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| ‘of Ko-sahn.” It seemed eminently right for me to deal, after all, with
" that old woman. Ko-sahn is among the most venerable people I have
~ ever known. She spoke and sang to me one summer afternoon in
I_ ‘Oklahoma. It was like a dream. When I was born she was already old;
~ she was a grown woman when my grandparents came into the world.
~ She sat perfectly still, folded over on herself. It did not seem possible
that so many years—a century of years—could be so compacted and
distilled. Her voice shuddered, but it did not fail. Her songs were sad.
~ An old whimsy, a delight in language and in remembrance, shone in her
one good eye. She conjured up the past, imagining perfectly the long
continuity of her being. She imagined the lovely young gitl, wild and

vital, she had been. She imagined the Sun Dance:

There was an old, old woman. She had something on her back.
The boys went out to see. The old woman had a bag full of
earth on her back. It was a certain kind of sandy earth. That is
what they must have in the lodge. The dancers must dance upon
the sandy earth. The old woman held a digging tool in her
hand. She turned towards the south and pointed with her lips.

It was like a kiss, and she began to sing:

We have brought the earth.
Now it is time to play;
As old as T am, I still have the feeling of play.

That was the beginning of the Sun Dance.

By this time I was back into the book, caught up completely in the
" act of writing. I had projected myself—imagined myself—out of the
g room and out of time. I was there with Ko-sahn in the Oklahoma July.
We laughed easily together; I felt that I had known her all of my life—
all of hers. I did not want to let her go. But I had come to the end. I
set down, almost grudgingly, the last sentences:

It was—all of this and more—a quest, a going forth upon the
way to Rainy Mountain. Probably Ko-sahn too is dead now. At
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cimes, in the quiet of evening, I think she must have wondered,
dreaming, who she was. Was she become 1n her sleep that old
purveyor of the sacred earth, perhaps, that ancient one who, old
as she was, still had the feeling of play? And in her mind, at

times, did she see the falling stars?

For some time 1 sat looking down at these words on the page, trying
to deal with the emptiness that had come about inside of me. The words
did not seem real. The longer 1 looked at them, the more unfamiliar
they became. At last 1 could scarcely believe that they made sense, that
they had anything whatsoever to do with meaning. In desperation almost,
1 went back over the final paragraphs, backward and forward,-hurriedly.
My eyes fell upon the name Ko-sahn. And all at once everything seerned
suddenly to refer to that name. The name seemed to humanize the whole
complexity of language. All at once, absolutely, 1 had the sense of the
magic of words and of names. Ko-sahn, 1 said. And 1 said again,
KO-SAHN.

Then it was that that ancient, one-eyed woman stepped out of the
language and stood before me on the page- I was amazed, of course
and yet it seemed to me entirely appropriate chat this should happen.

“Yes, grandson,” she said. “What is 1t? ‘What do you want?”

“] was just now writing about you,” 1 replied, stammering. “1
thought——forgive me—I thought that perhaps you were ... L hat you
had...”

“No,” she said. And she cackled. And she went on. “Y ou have imag-
ined me well, and so 1 am. You have imagined that 1 dream, and so 1
do. T have seen the falling stars.”

“But all of this, chis imagining,” 1 protested, “this has taken place-——is
taking place in my mind. You are not actually here, not here in this
room.” It occutred to me that 1 was being extremely rude, but 1 could

not help myself. Ghe seemed to understand.

“Re careful of your pronouncements, grandson,” she answered. “You

imagine that I am here in this room, do you not? This is worth some-

thing. You see, 1 have existence, whole being, in your imagination. Ieis
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one kind of being, to be sure, but it s perhaps the best of all kinds.
not here in this room, grandson, then surely neither are you.”

think I see what you mean,” I said. I felt justly rebuked. “Tell me
dmother, how old are you?”

I do not know,” she replied. “There are times when I think that I

the oldest woman on earth. You know, the Kiowas came into the

tld through a hollow log. In my mind’s eye I have seen them emerge,

one by one, from the mouth of the log. I have seen them so clearly,

:rv.‘ ow they were dressed, how delighted they were to see the world around

them. I must have been there. And T must have taken part in that old

tx,mgratxon of the Kiowas from the Yellowstone to the southern plains,

~ for I have seen antelope bounding in the tall grass near the Big Hom

j’ River, and I have seen the ghost forests in the Black Hills. Once I saw
~ the red cliffs of Palo Duro Canyon. I was with those who were camped

II
2y

in the Wichita Mountains when the stars fell.”
“You are indeed very old,” I said, “and you have seen many things.”
“Yes, I imagine that I have,” she replied. Then she turned slowly

. around, nodding once, and receded into the language I had made. And

then I imagined I was alone in the room.

