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 "I think that if we examine our lives, we will find that most good has come to us from the few loyalties, and a few discoveries made many generations before we were born, which must always be made anew. There too may sometimes appear to come by chance, but in the infinite web of things and events chance must be something different from what we think it to be. To comprehend that is not given to us, and to think of it is to recognize a mystery, and to acknowledge the necessity of faith. As I look back on the part of the mystery which is my own life, my own fable, what I am most aware of is that we receive more than we can ever give; we receive it from the past, on which we draw with every breath..."

—Edwin Muir, An Autobiography

"Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you who you are."

—José Ortega y Gassett



 Preface

Dakota is everywhere, at least in diaspora. In January of 1993, when I first began traveling across the country to talk about Dakota, a woman from a San Francisco suburb told me that her mother had graduated from Lemmon High School in the 1950s. In New York City, a man showed me a photograph of the old Lemmon railroad station taken not long after it was built. His great-grandfather had helped lay the track to Lemmon in 1907, when the town was founded, and stayed for more than ten years.

In Minneapolis, a woman said that in the late 1960s her grandparents had lost their farm to the Oahe Dam. "It killed them," she added solemnly. "It took the spirit right out of them." In Chicago, a Lakota man asked me if I knew anything about the Catholic boarding school his father had attended. In Portland, a woman said she hoped the book would inspire her mother to talk about her upbringing on a homestead ranch near Kadoka. "She doesn't think her story has any value," the woman explained, "and much of it is so painful she doesn't want to revisit it. But I need to know about my family's past." In Seattle, a show of hands revealed that nearly half my audience had roots in the Dakotas.

These people and their stories point to a dilemma: the Dakotas are a place people are from, a place that has suffered a steady outmigration for the better part of a hundred years. What does this do to those of us who remain? Although I explored that question in Dakota, I don't pretend to have any answers. I did discover that many former Dakotans felt that my book reaffirms their sense of being glad to have escaped, while others found, especially in the descriptions of the Plains' physical beauty, a reminder of the place they were forced to leave for economic reasons, but dream of returning to one day.

 And I've received letters from people who feel that I've somehow described their own "small town." A high school English teacher in New Jersey reported that what I'd said about gossip, provincialism, and fear of change captured the atmosphere at her school. I got similar letters from university professors and corporate executives. I was stunned by the variety of people the book had touched. A Mexican American priest wrote to say that Dakota had helped him to understand the older generation in his Los Angeles parish, mostly German Americans who had fled during the economic depression that first hit the Dakotas in the 1920s and intensified in the 1930s. The Methodist bishop in Fargo began giving copies of the book to all new clergy coming into North Dakota. Several people wrote to ask why I didn't write more about the Indian population of the Dakotas. I felt that many fine Indian writers—Elizabeth Cook-Lynn, Louise Erdrich, Adrian Louis, Susan Power, David Seals—were already doing that, and I needed to describe the Dakotas of my own experience. I wanted the book to be a portrait of a place, the kind of small Dakota town that has had little written about it by those who live there.

The question about Dakota I have been asked most often is "How have the people back home responded to the book?" That was something that had concerned me, and I am relieved that things have gone far better than I could have imagined. The book is now available at the Chamber of Commerce gift shop, the local newspaper, and Lemmon's two museums. People have told me that when they wear a name tag at business conventions out of state, bearing the name of Lemmon, South Dakota, strangers no longer say, "Where in the world is that?"

 


 The story of how Dakota first fared in Lemmon makes a nice addendum to some of the book's observations of small-town mores. I hadn't talked much about Dakota while I was writing it, except when I asked two ranch families to read the manuscript and help me catch mistakes. But when reviews from out-of-state newspapers started arriving, sent by relatives and friends around the country, the local gossip mill went into high gear. My friend Alice called in a panic, asking what in the world I had done. She told me she'd gone to a coffee party where she'd heard that I had told a number of scandalous stories, naming names, putting people on the spot. When she asked if anyone had read the book, no one had. They had just heard bad things about it. And they were upset.

As residents of my town began to read the book, they calmed down. I had not "named names," and people were relieved to find that I had tried to give a balanced perspective, describing the joys of rural and small-town life as well as its less attractive aspects. When I was asked to preach again in my home church, I sensed that all was forgiven. And I passed the ultimate test: I did not move away once the book was successful. That is what many had expected. That would have been the usual thing.

Now, when I am asked about the local reaction to my book, 
I describe it as a mixture of wariness and pride. Dakotans at first seemed divided between those who delighted in my description of small towns, warts and all, and those who were alarmed that I had written about South Dakota in the first place. What if people read your book, one woman asked, and think we're all a bunch of hicks? What if all their negative stereotypes of the state are simply reinforced?

