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Tbl.omqjy S." Whitecloud (Chippewa) 1914—1972

fading'sky I saw geese wedge southward. They were going home. . .

Thomas St. Germain Whitecloud was born
in New York City, October 8, 1914. His
mother was white and his father, Thomas
'S. Whitecloud, was Chippewa. The elder
Whitecloud was a graduate of the Vale
Law School but after his education chose
not to cast his lot with white America.
Thus the Whiteclouds divorced, and he re-
turned to the Lac Du Flambeau Reserva-
tion in Wisconsin, where he remarried and
“reared a family. The young Whitecloud re-
mained with his mother, but his.childhood
experiences included life on the reserva-
tion as well as in mainstream America,

The younger Whitecloud encountered
difficult times growing up. He was in and
out of public schools as well as federal In-
dian schools in Albuquerque, Chilocco, and
Santa Fe. He made an unsuccessful attempt
at college studies at the University of New
Mexico but finally settled down to serious
study at the University of Redlands, where
he also met and married Barbara Ibanez.
Meanwhile, during his youth, he had been a
faxm worker, truck driver, mechanic, handy-
man and boxer, among others.

By the time Whitecloud entéred Red-
lands, he had settled on medicine as a ca-
reer. After graduation, in 1939 he entered
the Tulane School of Mediciné from which
he earned his M.D. degree: before entering
military setvice in World War I1, He served
for over two years as a battalion surgeon
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with U.S. paratroops in Europe. As a prac-
ticing physician, he worked as an Indian
Service doctor in Montana and Minnesota
before entering private practice in Texas,
where for over seven years he not only ran
a county hospital but also served as county
coroner and deputy sheriff. Because of ill

health, he moved to Mississippi, settling fi-
nally at Picayune, where he had a limited
practice, engaged in many civic activities,
and served as a consultant to the Depart-
ment of Health, Education, and Welfare.
During his later years, he also wrote and
lectured extensively.

While a student at Redlands White-

cloud had contemplated careers other than
medicine. He liked to write and apparently
considered taking up literature. He wrote
essays and Indian tales, some of which he
sent to the aged Hamlin Garland, presum-
ably for criticism. His only significant pub-
lished hterary wortk, “Blue Winds Dancing,”
appeared in his senior year. Tt has been a
popular essay among readers of Indian liter-
ature because of its powerful theme and the
quality of its style, which becomes almost
lyrical at times. At his death, Whltecloud
left a number of works in manuscript, in-
cluding essays, tales, and poetry.

Daniel F. Littlefield, Jr
University of Arkansas-Little Rock

' Blue Winds Dancing’

There is-a moon-out tonight. Moon and stars and clouds tipped with moonlight. And
there is a fall wind blowing in my heart. Ever since this evening, when against a

. Now I try to

study, but against the pages I see them again, driving southward: Going home.

Across the valley there are heavy mountains holding up the night sky, and be-
yond the mountains there is home. Home, and'peace, and the beat of drums, and
blue winds dancing over snow fields. The Indian lodge will fill with my people, and
our gods will come and sit among them. I $hould be there then. I should be-at home.

- But home is beyond the mountains, and T am here, Here where fall'hides in the
valleys, and winter never comes down from the mountains. Here where all the trees
grow in rows; the palms stand stiffly by the roadsides, and in the groves the orange
trees line in military rows, and endlessly bear fruit. Beautiful, yes; there is always
beauty in order, in rows of growing things! But it is the beauty of captlvlty A pine
fighting for existence on a windy knoll is much more beautiful. ;

In my Wisconsin, the leaves change before the snows come. In'the air there is
the smell of wild rice and venison cooking; and when the winds comeiwhispering
through the forests, they carry the smell of rotting leaves. In the evenings, the loon
calls; lonely; and birds sing their last songs beforé leaving. Bears dig roots and eat late
fall bérries, fattening for their Iong winter sleép. Later, when the first snows fall, one
awakens in the morning to find the world white and beautiful and clean.: Then one
can look back over his trail and:see the tracks following. In the woods there are tracks
of deer and snowshoe rabbits, and long streaks where partridges slide to alight. Chip-
munks make tiny footprints on the linibs; and one can hear squirrels busy in hollow
trees, $orting acorns. Soft lake waves wash the shores, and sunsets burst each evening
ovet the lakes, and make them look as if they were afire.

