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Abstract
In “Headlands Journal,” the opening sequence of Out There Somewhere

(2002), Simon Ortiz develops a whole riff on the issue of “risk.”  His concern
is with what risk has meant for Native Americans—risks of life, survival, and
with it risks of storytelling and poetry.  How best to articulate the risks taken
by Native peoples to counter the assaults of American history?  How best to
find and make poetry in the face of assumed margin and even evisceration?
How best to establish his own Acoma-Native voice begun in McCarty’s, New
Mexico (Deetzeyaamah in the Acoma language) and forged both from a love
of heritage and against a fair amount of  personal set-back, whether drink and
rehab at a Colorado VA hospital, hands-on mining work, or periods of drift
and lost relationships?

Few would doubt that his has been a key literary achievement, a vindi-
cation in verse and prose of his own chance-taking as a writer.  The span runs
also from his early University of New Mexico student years and MFA from
Iowa through to his  present academic position in Toronto and the writerly
“journeys” he has made—notably to the Lumbee nation and to the Rosebud
Lakota Sioux out of which arose his After and Before the Lightning (1994).
The presentation to hand examines a run of poems that take on these issues
as Ortiz develops them not only in Out There Somewhere and After and Before
the Lightning, but in from Sand Creek (1981), with its memory of the US
cavalry massacre of encamped Cheyenne and Arapaho in 1984, and the
volumes collected in Woven Stone (1992 and re-printings).  Not the least of the
creative risks Ortiz has taken, and as he writes in the poem “A New Story,” has
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been the writing-in, the counter-voicing, against an American mainstream’s
assumption of “a lack of Indians.”

Keywords: Simon J. Ortiz, risk, Out There Somewhere, pan-Indianism, After
and Before Lightning
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Risk has to be more than personal risk.  It has to concern itself with ethical, moral,
political, social, historical, spiritual, material issues and questions.  Personal risk is the
least at stake.

Life is at stake.
—“Headlands Journal,” Out There Somewhere (2002)1

Why do you write?  Who do you write for?
Because Indians always tell a story.  The only way to continue is to tell a story and that’s
what Coyote says.  The only way to continue is to tell a story and there is no other way.
Your children will not survive unless you tell something about them—how they were
born, how they came to this certain place, how they continued.

—Preface to A Good Journey (1977)2

Risk for Simon Ortiz, Native American author-poet of Acoma Pueblo, New Mexico,
has been almost a hallmark, the very insignia of his life and writing.  If, to be sure,
he has long achieved prime status in Native American literary circles, and well
beyond—poet, storywriter, essayist, anthologist, longtime lecturer and speaker,
documentary film-maker—he has also lived a life often enough caught up in
shadow, whether alcoholism and rehab, jail-time and often nomadic drift, or the
fissures and losses in personal relationship.  Throughout, and even so, he has built
a formidable roster of writing, poetry foremost, but also fiction (notably Fightin’
[1983] and Men on the Moon [1999]), discursive essays, anthologies, and video
and CD production.

The key poetry collections look to Going for the Rain (1976), A Good
Journey (1977) and Fight Back: For the Sake of the People, for the Sake of the
Land (1980) which were collected as Woven Stone (1992), together with From
Sand Creek: Rising in This Heart Which Is Our America (1981), After and Before
the Lightning (1994), and Out There Somewhere (2002).

So lively an output confirms his resolve to inscribe Native life as wholly
un-erased, actual and continuing, as against some periphery with its assumption
of “the Indian” as Vanished American customarily in the mix.  In this he belongs
with not just the roster but the creative resilience of fellow contemporary (or near
contemporary) Native poet-authorship, N. Scott Momaday to Lucy Tapahanso,
Carter Revard to Wendy Rose, Ray Youngbear to Mary Tallmountain.  They,
like him, have been obliged to face, yet always to discover imaginative pathways
to transcend, every kind of community and historical setback.