 The question reflects the honest skepticism of people whose state is either ignored or disdained in the national media. My roots in South Dakota go back three generations, and I have now lived here for half of my life. I suspect I will always feel compelled to write about the place, and for good or ill, I am especially engaged by the contradictions I find here. In fact, I began this book because of them. In 1984, when I saw a notice placed by the North Dakota Quarterly calling for articles about the myths that help small Great Plains towns to survive, I had been brooding about the self-defeating myths that contribute to their demise.

People will confidently tell you, for example, that their small town is a haven where "nothing ever changes." In 1920, Lemmon supported eight lumberyards. Now there are two. Six banks, now three. Five hotels, now two. Ten general stores, now four. Since 1970, school enrollment has dropped by a third, and one Lemmon store estimates that its customer base has dropped 46 percent. Its volume of business has dropped by one half. This slow but steady attrition is not often acknowledged as a form of social upheaval. But it contributes to the malaise I describe in "Gatsby on the Plains," which was written at a time when a collapsing farm economy was fast eroding the complacency of the inhabitants of my region.

"Gatsby" was published in the North Dakota Quarterly in 1985 and caught the attention of an editor at Houghton Mifflin, who wrote to say that the description of my small town reminded her of her hometown in New Hampshire. She wondered if I had a book. At the time I was working six part-time jobs and barely had the glimmer of an idea for a book. It was another five years before I presented a proposal to her, buttressed by several other essays that I had published about the region. In the meantime, the "Gatsby" essay had attracted interest in the Dakotas, primarily among clergy, who began using it to stimulate discussion in their congregations about the effects of the farm crisis. Pastors told me that the groups were divided between those who passionately hated what I had written and those who just as passionately loved it. I received some anonymous letters telling me that if I didn't like South Dakota, I should leave. I was particularly moved by a letter I received from a small-town retailer who thanked me for expressing many things he had felt but could not say if he hoped to keep his Main Street business. I realized that with "Gatsby" I had struck a nerve.

 


 The contradictions that first inspired me to write Dakota are still very much in evidence. We assure ourselves, for example, that cities are far less desirable than our quiet rural area. It's a great luxury, after all, not to have to lock one's doors. But when I read the response of a councilman to the application of a policeman from suburban Los Angeles for a job in his West River town—"If he's so well qualified, why does he want to come here?"—it makes me wonder. Does the bravado of small-town boosterism mask an underlying sense of inferiority? Having been told for so long that we are insignificant, have we come to believe it? We suspect, sometimes with good reason, that we are a dumping ground for those who can't make it elsewhere, and it doesn't help our morale to hear an urban bank executive, telling tales out of school, say of a small-town branch manager: "He's as dumb as a post. It's no accident that we sent him there."

 Memories are long in the western Dakotas. Maybe it's the winters, which give people time to brood, people who bear the pain of living in a harsh, unforgiving climate where so many human institutions—schools, churches, businesses, ranches—spring up only to wither on the vine. Hurts linger. One local woman objected to my description of my grandmother, during the 1920s, making clothes for my mother out of flour sacks. Her mother never wore flour sacks! the woman indignantly told a mutual friend, refusing to believe that my mother's underclothes were made of flour sacks for years. As a doctor's daughter, a privileged only child in the days when many rural families had ten or more children and hand-me-down clothes, including flour-sack dresses, were the norm, my mother had been the envy of other girls. Seven decades later, in our happy little town, the memory still rankles.

Yet rural South Dakotans have considerable inner strength, which does not come from the status symbols that have grown to dominate American culture. A friend in New York City laments that five-year-olds are demanding designer clothing, and I read that in Miami, eleven- and twelve-year-olds are paying $200 for Kate Spade sandals, while teenagers pay much more for anything from Prada. In the area where I live, many teens must accept that thrift shop clothes are all their families can afford. Their clothes, shoes, and automobiles (more likely pickup trucks) are utilitarian rather than trendy. An outfit from Prada would be totally wasted, and if people found out how much you had paid for it, you would never live it down.

 The western Dakotas feel like America's shadow side, where the economy is not booming but in free fall and rural people have been rendered invisible in a media-driven celebrity culture. In the past twenty-seven years I have witnessed only one television show that depicted the lives of people like those I know: the Frontline programs entitled "The Farmer's Wife." The miniseries concerns a Nebraska family pushed to the brink by the calamity of the contemporary farm economy, in which the "crisis" of the 1980s has become everyday reality and farmers contend with paying 1990s expenses while receiving prices for their commodities at 1940s levels. In both North and South Dakota, which limit corporate farming, family farm income has fallen severely in recent years. From 1996 to 1998 in North Dakota, the average income per farm went from $33,000 to $24,000. In South Dakota, net farm income dropped 28 percent between 1996 and 1997, and a similar decrease is expected for subsequent years.