¢ That land which is my-home! Beautiful, calm—where there is no hurry to get
anywhere, no driving to keep up in a race that knows ne ending and no goal. No
clasées where men talk and talk, and then stop now and then to hear their own words
corie back to them from the students. No constant peering into the maelstrom of
one’s mind; no-worries about grades and honors; no hysterical preparing for life un-
til that life is half over; no anxiety about ohe’s place in the thing they call Society

I hear again the ring of axes in deep woods, the crunch of snow beneath my feet.
I feel again the smooth velvet of ghost-birch bark. I hear the rhythm of the drums. . . .
[ am tired. I am weary of trying to keep up this bluff of being civilized. Being civi-
lized means trying to do everything you don’t want to, never doing anything you want
to. It means dancing to the strings of custom and tradition; it means living in houses
and hevér knowing of caring who is next door. These civilized white men want us to
be like them-—always dissatisfied, getting a hill and wanting a mountain:

»Thenagain, maybe I am not tired.. Maybe I'm licked.-Maybe I am just not smart
enough:to grasp these things that go to make up civilization. Maybe I am just too lazy
to think hard enough te kéep up. -

: Still, T know my people have many things that civilization has taken from the
whites. They know how to give; how to tear one’s piece of meat in two and share it
withrone’s brother. They know how to sing—how to make each man his own songs
andising them; for their music they dé not have to listen to other men singing over a
radio: They know how to make things with their hands, how to shape beads into de-
sign and make a thing of beauty from 4 piece of birch bark. :

‘But we are inferior. It is terribleto have to feel inferior; to have to read reports
of intelligenice tests, and learn that one’s tace is behind. It is terrible to sit in- classes
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as it leaves, and then dash out, and catch it. T hug the cold steel wall of the tender and
think of the roaring fire in the engine ahead, and of the passengers back in the din-
ing car reading their papers over hot coffee. Beneath me there is blur of rails. Death
would come quick if my hands should freeze and I fall. Up over the Sangre De Cristo
range, around cliffs and through canyons to Denver. Bitter cold here, and I must
watch out for Denver Bob. He is a railroad bull who has thrown bums from fast
freights. I miss him. It is too cold, I suppose. On north to the Sioux country.

Small towns lit for the coming Christmas. On the streets of one I see a beam-
shouldered young farmer gazing into a window filled with shining silver toasters. He
is tall and wears a blue shirt buttoned, with no tie. His young wife by his side looks
at him hopefully. He wants decorations for his place to hang his hat to please his
woman. . . .

Northward again. Minnesota, and great white fields of snow; frozen lakes, and
dawn tunning in dusk without noon. Long forests wearing white. Bitter cold, and
one night the northern lights. I am nearing home.

I reach Woodruff at midnight. Suddenly I am afraid, now that I am but twenty
miles from home. Afraid of what my father will say, afraid of being looked on as a
stranger by my own people. I sit by a fire and think about myself and all the other
young Indians. We just don’t seem to fit in anywhere—certainly not among the
whites, and not among the older people. I think again about the learned sociology
professor and his professing. So many things seem to be clear now that I am away
from school and do not have to worry about some man’s opinion of my ideas. It is
casy to think while looking at dancing flames.

Morning. I spend the day cleaning up, and buying some presents for my family
with what is left of my money. Nothing much, but a gift is a gift, if a man buys it with
his last quarter. I wait until evening, then start up the track toward home.

Christmas Eve comes in on a north wind. Snow clouds hang over the pines, and
the night comes early. Walking along the railroad bed, I feel the calm peace of snow-
bound forests on either side of me. I take my time; I am back in a world where time
does not mean so much now. T am alone; alone but not neatly so lonely as I was back
on the campus at school. Those are never lonely who love the snow and the pines;
never lonely when the pines are wearing white shawls and snow crunches coldly un-
derfoot. In the woods I know there are the tracks of deer and rabbit; I know that if
I leave the rails and go into the woods I shall find them. T walk along feeling glad be-
cause my legs are light and my feet seem to know that they are home. A deer comes
out of the woods just ahead of me, and stands silhouetted on the rails. The North, 1
feel, has welcomed me home: I watch him and am glad that I do not wish for a gun.
He goes into the woods quietly, leaving only the design of his tracks in the snow. [

walk on. Now and then I pass a field, white under the night sky, with houses at the
far end. Snow comes from the chimneys of the houses, and I try to tell what sort of

- wood each is burning by the smoke; some burn pine, others aspen, others tamarack.
There is one from which comes black coal smoke that rises lazily and drifts out over
the tops of the trees. I like to watch houses and try to imagine what might be hap-
pening in them.