1 Simon J. Ortiz, Out There Somewhere (Tucson: U of Arizona P, 2002) 10.
2 Simon J. Ortiz, A Good Journey (Tucson: U of Arizona P, 1977) 153.
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Formal biography gives the contour. Born in 1941, raised in his first years as
an Acoma-speaker in McCarty’s (indigenous name Deetzeyaamah), one of the
constituent villages of Acoma Pueblo, he went through BIA Day and other
schooling, worked in the uranium mining industry, attended Fort Lewis College
in 1961-62, served in the Army 1962-65, became a student at the University of
New Mexico 1966-68, and took an MFA at the University of Iowa in 1969.  With
Naked in the Wind (1971), a small verse collection, he launched his literary
career, one he would inter-weave with a string of visiting academic appointments—
among others San Diego State University, the Institute of Arts at Santa Fe, Navajo
Community College, the University of New Mexico, and through to his present
position at the University of Toronto.  These, and various manual-labor jobs,
along with his frequent travels and stays in other Native communities (his resi-
dency with the Lumbee people in North Carolina or his winter in South Dakota
at the Rosebud Lakota Sioux Reservation which led to the collection After
and Before the Lightning), bear witness to a major dialectic in his writing: his own
life-itineraries as source for a poetry forged from experience taken first-hand and
his commitment to the notion of hanoh, the people, the homeland.

In “Headlands Journal,” named for the art-community just outside San
Francisco where he spent a short residency in 1994, he offers a whole riff on the
issue of risk.  His concern is with what risk has meant for Native Americans, risks
of life, survival, and with it the risks for himself as writer whose own life has
known near-fatal dips into the self-loss of drinking—as in his stays at the Veteran
Administration in Colorado or his sessions with the San Francisco AA, not to
mention courtrooms and jail-sentences.  How best to articulate the risks taken by
Native peoples to counter, and transcend, the assaults of European and American
history?  How best to find, and make poetry, in the face of assumed margin and
would-be evisceration, not to mention every species of savagist Noble or Devil
mythology?  How, for himself, best to establish his own voice, bilingual, bicultural,
clan-connected (in his case the Eagle or Dyaamih Clan) and derived from a love
of Acoma and fellow-tribal heritage, and yet despite his eventual campus and
writer-in-residence a life also scarred by his personal history of bar-room, cell,
odd-job physical work, and self-confessed wandering and family breakage (not
least his divorce in 1984 from Marlene Forster—mother of his three children)?

However else Ortiz is to be designated, writer-activist for tribal sovereignty
and ecological recovery, confessional writer, verse memorialist as in From Sand
Creek, virtuoso of oral verse and story made over into written form—one seam
especially carries weight. As if to contra-indicate the whole Vanishing American
ethos his writing career has been one of refracting the specificity and yet the
plurality of Native America, the resiliences as much as the losses, and assuredly the
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risks negotiated as those given in to or imposed.  No one half-familiar with his
work could doubt the mantra he has offered in any number of his poems and
discursive writings—“Indians everywhere.”  The line occurs in “The Creek Na-
tion East of the Mississippi,” the second part of “Travels in the South” in Going
for the Rain—“Once, in a story, I wrote that Indians are everywhere. / Goddam
right” (73).  He also underscores the view that a supposed minority does not, as
if by some unyielding law of literary physics, write minority literature.

A number of touchstones help frame Ortiz’s overall run of poetry.  First
something of his own ars poetica is to be met with in his poem “Creating
Language” (After and Before the Lightning).  The emphasis is reflexive: language,
best used, most risked, as much creates the speaker-writer as it is the expressive
instrument of that speaker-writer:

To use a language,
the speaker has to know
its real bones, guts, blood,
spirit, mind, heart.
He has to know its pain
and its joy.
He has to know its creation.
And the only way he can
is to know
he is being created
as he speaks it.
He is a creator then
of that language. (109-10)

Second his Preface to Out There Somewhere, written in 2002, speaks to the
desiderata, as he sees it, of Native location—cultural and personal—whatever the
context of disconnection:

I’ve spent a large part of my lifetime away from Acoma Pueblo—out there somewhere
in America—away from the Acoma village area of Deetseyaamah where I grew up.  But
while I have physically been away from my home area, I have never been away in any
absolute way.  For many other Native people of the twentieth century and the begin-
ning of the twenty-first, this has also been the case since many of us have lived away
from our original homelands, cultures, and communities in one way or another.  Yet
at the same time that we are away, we also continue to be absolutely connected socially
and culturally to our Native identity.  We insist that we as human cultural beings must
always have this connection because it is the way we maintain a Native sense of Existence.
(Preface, italics added)

This insistence on Native bedrock, the cultural seams and arteries Ortiz
calls, precisely, “a Native sense of Existence,” links back to the long Introduction
he wrote to Woven Stone almost a decade earlier in 1992.  There he sets out his
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writing life to date, the transition from using the Acoma language to English, his
time working in the uranium business, his literary apprenticeship and reading,
the Civil Rights 1960s, and his own commitment to Native American political
and cultural activism of which his own most explicit formulation is to be found
in the 1980 collection Fight Back: For the Sake of the People, for the Sake of the
Land.  In this latter he links the Pueblo revolt in 1680 to current activism for
restitution and sovereignty against corporate mining and landholding interests at
the expense of not only the Acoma people, but the Navajo and other tribal peoples,
be they full or mixedblood.