In human terms, these figures mean that farmers are being penalized for growing the food Americans eat, and like rural people worldwide, they often decide that their only option is to crowd around large cities and take whatever jobs are available, in manufacturing or the service industry. Yet, despite it all, many hold on in the western Dakotas, toiling long hours for so little because they want to raise their children in the country. They want to work the land. And they have the resilience of a people whose religion is a bulwark in hard times. Commenting on her family's recent bad harvest, one friend said, "This is a year when you have to be thankful for what you have, not what you don't have."

This sounds a countercultural note, even in the Dakotas, 
where more than half of each state's population now lives in a relatively urban corridor along the eastern border, centered on Fargo and Sioux Falls. I found it revealing that, when a pastor and several teenagers from a Sioux Falls church stayed for a week with a Hope Church family on a Corson County ranch, the young people, on returning home, could not stop talking about how their trip was like a visit to another country. They were stunned to have found such cultural differences within their own state, among people they had assumed would be much like them. Their shock had little to do with race—some of the ranchers they met were white, some were Indian—and everything to do with having discovered a rural way of life that had previously been unknown to them.

 I only hope that these young people keep talking about it, and that when Hope sends some of its youth to the Sioux Falls church, they will learn more about the newest South Dakotans—Christian refugees from Somalia and Sudan, immigrants from Mexico and Korea, Hindu and Muslim physicians, families with cultures and traditions very different from any they know. As we embrace a new century, we will need all the goodwill that we can muster in order to better understand each other in a more diverse and potentially more divided state. People who hang on in the Dakotas tend to have good reason for doing so. They wouldn't want to be anyplace else. It is here that they live and die and fall in and out of love, and that is the stuff of drama and literature. We have only to value it and tell it.

January 2001


 The Beautiful Places

The Scarecrow sighed. "Of course I cannot understand it," he said. "If your heads were stuffed with straw like mine, you would probably all live in the beautiful places, and then Kansas would have no people at all. It is fortunate for Kansas that you have brains."

—L. FRANK BAUM, The Wizard of Oz


 


THE HIGH PLAINS, the beginning of the desert West, often act as a crucible for those who inhabit them. Like Jacob's angel, the region requires that you wrestle with it before it bestows a blessing. This can mean driving through a snowstorm on icy roads, wondering whether you'll have to pull over and spend the night in your car, only to emerge under tag ends of clouds into a clear sky blazing with stars. Suddenly you know what you're seeing: the earth has turned to face the center of the galaxy, and many more stars are visible than the ones we usually see on our wing of the spiral.

Or a vivid double rainbow marches to the east, following the wild summer storm that nearly blew you off the road. The storm sky is gunmetal gray, but to the west the sky is peach streaked with crimson. The land and sky of the West often fill what Thoreau termed our "need to witness our limits transgressed." Nature, in Dakota, can indeed be an experience of the holy.


 More Americans than ever, well over 70 percent, now live in urban areas and tend to see Plains land as empty. What they really mean is devoid of human presence. Most visitors to Dakota travel on interstate highways that will take them as quickly as possible through the region, past our larger cities to such attractions as the Badlands and the Black Hills. Looking at the expanse of land in between, they may wonder why a person would choose to live in such a barren place, let alone love it. But mostly they are bored: they turn up the car stereo, count the miles to civilization, and look away.

Dakota is a painful reminder of human limits, just as cities and shopping malls are attempts to deny them. This book is an invitation to a land of little rain and few trees, dry summer winds and harsh winters, a land rich in grass and sky and surprises. On a crowded planet, this is a place inhabited by few, and by the circumstance of inheritance, I am one of them. Nearly twenty years ago I returned to the holy ground of my childhood summers; I moved from New York City to the house my mother had grown up in, in an isolated town on the border between North and South Dakota.

More than any other place I lived as a child or young adult—Virginia, Illinois, Hawaii, Vermont, New York—this is my spiritual geography, the place where I've wrestled my story out of the circumstances of landscape and inheritance. The word "geography" derives from the Greek words for earth and writing, and writing about Dakota has been my means of understanding that inheritance and reclaiming what is holy in it. Of course Dakota has always been such a matrix for its Native American inhabitants. But their tradition is not mine, and in returning to the Great Plains, where two generations of my family lived before me, I had to build on my own traditions, those of the Christian West.

 When a friend referred to the western Dakotas as the Cappadocia of North America, I was handed an essential connection between the spirituality of the landscape I inhabit and that of the fourth-century monastics who set up shop in Cappadocia and the deserts of Egypt. Like those monks, I made a counter-cultural choice to live in what the rest of the world considers a barren waste. Like them, I had to stay in this place, like a scarecrow in a field, and hope for the brains to see its beauty. My idea of what makes a place beautiful had to change, and it has. The city no longer appeals to me for the cultural experiences and possessions I might acquire there, but because its population is less homogenous than Plains society. Its holiness is to be found in being open to humanity in all its diversity. And the western Plains now seem bountiful in their emptiness, offering solitude and room to grow.