Just as a light snow begins to fall, I cross the reservation boundary; somehow it
seems as though I have stepped into another world. Deep woods in a white-and-
black winter night. A faint trail leading to the village. '



-+ The railroad on which I stand comes from a city sprawled by a lake—a city with
a million people who walk around without seeing one another; a city sucking the life
from all the country around; a city with stores and police and intellectuals.and crim-
inals and movies and apartment houses; a city with its politics and libraries and zqos.

Laughing, I go into the woods. As I cross a frozen lake I begin to hear the drums.
Soft in the night the drums beat. It is like the pulse beat of the world. The white line
of the lake ends at a black forest, and above the trees the blue winds are dancing,

I come to the outlying houses of the village. Simple box houses, etched black in
the night. From one or two windows soft lamp light falls on the snow. Christmas
here, too, but it does not mean much; not much in the way of parties and presents.
Joe Sky will get drunk. Alex Bodidash will buy his children red mittens-and a new
sled. Alex is a Carlisle man, and tries to keep his home up to white standards. White
standards. Funny that my people should be ever talling farther behind. The more
they try to imitate whites the more tragic the result. Yet they want us to be imitation
white men. About all we imitate well are their vices. . =

- The village is not a sight to instill pride, yet I am not ashamed; one can never be
ashamed of his own people when he knows they have dreams as beautiful as white
snow on atal pine. ; . .

Father and my brother and sister are seated around the rable as T walk in. Father
stares at me for a moment, then I am in his arms,.crying on his shoulder. I give them
the presents I have brought, and my throat tightens as I watch my sister save care-
fully bits of red string from the packages. I hide my feelings by wrestling with my
brother when he strikes my shoulder in token of affection. Father looks at me, and I
know he has many questions, but he seems to know why I have come. He tells me to
go on alone to the lodge, and he will follow.

I'walk along the trail to the lodge, watching the northern lights forming in the
heavens. White waving ribbons that seem to pulsate with the rthythm of the drums.
Clean snow creaks beneath my feet, and a soft wind sighs through the trees, singing
to me. Everything seems ro say “Be happy! You are home now—you are free. You
are among friends—we are your friends; we, the trees, and the snow, and the lights.”
I follow the trail to the lodge. My feet are light, my heart seems to sing to the music,
and I hold my head high. Across white snow fields blue winds are dancing.

Before the lodge door I stop,.afraid. I wonder if my people will remember me, I
wonder—“Am I Indian, or am I white?” I stand before the door a long time. I hear
the ice groan on the lake, and remember the story of the old woman who is under the
ice, trying to get out, so she can punish some runaway lovers. I think to myself, “If |
am white I will not believe that story; if I am Indian, T will know that there is an old
woman under the ice.” I listen for a while, and I know that there is an old woman un-
der the ice. I look again at the lights, and go in. . o

Inside the lodge there are.many Indians. Some sit on benches around the walls,
athers dance in the center of the floor around a drum. Nobody seems to notice me.
It seems as though I were among a people I have never seen before. Heavy women
with long black hair. Women with children on their knees—small children that
watch with intent black eyes the movements of the dancers, whose small faces are
solemn and serene. The faces of the old people are serene, too, and their eyes are
merry and bright. I loak at the old men. Straight, dressed in dark trousers and
beaded velvet vests, wearing soft moccasins. Dark, lined faces intent on the music. T

wonder if I am at all like them. They dance on, lifting Fheir feet to the rhytlnl? of lilf
drums, swaying lightly, looking upward. I look at their eyes, and am startled at the
i he rhythm of the music. ‘
mpt;gzndt;(r)ltetzttops. Tyhe men walk back to the walls, and talk in low tones or with
their hands. There is little conversation, yet everyone seems to be sharing some se-
cret. A woman looks at a small boy wandering away, and he comes !:)ack to her. .
Strange, I think, and then remember. These people are not sharing wor.d_s——t ey
are sharing a mood. Everyone is happy. I am so used to white p§ople that 1; sgsms
strange so many people could be together without someone talklng. fhese.dn 1anj
are happy because they are together, and because the mgh‘t is beautifu O\JLSI e, an :
the music is beautiful. I try hard to forget school and white p_eqple, and fc 0{]@1 o
these—my people. I try to forget everything but the mghg, and itis a part o th, that
I am one with my people and we are all a part of something umw?rsal. I'watc eyes,
and see now that the old people are speaking to me. They nod slightly, nnpfe}”ceglu—.
bly, and their eyes laugh into mine. I look around the room. All t.he eyes are ‘rvlen yi
they all laugh. No one questions my being here. The drums begm to bga[ again, lam(
I catch the invitation in the eyes of the old men. My feet begl.n to lift to the rhyt m,
and I look out beyond the walls into the night and see the lights. I am happy. It is

beautiful. T am home.
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