With all the component volumes which make up Woven Stone in mind the
Introduction also addresses the early design of his own writing:

I began writing brief cursory passages, mainly scenes, descriptions, parts of plot,
character sketches, and such. (14)

This affords a wholly useful explicatory note, for Ortiz’s poetry has always
had about it a kind of itinerary annotation, life transformed into verse cartography,
an ongoing oral-into-written tabulation.  The point is given further emphasis
in his Preface in 1994 to After and Before the Lightning with its account of the
time he spent among the Lakota under conditions of winter cold and snow:

When the poems came about and I wrote them, I felt like I was putting together a map
of where I was in the cosmos.  I’m not sure if “map” is the correct term, and I’m not
certain if, as a writer and a poet, I was even successful in noting and expressing what
I wanted and needed most of all: reassurance that by facing reality—winter and my
life—I was doing the right thing. (xiv)

“Putting together a map of where I was in the cosmos,” “writer and poet,” “re-
assurance,” “facing reality,” “the right thing”—the terms bespeak risk at various
intersecting level of art and life and within a context of Native site, history, language,
tradition.

These different trajectories of risk can best be highlighted in a small sequence
of poems taken from across Ortiz’s career.  An early volume like Going for the
Rain offers, precisely, a map of travels, from leave-taking of Acoma, city upon city
be it San Francisco, Chicago, New York, Little Rock or Albuquerque, each bus,
train, airport, bar, the two coasts, the midwest, the south, and the eventual return
to Acoma.  In a voice at once accessible, even talkerly, yet also shaped by meta-
phor and a working emphasis of metric, Ortiz leaves no doubt of life lived at risk.
Two pieces do duty as instances, contrasting swings of dislocation and continuance.
“Last Night” has its speaker caught en route, travelling, but to nowhere of sustain-
ing destination.  He does, however, manage a phone call to “you,” to a lover, to a
necessary intimacy:
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New York City almost got me
last night at Kennedy Airport.
So messed up,
making phone calls to places
I can’t remember.

Just held on tight
to my bags of poems, my life
fighting off sleep,
the moments that swallow you
without your knowledge of where
you are disappearing to.

Finally, got a cab,
finally, got to a friend’s place.
A phone call to you then,
lay on a carpet,
ate a couple of good apples,
drank glass of bourbon,
and it was already morning.
But, finally, I got to talk to you.
It was good, that part,
and I went to sleep on the floor
beside the phone
and two apple cores. (46)

“A Story of How a Wall Stands” not only supplies the title phrase “woven
stone” for Ortiz’s three-volume compilation (Woven Stone, 1992), it has justly
become one of his best-known compositions.  It bespeaks risk yet also permanence,
the seemingly precarious artifact of the tribal wall yet also a live, enduring monu-
ment to the memorial textures and craft of Acoma life:

At Aacqu, there is a wall almost 400 years old which supports hundreds of tons of dirt and
bones—it’s a graveyard built on a steep incline—and it looks like it’s about to fall down
the incline but will not for a very long time.

My father, who works with stone,
says, “That’s just the part you see,
the stones which seem to be
just packed in on the outside,”
and with his hands puts the stone and mud
in place.  “Underneath what looks like loose stone,
there is stone woven together.”
He ties one hand over the other,
fitting like the bones of his hands
and fingers.  “That’s what is
holding it together.”
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“It is built that carefully,”
he says, “the mud mixed
to a certain texture,” patiently
“with the fingers,” worked
in the palm of his hand.  “So that
placed between the stones, they hold
together for a long, long time.”