I want to make it clear that my move did not take me "back to the land" in the conventional sense. I did not strike out on my own to make a go of it with "an acre and a cow," as a Hungarian friend naively imagined. As the homesteaders of the early twentieth century soon found out, it is not possible to survive on even 160 acres in western Dakota. My move was one that took me deep into the meaning of inheritance, as I had to try to fit myself into a complex network of long-established relationships.

My husband and I live in the small house in Lemmon, South Dakota, that my grandparents built in 1923. We moved there after they died because my mother, brother, and sisters, who live in Honolulu, did not want to hold an estate auction, the usual procedure when the beneficiaries of an inheritance on the Plains live far away. I offered to move there and manage the farm interests (land and a cattle herd) that my grandparents left us. David Dwyer, my husband, also a poet, is a New York City native who spent his childhood summers in the Adirondacks, and he had enough sense of adventure to agree to this. We expected to be in Dakota for just a few years.

 It's hard to say why we stayed. A growing love of the prairie landscape and the quiet of a small town, inertia, and because as freelance writers, we found we had the survival skills suitable for a frontier. We put together a crazy quilt of jobs: I worked in the public library and as an artist-in-residence in schools in both Dakotas; I also did freelance writing and bookkeeping. David tended bar, wrote computer programs for a number of businesses in the region, and did freelance translation of French literature for several publishers. In 1979 we plunged into the cable television business with some friends, one of whom is an electronics expert. David learned how to climb poles and put up the hardware, and I kept the books. It was a good investment; after selling the company we found that we had bought ourselves a good three years to write. In addition, I still do bookkeeping for my family's farm business: the land is leased to people I've known all my life, people who have rented our land for two generations and also farm their own land and maintain their own cattle herds, an arrangement that is common in western Dakota.

In coming to terms with my inheritance, and pursuing my vocation as a writer, I have learned, as both farmers and writers have discovered before me, that it is not easy to remain on the Plains. Only one of North Dakota's best-known writers—Richard Critchfield, Louise Erdrich, Lois Hudson, and Larry Woiwode—currently lives in the state. And writing the truth about the Dakota experience can be a thankless task. I recently discovered that Lois Hudson's magnificent novel of the Dakota Dust Bowl, The Bones of Plenty, a book arguably better than The Grapes of Wrath, was unknown to teachers and librarians in a town not thirty miles from where the novel is set. The shame of it is that Hudson's book could have helped these people better understand their current situation, the economic crisis forcing many families off the land. Excerpts from The Grapes of Wrath were in a textbook used in the school, but students could keep them at a safe distance, part of that remote entity called "American literature" that has little relation to their lives.

 The Plains are full of what a friend here calls "good telling stories," and while our sense of being forgotten by the rest of the world makes it all the more important that we preserve them and pass them on, instead we often neglect them. Perversely, we do not even claim those stories which have attracted national attention. Both John Neihardt and Frederick Manfred have written about Hugh Glass, a hunter and trapper mauled by a grizzly bear in 1823 near the fork of the Grand River just south of Lemmon. Left for dead by his companions, he crawled and limped some two hundred miles southeast, to the trading post at Fort Kiowa on the Missouri River. Yet when Manfred wanted to give a reading in Lemmon a few years ago, the publicist was dismissed by a high school principal who said, "Who's he? Why would our students be interested?" Manfred's audience of eighty—large for Lemmon—consisted mainly of the people who remembered him from visits he'd made in the early 1950s while researching his novel Lord Grizzly.

Thus are the young disenfranchised while their elders drown in details, "story" reduced to the social column of the weekly newspaper that reports on family reunions, card parties, even shopping excursions to a neighboring town. But real story is as hardy as grass, and it survives in Dakota in oral form. Good storytelling is one thing rural whites and Indians have in common. But Native Americans have learned through harsh necessity that people who survive encroachment by another culture need story to survive. And a storytelling tradition is something Plains people share with both ancient and contemporary monks: we learn our ways of being and reinforce our values by telling tales about each other.

 One of my favorite monastic stories concerns two fourth-century monks who "spent fifty years mocking their temptations by saying 'After this winter, we will leave here.' When the summer came, they said, 'After this summer, we will go away from here.' They passed all their lives in this way." These ancient monks sound remarkably like the farmers I know in Dakota who live in what they laconically refer to as "next-year country."