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the
remembered earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a
particular landscape in his experience, to look at it from as many
angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it. He ought
to imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season and
listens to the sounds that are made upon it. He ought to imagine
the creatures there and all the faintest motions of the wind. He
ought to recollect the glare of noon and all the colors of the
dawn and dusk.
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The Wichita Mountains rise out of the southern plains in a long
crooked line that runs from east to west. The mountains are made of
red earth, and of rock that is neither red nor blue but some very rare
admixture of the two, like the feathers of certain birds. They are not
so high and mighty as the mountains of the Far West, and they bear a
different relationship to the land around them. One does not imagine

that they are distinctive in themselves, or indeed that they exist apart

from the plain in any sense. If you try to think of them in the abstract,

they lose the look of mountains. They are preeminently an expression
of the larger landscape, more petfectly organic than one can easily imag-
ine. To behold these mountains from the plain is one thing; to see the
plain from the mountains is something else. I have stood on the top of
Mount Scott and seen the earth below, bending out into the whole
circle of the sky. The wind runs always close upon the slopes, and there
are times when you hear the rush of it like water in the ravines.

Here is the hub of an old commerce. More than a hundred years ago
the Kiowas and Comanches journeyed outward from the Wichitas in
every direction, seeking after mischief and medicine, horses and hostages.
Sometimes they went away for years, but they always returned, for the
land had got hold of them. It is a consecrated place, and even now there
is something of the wilderness about it. There is a game preserve in the
hills. Animals graze away in the open meadows or, closer by, keep to
the shadows of the groves: antelope and deer, longhorns and buffalo. It
was here, the Kiowas say, that the first buffalo came into the world.

The yellow grassy knoll that is called Rainy Mountamn lies a shott
distance to the north and west. There, on the west side, is the ruin ot
an old school where my grmdﬁother went as a wild girl in blanket and
braids to learn of numbers and of names in English. And there she

buried.

Most is your name the name of this dark stone.
Deranged in death, the mind to be inberes
Forever in the nominal unknown,

The wake of nothing audible be hears

Who listens here and now to hear your name.
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The early sun, red as a hunter’s moon,

Runs in the plain. The mountain burns and shines;
And silence is the long approach of noon

Upon the shadow that your name defines—

And death this cold, black density of stone.

3 takes possession of it in his blood and brain. For this happens, I am
' certain, in the ordinary motion of life. None of us lives apart from the
~ land entirely; such an isolation is unimaginable. We have sooner or later
to come to terms with the world around us—and I mean especially the
physical world, not only as it is revealed to us immediately through our
senses, but also as it is perceived more truly in the long turn of seasons
and of years. And we must come to moral terms. There is no alternative,
T believe, if we are to realize and maintain our humanity, for our hu-
manity must consist in part in the ethical as well as in the practical ideal
of preservation. And particularly here and now is that true. We Amer-
icans need now more than ever before—and indeed more than we

know—to imagine who and what we are with respect to the earth and

sky. I am talking about an act of the imagination, essentially, and the

concept of an American land ethic.

It is no doubt more difficult to imagine the landscape of America
now, than it was in, say, 1900. Our whole experience as a nation in this
century has been a repudiation of the pastoral ideal which informs so
much of the art and literature of the nineteenth century. One effect of
the technological revolution has been to uproot us from the soil. We
have become disoriented, I believe; we have suffered a kind of psychic
dislocation of ourselves in time and space. We may be petfectly sure of
where we are in relation to the supermarket and the next coffee break,

but I doubt that any of us knows where he is in relation to the stars
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and to the solstices. Our sense of the natural order has become dull and
anreliable. Like the wilderness itself, our sphere of instinct has dimin-
ished in proportion 45 we have failed to imagine truly what it is. And
yet 1 believe that it is possible to formulate an ethical idea of the land—a
notion of what it 1s and must be in our daily lives—and I believe
moreover that it is absolutely necessary to do so.

It would seem on the surface of things that a land ethic is something
that is alien to, or at least dormant in, most Americans. Most of us
have developed an attitude of indifference toward the land. In terms of
my own experience, it is difficult to see how such an attitude could ever

have come about.

v

Ko-sahn could remember where my grandmother was borm. “It was just
there,” she said, pointing to a tree, and the tree was like a hundred
others that grew up in the broad depression of the Washita River. I
could see nothing to indicate that anyone had ever been there, spoken
so much as a word, or touched the tups of his fingers to the tree. But
in her memory Ko-sahn could see the child. T think she must have
remembered my grandmother’s voice, for she seemed for a long moment
to listen and to hear. There was a still, heavy heat upon that place; 1
had the sense that ghosts were gathering there.

And in the racial memory, Ko-sahn had seen the falling stars. For her
there was no distinction between the individual and the racial experience,
even as there was none between the mythical and the historical. Both
were realized for her m the one memory, and that was of the land. This
landscape, in which she had lived for a hundred years, was the common

denominator of everything that she knew and would ever know—and

her knowledge was profound. Her roots ran deep into the earth, and
from those depths she drew strength enough to hold still against all the

forces of chance and disorder. And she drew therefrom the sustenance
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