He tells me those things,
the story of them worked
with his fingers, in the palm
of his hands, working the stone
and the mud until they become
the wall that stands a long, long time. (145)

The imaginative working of image could not better suggest a Native creation
or genesis story, a lineage indeed of woven stone, a wall of fixture and change,
forged across time by its makers’ hands.  Risk is always present, collapse or slide,
but also survival (or survivance in the phrasing of Gerald Vizenor, Chippewa-
Ojibway trickster-writer), the fine-wrought durability of hand, mud, fingers, craft.
The metaphors operate implicitly, a literal scenario yet endowed with its own
figurative play and invention.  It gives added meaning to Robert Frost’s celebrated
phrase for poetry itself as a “stay against confusion.”

“Spoken narrative” is how Ortiz designates A Good Journey, another early
collection which offers its own assortment of allusive riches, from Coyote poems
(“Dostoevsky Coyote” he calls him at one point) to a verse-menu and invitation-
to-eat poem (“How to make a good chili stew”), and from dedicatory poems
to his children to a travel-map run of poems (“Places We Have Been”).  In “Irish
Poets in Saturday and an Indian,” one especially hears the press of personal
life—talking poetry, the reference to the Blackfeet novelist and poet James Welch,
the memory of buffalo, whiskey, and infinitely to present purposes, the cost and
call to redress of Native lives lived at risk.  The note is rueful, plaintive, full of
rage at history and also self-rage:

We bought each other drinks,
talked poetry talked about Welch,
Blackfeet from Montana, good poet,
that Indian chasing lost buffalo
through words, making prayers
in literary journals. Yeah,
strange world, drinking bourbon
and water and then beers.  Tony,
one Irish poet, and Sydney,
the other Irish, who laughs deeply
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at a name Tony says. Murphy,
Murphy Many Horses, laughing Irish
whiskey Indian, we laugh for the
sound of our laughter.
                              And then,
I tell about the yet unseen translation
where Indians have been backed up into
and on long liquor nights, working
in their minds, the anger and madness
will come forth in tongues and fury. (113)

With Fight Back: For the Sake of the People, for the Sake of the Land, true
to the spirit of his title, Ortiz allows fuller rein to his eco-politics of homeland
and a recovered order of historic community health.  These are for the most part
story-poems, portraits of lives caught short by uranium mining, corporate and
big business land-finagling, and behind both, the territorial dispossession of the
Acoma and the tribes across the southwest.  As he says in “We Have Been Told
Many Things but We Know This to Be True” —“The land. The people. / They
are in relation to each other. / We are in a family with each other?” (35).  In
“Returning It Back, You Will Go on” the call, the warning, is explicit:

Corporate power companies
from the East and from the West
bought the processed uranium
from the corporate oil and mining companies
who minded the land.
That’s Indian land . . . . (41)

the jail will not be enough
to hold all the nations of the People,
and they will have risen.
They will have risen. (42)

Yet much as this is a collection pledged to continuity, to a live politics of
reclamation and sovereignty, it also remembers breakage, the risk of lost dignity.
A poem like “Crazy Gook Indians,” with its ironic replay of Vietnam-in-small,
vividly captures the persistence of savagist stereotype—whether local “Crazy
Indians” or Asian “Gook Indians”—within present-day working America:

Danny and Emmett got back from Vietnam
and went to work in the mines.
Danny said, in Section 30
One afternoon, we blasted
and my partner, Emmett, thought
we were back in Vietnam,
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back in the tunnels,
after the enemy, you know.
He picked up that drill
like it was an M-60
and tried to defend us against
the shift boss who’d been in the Marines too.
I got Emmett quieted down
and held him in my arms for a while.
The boss just laughed
and later on I heard him laughing
with the superintendent
about the crazy gook Indians
on his shift.
I guess I should have let my partner
defend us against that Marine. (13)

 With From Sand Creek Ortiz moves into earlier history and the risk, the
toll, to the tribes as Manifest Destiny, or at least the onward march of the western
frontier.  The weigh-stations in this trajectory are well enough known.  A selective
roster would span the early Massachusetts-Algonquin wars; the British, French
and Indian Wars of 1754-63 and the issue of Lord Jeffrey Amherst’s small-pox
infected blankets; the Removal Act of 1803, Andrew Jackson’s war against the
Creeks in 1814 (little wonder that Jackson, Old Hickory, made his name as a
renowned Indian-killer); the Cherokee Trail of Tears in 1838; The Bear River,
Idaho killing of the Soshone in 1863; and iconically, Wounded Knee in 1890.  To
these must be added the Sand Creek Massacre of November 29, 1864, the attack
led by Colonel John Chivington, a cleric no less, on peaceably encamped
Cheyenne and Arapaho under the leadership of Black Kettle in East Colorado—
estimates vary between 150-200 and 400 killed.  It was brute, unwarranted,
murdered women and children as well as warriors, and led to scalp and geni-
talia trophy-hunting by the Colorado Territory Militia involved.  The polite
version is that this was the upshot of threats to homesteading and the white-settler
frontier.  The more accusing (and accurate) version is that this was a genocidal
episode, the latest soldierly expression of the will to cleanse the west of indigenous
peoples.