We hold on to hopes for next year every year in western Dakota: hoping that droughts will end; hoping that our crops won't be hailed out in the few rainstorms that come; hoping that it won't be too windy on the day we harvest, blowing away five bushels an acre; hoping (usually against hope) that if we get a fair crop, we'll be able to get a fair price for it. Sometimes survival is the only blessing that the terrifying angel of the Plains bestows. Still, there are those born and raised here who can't imagine living anywhere else. There are also those who are drawn here—teachers willing to take the lowest salaries in the nation; clergy with theological degrees from Princeton, Cambridge, and Zurich who want to serve small rural churches—who find that they cannot remain for long. Their professional mobility sets them apart and becomes a liability in an isolated Plains community where outsiders are treated with an uneasy mix of hospitality and rejection.

 "Extremes," John R. Milton suggests in his history of South Dakota, is "perhaps the key word for Dakota ... What happens to extremes is that they come together, and the result is a kind of tension." I make no attempt in this book to resolve the tensions and contradictions I find in the Dakotas between hospitality and insularity, change and inertia, stability and instability, possibility and limitation, between hope and despair, between open hearts and closed minds.

I suspect that these are the ordinary contradictions of human life, and that they are so visible in Dakota because we are so few people living in a stark landscape. We are at the point of transition between East and West in America, geographically and psychically isolated from either coast, and unlike either the Midwest or the desert West. South Dakota has been dubbed both the Sunshine State and the Blizzard State, and both designations have a basis in fact. Without a strong identity we become a mythic void; "the Great Desolation," as novelist Ole Rolvaag wrote early in this century, or "The American Outback," as Newsweek designated us a few years ago.

Geographical and cultural identity is confused even within the Dakotas. The eastern regions of both states have more in common with each other than with the area west of the Missouri, colloquially called the "West River." Although I commonly use the term "Dakota" to refer to both Dakotas, most of my experience is centered in this western region, and it seems to me that especially in western Dakota we live in tension between myth and truth. Are we cowboys or farmers? Are we fiercely independent frontier types or community builders? One myth that haunts us is that the small town is a stable place. The land around us was divided neatly in 160-acre rectangular sections, following the Homestead Act of 1863 (creating many section-line roads with 90-degree turns). But our human geography has never been as orderly. The western Dakota communities settled by whites are, and always have been, remarkably unstable. The Dakotas have always been a place to be from: some 80 percent of homesteaders left within the first twenty years of settlement, and our boom-and-bust agricultural and oil industry economy has kept people moving in and out (mostly out) ever since. Many small-town schools and pulpits operate with revolving doors, adding to the instability.

 When I look at the losses we've sustained in western Dakota since 1980 (about one fifth of the population in Perkins County, where I live, and a full third in neighboring Corson County) and at the human cost in terms of anger, distrust, and grief, it is the prairie descendants of the ancient desert monastics, the monks and nuns of Benedictine communities in the Dakotas, who inspire me to hope. One of the vows a Benedictine makes is stability: commitment to a particular community, a particular place. If this vow is counterculture by contemporary American standards, it is countercultural in the way that life on the Plains often calls us to be. Benedictines represent continuity in the boom-and-bust cycles of the Plains; they incarnate, and can articulate, the reasons people want to stay.

Terrence Kardong, a monk at an abbey in Dakota founded roughly a thousand years after their European motherhouse, has termed the Great Plains "a school for humility," humility being one goal of Benedictine life. He writes, "in this eccentric environment ... certainly one is made aware that things are not entirely in control." In fact, he says, the Plains offer constant reminders that "we are quite powerless over circumstance." His abbey, like many Great Plains communities with an agricultural base, had a direct experience of powerlessness, going bankrupt in the 1920s. Then, and at several other times in the community's history, the monks were urged to move to a more urban environment.

 Kardong writes, "We may be crazy, but we are not necessarily stupid ... We built these buildings ourselves. We've cultivated these fields since the turn of the century. We watched from our dining room window the mirage of the Killdeer Mountains rise and fall on the horizon. We collected a library full of local history books and they belong here, not in Princeton. Fifty of our brothers lie down the hill in our cemetery. We have become as indigenous as the cottonwood trees ... If you take us somewhere else, we lose our character, our history—maybe our soul."

A monk does not speak lightly of the soul, and Kardong finds in the Plains the stimulus to develop an inner geography. "A monk isn't supposed to need all kinds of flashy surroundings. We're supposed to have a beautiful inner landscape. Watching a storm pass from horizon to horizon fills your soul with reverence. It makes your soul expand to fill the sky."

Monks are accustomed to taking the long view, another countercultural stance in our fast-paced, anything-for-a-buck society which has corrupted even the culture of farming into "agribusiness." Kardong and many other writers of the desert West, including myself, are really speaking of values when they find beauty in this land no one wants. He writes: "We who are permanently camped here see things you don't see at 55 m.p.h.... We see white-faced calves basking in the spring grass like the lilies of the field. We see a chinook wind in January make rivulets run. We see dust-devils and lots of little things. We are grateful."

