who decides he must follow him as he
escape an angry mob of white men.

Ortiz writes with grace and self-assurance. By reading
his fiction we come a little closer to understanding
the facts of Indian life which this youmg Acoma poet
and storyteller knows. Ortiz is especially good at
conveying Indian peace in the midst of poverty, lonliness
in the midst of community, and puzzlement in the midst
of explanation. He is to be commended for not over-
stating the antivhiteman theme potential in all writings
by and about Indiens. In "Something's Going On,"
the best of the four stories, the man Willie is
victimized by both white and Indiam cops. His own
people are as reluctant to help him as the white mob
is to punish him. And Ortiz makes it clear that,
whatever the extenuating circumstances, ﬂlllle dld
commit a brutal murder.
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Perhaps it is unfortunate that America takes its
writers seriecusly only if they can produce a movel.
But here the demand may not be bad. Ortiz writes
fine fiction. It is finest when it is sustained. The
three-page "Home Country" is inferior to the twenty-
page "Something's Going On." The first leaves us won-
dering what went om, The second leaves us kmowing what
went on, and curious about what will happen to Willie
and Jimmo next. It reads like the first chapter of
a novel. To judge from this slender volume, Ortiz is
eminently capable of writing that novel. I hope he will.

Peter G, Beidler ILehigh University
* * * * ¥* * * &*
Rosamond M. Vanderburgh. I Am Nokomis, Too: The
Biography of Verma Patromella. Don Mills, Omtario.
General Publishing Co0.1977 pp ii +247. $6.95pb.

In this abbreviation of her life adventures,
Nokomis Johnston reveals ome woman's thought amd
behavioral adaptations within the confines of two
cultures, both characterized by intermal ambivalency.
Although it is obvious that many stressful circum-
stances must have been eliminated from the published
account, it is much to the credit of Verma Patromella
Nad jwon Johnston that she has been able openly to
share so much of her experience. Thus she has indeed
become grandmother to an uncountable number of both
Anishinaubeg and White Eyes. R. M. Vamderburgh, the
recorder for Grandmother Verna, assures us that it
is mere coincidence that the recording has been made
by an anthropologist. But the types of material which
have been recorded and the interpretations, both di-
rect and implied, reveal the skilled hand of a trained
anthropoleogical observer. This is no discredit to the
volume; rather it enhances its value by enabling the
reader to apply the experiemce to his own time and
circumstances.

Readers who have experienced the careful diplomacy of
Mes. Johnston's relative, Bagil Johnstom, in his Ojibway
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Heritage (N.Y.:Columbia Univ, 1976), will be first
astonished, then concerned and finally grateful for
the frankness with which she speaks. There is a
quality here some of. us have equated with the "straight
tongue" of the American native before the time of
Indian urbanity.

The closing of this volume is much like the closing
of ome of the emigmatic ancient learning tales, one
of those in which one wonders if the storyteller him-
gself knows the moral it is intended to portray. Un-
doubtedly this feeling arises because Grandmother
Verna's life force strongly continues, and because
one never does know the influences of ome's actions.

R.M. Vanderburgh in part three,'entitled "Reflections,"”
changes subjective narrative imto an objective one.
She uses Mandelbaum's concepts of Dimension, Turning,
and Means of Adaptatiom %o provide focus. She seesVerna
Johnston as an emerging "oulture broker": one who
interprets and desseminates "Indian things" to Indians
who have lost their Indian identity. The faith of
Grandmother Johmston in those "Indian things" to answer
problems of all people today bringsus ts some satis-
factory semblance of conclusion. To every native of
North America Nokomis, I00 will bring a remewal of
painful concern; we can hope that it will do the same
for mem bers of the dominant white society. Certainly
one would wish the message of Nokomis into the mind and
neart of each woman who finds herself in the position
7f -ambiguous marginality.

Keewaydinoguay (Ms .Peschel) (Anishinaubikwe)

(Reviews of Basil Jonnston's book and the Vastokas'

Sacred Art of the Algonkians plus Dewdnéy ‘s-Sacred.

et -

Scrolls by Keewaydinoquay will appear in future numbers)
* * ¥* * *
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Mark Lomayestewa, ed. Michael Kabotie. Box 235,
Oraibi, AZ 86039. $2.00 Pb. )
Hopt poet Michael Kabotie has edited this book of

Hopi song/poems, composed for use in Hopi ceremonies.
Y9

Two Hopi Song Poets of Shungopavi: Milland Lomakema and




and are here presented in side-by-side Hopi amd Eng-
lish versions. The book is thus one of the few avail-
able bilingual editions of Hopi ceremonial poetry.

The poems are mainly Kachina Songs, addressed to the
Kachina spirits who dwell in the San Franciseco Moun~
tains and control the rain so vital to the Hopi way

of 1life. The writing of both is lean, clear, and im-
bued with the radiance of the sun over the Hopi mesas,
A book of interest to anyone attracted to the Hopl way.
Mistah. Lance Hensom. Strawberry Press, 11 Broadway,N.Y.,
N.Y. 10004. 1977. $1.50 #2 of chapbooks from this press
run by Maurice Kenny.

These spare poems by a Cheyenme poet are dominated by
images of silence, emptiness, and light. The effect is
evacative, an opening of vision into clear space and
radiance where we are sensitized to the sacredness and
magic of minute particulars of everyday life:

slow inter leaves tap against

the window

flowers curl inward

toward the solitary light

of a dream _
In these poems awareness of slow, small processes of
nature illumine our inner mysteries:

face grown inward climbing into evening
a stone over which water I am
has pasged many one
years chipped
by
= ¥ % % % % M ¥ _X ¥ llght MlChaZBl Castro

Harper and Row has published the late D'Arcy McNickle's
Wind From an Enemy Sky, in theme and style following the
pattern of his superb The Surrounded of forty years- ago.
Few have dramatized as compellingly the tragedy of modern
{Indians and no Native American has written so compassionately|
as McNickle of the whites wmo destroy and degrade Indian
life. This novel is the testament of a remarkable human
being. (A full review will appear in a later number.)
T
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