Ortiz tackles the massacre with care, detail, and his own wholly becoming
sense of the need to see not death, some endgame of victimry, but life, the very
blood of those killed and maimed as the evidence of continuance.  The poem’s
figurative terms, to this effect, are set out movingly at the outset:

This America
has been a burden
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of steel and mad
death,
but, look now
there are flowers
and new grass
and a spring wind
rising
from Sand Creek (9)

The organization of his poem works as a double-ply.  Sand Creek is por-
trayed on the one hand as colonial violence, possession of tribal land by gun and
posse indeed under the murderous banner of Manifest Destiny—and invokes a
whole litany of western killer-marauders to include Buffalo Bill and Kit Carson.
Within its shadow, on the other hand, is the voicing of modern Native self-
decolonization, as it has been called, and of Ortiz himself and his fellow army and
Vietnam veterans (Danny, Billy, Nez, Larry, the Oklahoma Boy, Bingo, Ed,
Apache, W. Ruidoso, Dusty) who are being treated for drug, alcohol and post-
traumatic stress problems at the Veteran Administration Hospital in Fort Lyon,
Colorado, itself not far from Sand Creek.

In both schemes of reference Ortiz leaves no doubt of injury, trauma, loss of
equilibrium. But he also stresses the call of life, blood as the poem designates it
“Spurting, / sparkling, / splashing, bubbling” (17).  He speaks of what might have
been, a compact of settler and Native, a shared entry into the land’s offerings.
Instead there was demonization:

They must have known
                    Surely
They must have.
                    Black Kettle
met them at the open door
of the plains.

                    He swept his hand
all about them.
The vista of the mountains
was at his shoulder.
                    The rivers
run from the sky.
                    Stone soothes
every ache.
                    Dirt feeds us.
Spirit is nutrition.
                    Like a soul, the land
Was open to them like a child’s heart.
There was no paradise,
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but it would have gently and willingly
and longingly given them food and air
and substance for every comfort.
If they had only acknowledged
even the smallest conceit. (79)

He links this vista of generosity traduced, and the Cheyenne and Arapaho
as caught up in the irony of somehow stealing land from the settlers, to stealing
back his own life.  That is, he looks to a sense of self-efficacy against drugs and
alcohol, stress and despair. For him the pathways are these memories, life not
death memories, and with them culture, voice, language, work.  Nor is this of-
fered in the name only of his own health, or only of that of his fellow war-veterans,
but of Native America and then beyond even that, of the America he calls “venge-
ful and a wasteland / of fortunes [93].”  His complex verse narrative invites full
unpacking, its parallels and sleights of voice, the history it encodes and poeticizes.
Not the least as it may just be Ortiz’s moral politics, the sway of human risk for
not just the Native peoples in America but, as he says, for those also colonized
across Africa, Asia and the rest of the indigenous world.

Given the force of risk in his own life it is perhaps none too surprising that
Ortiz opts in After and Before the Lightning for a species of absolute self-
confrontation.  That is, he makes the winter he spends at Rosebud Sioux Indian
Reservation, among the Lakota, into a species of existential mirror, the South
Dakota prairies as context for thinking through—and transposing into verse—his
own meaning and that of the people and land within which he opts to spend his
sojourn.  The upshot, the map of his life as he again calls it, he spells out in the
following terms:

In composing a map, the only way I could do was to locate myself in relation to the
endless snowy sweep of the prairie with its low rolling hills, the sparse stands of trees
along frozen prairie creeks, and the distant blue horizon merging into gray-white
sky. . . .  The prairie hills and blowing snow and distant ranch house and ghost buffalo.
This was the evidence of Existence. . . .

As an Acoma Indian in the Americas, the dreaded reality of despair, death, and loss be-
cause of oppressive colonialism has too been often present, and I cannot deny that. . . .
My personal experience and history have been burdened with too much of that. . . .