 The so-called emptiness of the Plains is full of such miraculous "little things." The way native grasses spring back from a drought, greening before your eyes; the way a snowy owl sits on a fencepost, or a golden eagle hunts, wings outstretched over grassland that seems to go on forever. Pelicans rise noisily from a lake; an antelope stands stock-still, its tattooed neck like a message in unbreakable code; columbines, their long stems beaten down by hail, bloom in the mud, their whimsical and delicate flowers intact. One might see a herd of white-tailed deer jumping a fence; fox cubs wrestling at the door of their lair; cock pheasants stepping out of a medieval tapestry into windrowed hay; cattle bunched in the southeast corner of a pasture, anticipating a storm in the approaching thunder-heads. And above all, one notices the quiet, the near-absence of human noise.

My spiritual geography is a study in contrasts. The three places with which I have the deepest affinity are Hawaii, where I spent my adolescent years; New York City, where I worked after college; and western South Dakota. Like many Americans of their generation, my parents left their small-town roots in the 1930s and moved often. Except for the family home in Honolulu—its yard rich with fruits and flowers (pomegranate, tangerine, lime, mango, plumeria, hibiscus, lehua, ginger, and bird-of-paradise)—and my maternal grandparents' house in a remote village in western Dakota—its modest and hard-won garden offering columbine, daisies and mint—all my childhood places are gone.

 When my husband and I moved nearly twenty years ago from New York to that house in South Dakota, only one wise friend in Manhattan understood the inner logic of the journey. Others, appalled, looked up Lemmon, South Dakota (named for G.E. "Dad" Lemmon, a cattleman and wheeler-dealer of the early 1900s, and home of the Petrified Wood Park—the world's largest—a gloriously eccentric example of American folk art) in their atlases and shook their heads. How could I leave the artists' and writers' community in which I worked, the diverse and stimulating environment of a great city, for such barrenness? Had I lost my mind? But I was young, still in my twenties, an apprentice poet certain of the Tightness of returning to the place where I suspected I would find my stories. As it turns out, the Plains have been essential not only for my growth as a writer, they have formed me spiritually. I would even say they have made me a human being.

St. Hilary, a fourth-century bishop (and patron saint against snake bites) once wrote, "Everything that seems empty is full of the angels of God." The magnificent sky above the Plains sometimes seems to sing this truth; angels seem possible in the wind-filled expanse. A few years ago a small boy named Andy who had recently moved to the Plains from Pennsylvania told me he knew an angel named Andy Le Beau. He spelled out the name for me and I asked him if the angel had visited him here. "Don't you know?" he said in the incredulous tone children adopt when adults seem stupefyingly ignorant. "Don't you know?" he said, his voice rising, "This is where angels drown."

 Andy no more knew that he was on a prehistoric sea bed than he knew what le beau means in French, but some ancient wisdom in him had sensed great danger here; a terrifying but beautiful landscape in which we are at the mercy of the unexpected, and even angels proceed at their own risk.


 Weather Report: January 17

Encircled. The sea that stretched out before me in Maili, on the Waianae coast of Oahu, as this month began, has been transformed into the plains of North Dakota. I am riding a Greyhound bus to the small town where I'll be teaching writing to schoolchildren for the next two weeks. Snow in the fields has crusted over; wind-lines, restless as waves, flash like the ocean in sunlight.

"Never turn your back on the sea," is Hawaii's wisdom. "Or the sky," we Plains folk might add. Like sailors, we learn to read cloud banks coming from the west. We watch for sundogs and count rings around the moon.

I have turned with the circle: away from gentle air and birdsong, the Waianae Range unfolding like a fan in mist, toward a wind gritty with spent soil burning my tongue, a freezing rain that stings my hands and face.

In the schoolyard, a snow angel's wings are torn, caught in grass exposed by the sudden thaw. In the stuffy classroom, a Utile girl, restless and distracted, probably a bad student, becomes White Buffalo Calf Woman, speaking of a world in which all people are warm in winter and have enough to eat.

"They sing, 'the rain is new,'" she writes, "'the rain is always new.'"


 Deserts

Dryness promotes the formation of flower buds ... flowering is, after all, not an aesthetic contribution, but a survival mechanism.

—ANN HAYMOND ZWINGER, The Mysterious Lands


 


I'VE NEVER THOUGHT of myself as an ascetic. In fact, one of my best friends has said that denying myself was never what got me in trouble. But in acclimating myself to the bareness of the Plains after the cornucopia of New York City I found to my surprise that not only did I not lament the loss of urban stimulation, but I began to seek out even more deprivation than my isolated prairie town of 1,600 could provide. I gave up watching television, except for the Miss America Pageant and the Academy Awards (the former because there's always the chance that the talent competition will include a baton twirler or a ventriloquist, or, better yet, a baton-twirling ventriloquist; the latter because, though I've mostly given up movies as well, once a year I like to see what people in Hollywood are wearing).

