INDEPENDENT READING

Asingle knoll! rises out of the plain in Oklahoma, north and west
of the Wichita Range. For my people, the Kiowas, it is an old
landmark, and they gave it the name Rainy Mountain. The hardest
weather in the world is there. Winter brings blizzards, hot tornadic
winds arise in the spring, and in summer the prairie is an anvil’s edge.
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and yellow grasshoppers are everywhere in the tall grass, popping up
like corn to sting the flesh, and tortoises crawl about on the red earth,
going nowhere in the plenty of time. Loneliness is an aspect of the
land. All things in the plain are isolate; there is no confusion of objects
in the eye, but one hill or one tree or one man. To look upon that
landscape in the early morning, with the sun at your back, is to lose
the sense of proportion. Your imagination comes to life, and this, you
think, is where Creation was begun.

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

| like to think of her as a child. When she was born, the Kiowas
were living the last great moment of their history. For more than a
hundred years they had controlled the open range from the Smoky Hill
River to the Red, from the headwaters of the Canadian to the fork of
the Arkansas and Cimarron. In alliance with the Comanches, they had
ruled the whole of the southern Plains. War was their sacred business,
and they were among the finest horsemen the world has ever known.
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dangerous society of fighters and thieves, hunters and priests of the
sun. According to their origin myth, they entered the world through a
hollow log. From one point of view, their migration was the fruit of an
old prophecy, for indeed they emerged from a sunless world.
Although my grandmother lived out her long life in the shadow of
Rainy Mountain, the immense landscape of the continental interior lay
like memory in her blood. She could tell of the Crows, whom she had
never seen, and of the Black Hills, where she had never been. | wanted
to see in reality what she had seen more perfectly in the mind’s eye,
and traveled fifteen hundred miles to begin my pilgrimage.
Yellowstone, it seemed to me, was the top of the world, a region
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Eight children were there at play, seven sisters and their brother.
Suddenly the boy was struck dumb; he trembled and began to

© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company ¢ ©John Elk lll/Alamy



© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company

sacred tree. Before the dance could begin, a company of soldiers

rode out from Fort Sill under orders to disperse the tribe. Forbidden
without cause the essential act of their faith, having seen the wild herds
slaughtered and left to rot upon the ground, the Kiowas backed away
forever from the medicine tree. That was July 20, 1890, at the great
bend of the Washita. My grandmother was there. Without bitterness,
and for as long as she lived, she bore a vision of deicide®.

Now that | can have her only in memory, I see my grandmother
in the several postures that were peculiar to her: standing at the wood
stove on a winter morning and turning meat in a great iron skillet;
sitting at the south window, bent above her beadwork, and afterwards,
when her vision failed, looking down for a long time into the fold of
herervf
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of them painted their faces and carried the scars of old and cherished
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