Yet . . . it’s possible to know that burden as more than just desperate and difficult and
impossible to deal with.  Indian people, especially the Lakota of South Dakota whose
homeland has been the prairie for generations, know the harshness of this reality.  And
yet more than any knowledge they have, they know the sacred beauty of the prairie
homeland which they regard with wonder and awe. (xv)

Almost Thoreau-like, day for day, sight for sight, Ortiz makes After and
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Before the Lightning into a working gallery, life, be it his own or that of the Lakota,
not just risked but celebrated in the face of extremities of season.  These are acts of
celebration—to be sure of Lakota skill and tradition but also of the live iconogra-
phies of prairie (“Early, the Prairie Awakens Me”), snow (“The Edge Facing Us”),
sun (“To See the Prairie Sun”), moon (“Moon and the Night”), rain (“The Prayer-
Rain Is Here”) and wind (“Driving, the Snowy Wind”).  These, between the light-
ning strikes of the collection’s title as it were, take on meditative resonance, the
speaker implicated in looking to the “climate” of his own relationship of self
and world.  They also open into darker acts of memory.  A poem like “Storm”
turns upon the remembrance of Native lives forced to bargain, and to be caught
up in rage, even as Nature’s own cycle eases from downpour into warmth, tur-
bulence into calm:

Young Indian in Sioux Falls
was forced to bargain
himself for years into state prison.
Another just got thirty years.
Two more wait to be tried, facing life.
Or death.
                    All these years
                    we’ve been bargained.
                    Fifteen, thirty, life years.
                    Death.
Let your shoulders sag, breathe deeply.
For a moment, the storm has abated.
A warm spell began yesterday,
temperatures reaching the low thirties.
Only man’s rage continues to storm. (34-35)

Out There Somewhere, Ortiz as he says “away from Acoma Pueblo—out there
somewhere in America,” steers between the close-to-hand personal (“Be a good
Buddhist in jail” he says in “Chant” [19]) and a politics of cultural indictment
against mythic versions of live Native peoples (“Where are the Indians? / Where
are the real Indians? / There are no Indians. / There are no real Indians. / There
were never any Indians. / There were never any Indians. / There were never any
real Indians. / . . . None. / Never.” he writes in “Greatest Believers Greatest
Disbelievers”[48]).  The collection moves contemplatively across the personal
and the political, another of Ortiz’s witness-maps both to the past and present
risk inherent in Native encounter with “canonical” America.

Yet it also points to cross-cultural strengths and, above all, to the ongoing
strengths of Acoma tradition.  These Ortiz gathers in his highly autobiographical
“Time as Memory as Story”—the family moves, his loved worker-singer father’s
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drinking, his mother’s attempts to reach him and shepherd her children (the poem
recalls a telegraph-office clerk who looks at her and the children “Like we just
came from the Planet Acoma” (152).  At the same time, and as he matches his
own hands to walled handprints at the Yavapai-Prescott reservation in Arizona, he
recognizes both on the hard-won evidence of his life and that of all tribal people,
that “Our history is more than here” (153).  Native America, in line with his title,
he thus images as a huge continuum of time, memory, and story, whatever the
risks of living in any one moment of that continuum.

Perhaps as great a risk as any addressed by Ortiz is that which has led to the
“invention” of Indians—the transposition of live bodies, live time and space, into
some pan-Indian silhouette, a diorama of mask and figurine.  His opening lines in
the poem “‘Even ‘The Indians’ Believed” makes the point wryly and engagingly,
little short of a coda for his writing in the form of ironic question-and-answer:

Indians were made up?

Yeah.

They became what people in Europe believed them to be? Indians?

Indians,

Indians?

Yeah, Indians.

Soon there were Indians all over the place.  But mainly in the New
World, especially in America!  That’s where they were seen the most.
That’s where they “belonged.”  That’s where they were most Indian!

        Soon even “the Indians” believed they were “Indians.”
                Soon even the “Indians” believed they were Indians.

Nonetheless they were people.
They were hanoh. They were people who were themselves.
They were people who were their own people. (51)

Reading Ortiz in this mode, as through the considerable roster of his other poetry,
is to become aware of whole seams of risk, past and present, and both to Native
life and name and to himself.  At the same time, however, it is also to recognize his
conviction as to the utter continuance of Native signature, of the Native arts of
life over death and against whatever odds.  In this regard it affords good reason to
again summon one of his presiding markers—“Indians everywhere.”
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