As living on the Plains has nudged me into a quieter life, I've discovered that this is what I wanted. I've had to read more, and more widely, so as not to become provincial, but interlibrary loans take care of me here. Reading is a solitary act, one in keeping with the silence of the Plains, but it's also paradoxically public, as it deepens my connections with the larger world. All of this reflects a truth Thomas Merton once related about his life as a Trappist monk: "It is in deep solitude and silence that I find the gentleness with which I can truly love my brother and my sister."

 The silence of the Plains, this great unpeopled landscape of earth and sky, is much like the silence one finds in a monastery, an unfathomable silence that has the power to re-form you. And the Plains have changed me. I was a New Yorker for nearly six years and still love to visit my friends in the city. But now I am conscious of carrying a Plains silence within me into cities, and of carrying my city experiences back to the Plains so that they may be absorbed again back into silence, the fruitful silence that produces poems and essays.

A side effect of this process has been a change in the way I feel when I'm in a crowd, a situation I now experience so rarely that I have the luxury of enjoying it. Several years ago, I traveled to New England to visit a friend who had terminal cancer. The journey took on the nature of a quest. First, the 125-mile trip over the prairie to the nearest airport, in Bismarck, North Dakota; a plane to Minneapolis and then LaGuardia, where I waited nearly two hours for my baggage; a bus into Manhattan; a taxi to Penn Station, where I stood for another two hours in a vast crowd—it was Labor Day weekend—waiting for a train.

It seemed as if all of the city's dense, humid heat was concentrated in that room, yet I felt at peace. The crowd was a typical urban mix: all races, young and old, rich and poor, sane and insane, quiet and ranting. As I stood in this group of strangers, I was happy to be one among many, and a powerful calm came over me. I began to see each of us as a treasure-bearer, carrying our souls like a great blessing through the world. After the relative emptiness of the Plains, partaking in such a feast of humanity was a blessing in itself.

 In Confessions of a Guilty Bystander Thomas Merton writes of visiting Louisville on ah errand for his monastery: "At the corner of Fourth and Walnut, in the center of the shopping district, I was suddenly overwhelmed with the realization that I loved all these people, that they were mine and I theirs, that we could not be alien to one another even though we were total strangers." I've come to see, as Merton says, that "it is the function of solitude to make one realize such things," and that it is the separateness of the Plains, like the separateness of the monastery, that teaches me that when I am in the city, "there are no strangers," and that "the gate of heaven is everywhere," even at Penn Station on Labor Day weekend.

Silence is the best response to mystery. "There is no way of telling people," Merton reminds us, "that they are all walking around shining like the sun." New Yorkers are told a great many things by strangers on the street, holy fools and mad alike. But the monk's madness is one that shows in the quiet life itself, with its absurd repetition of prayer and liturgy. It is "the madness of great love," in the words of one monk, that "sees God in all things," which nevertheless may be safely and quietly carried out of the monastery, into the world, and back again. As Basil Cardinal Hume, a Benedictine, has remarked, the monk is safe in the marketplace because he is at home in the desert.

Monks have long taken an ironic view of both themselves and the city. One ancient and playful story from the desert tradition tells of


 


 a disciple who was commanded by his Master for three years to give money to everyone who insulted him. When this period of trial was over the Master said to him: "Now you can go to Athens and learn wisdom." When the disciple was entering Athens he met a certain man who sat at the gate insulting everybody who came and went. He also insulted the disciple who immediately burst out laughing. "Why do you laugh when I insult you?" said the wise man. "Because," said the disciple, "for three years I have been paying for this kind of thing and now you give it to me for nothing." "Enter the city," said the wise man, "it is all yours."


 


I am not a monk, although I have a formal relationship with the Benedictines as an oblate, or associate, of a community of some sixty-five monks. As a married woman, thoroughly Protestant, who often has more doubt than anything resembling faith, this surprises me almost as much as finding that the Great Plains themselves have become my monastery, my place set apart, where I thrive and grow. It surprises me also to find that I no longer need to visit the city_any city_to obtain what I am missing, because I don't feel deprived. Sometimes I even seek out the desert within the city. On a recent trip to Manhattan, when a dinner date with an old friend fell through and I found myself with a free evening, I phoned some Episcopalian nuns I know and asked if I might come for vespers and dinner. While a Friday night rush hour swirled around us, we sang plainsong and then ate a meal in silence. It was what I needed to bring a hectic week to closure, a chance to recollect myself, to use a monastic term, and even to experience a bit of that peace that passes understanding.

It was the Plains that first drew me to the monastery, which I suppose is ironic, for who would go seeking a desert within a desert? Both Plains and monastery are places where distractions are at a minimum and you must rely on your own resources, only to find yourself utterly dependent on forces beyond your control; where time seems to stand still, as it does in the liturgy; where your life is defined by waiting.

 No one waits better than monks, or farmers. The farmers and ranchers of western North Dakota can wait years for rain. I remember that at the height of a four-year drought, rain came only once all summer, on July 11 (a date I remember because it is the feast of Saint Benedict, and I got soaked walking to and from a hermitage). There was no precipitation again until a sparse snowfall came in November. By early August the grass had turned brown, as if it were late fall, and on windy days the dust was so bad you had to use headlights in the middle of the afternoon. Hope was about all we had.

Farmers and ranchers, whose hopes are so closely bound with the land, speak in terms of next-year country, a region that monks tend to see as encompassing all of eternity. For both farmer and monk, time is defined not by human agency but by the natural rhythms of day and night, and of the seasons.

The deprivations of Plains life and monastic life tend to turn small gifts into treasures, and gratitude is one of the first flowers to spring forth when hope is rewarded and the desert blooms. When the drought broke and gave us the wettest spring I've witnessed in eighteen years on the Plains, the exultant greenness of the land was enough to make people weep for joy. "Take a good look," one rancher said, "you may not see it like this again in your lifetime." The most pessimistic among us were reduced to muttering, "it won't last." We know it won't last, not in Dakota, and we stay anyway. That is our glory, both folly and strength.

 For me, moving to Dakota meant entering a kind of literary desert. I left behind a job in arts administration in New York City that had allowed me to attend several poetry readings a week, and most of my friends were also writers. Disconnecting from all that has had consequences—I've been unable to get a grant for my writing since 1972, and I may be the only writer in America who's never been asked to work a summer writers' conference—but to be a monk means being still and at peace, at home in mind and body and at ease with one's place. When the deprivations of Dakota become oppressive, I try simply to accept what is the natural result of my choosing to live in isolated circumstances.

All in all, I suspect that the lack of a literary scene on the Plains has been good for me. I've developed as a writer in ways that might not have been possible in the literary hothouse of New York City. Now a poetry reading is an event in my life, a pleasure rather than something I take for granted. When I attend a good reading, experiencing what my former boss at the Academy of American Poets, Betty Kray, once called "the relief of hearing language," I find it as refreshing as a rain that drenches parched soil.

On the Plains I have also drunk in the language of unschooled people, a language I was not much exposed to within the confines of the academic and literary worlds. Many farmers I know use language in a way that is as eloquent as it is grammatically unorthodox. Their speech often has great style; they never use the wrong word or make an error in phrasing. Magnificent old words like farrow, common English five hundred years ago, are still in use on the Plains. I even heard an old man use wain for wagon, a word that dates back to the Celts. Language here still clings to its local shading and is not yet totally corrupted by the bland usage of mass media. We also treasure our world-champion slow talkers, people who speak as if God has given them only so many words to use in a lifetime, and having said them they will die.

 Plains speech, while nearly devoid of "-isms" and "-olo-gies," tends toward the concrete and the personal: weather, the land, other people. Good language for a poet to hear. And as my own language has become more grounded in Dakota, I've become a kind of evangelist for poetry, the exalted use of language. There is no ready-made audience for poetry in the western Dakotas, and I've delighted in discovering audiences in unlikely places: church suppers, grain elevator cooperative meetings, legislative committee sessions, political fundraisers, even a bull sale.

I find that prairie people are receptive to a broad range of contemporary poetry, although they'd be unlikely to cross town to attend a poetry reading at a college, were there a college in the vicinity. Their appreciation of the poems I've read aloud—from a broad spectrum of contemporary American poets—has given me a new understanding of the communal role of poets, a role poets have mostly abandoned by closeting themselves in academia. Surprises await poets who venture out into the larger community. For example, when my husband was elected to the Lemmon City Council, he found that his service included composing a new sewer ordinance, arguably the best written for many miles around.

My service to the public as a poet on the Plains has mainly been in working as an artist-in-residence for the North Dakota Arts Council, a job that has taken me to schools in small towns throughout the state. My favorites are the one- to four-room country schools. One extremely windy spring day (in Dakota that means a steady 30 m.p.h., with gusts to 50 m.p.h.) a teacher drove me for miles along gravel section-line roads, off into nowhere, until we came to a one-room school in Slope County, North Dakota, planted between the aptly named Chalky Buttes and the Rainy Buttes, whose name must have been coined by a farmer in the throes of terminal optimism. It was one of our first warm days that year, and I could picture snakes coming out to sun themselves on those white rock ledges not far from the playground. In fact, the teacher kept a snakebite kit on her desk.

 The students in such a school are often wary of visitors, particularly of one who wants to engage them in the suspicious act of writing. But when I've been able to read them literature about things they know, and talk about the reasons I write, what they come up with is gratifying: "I will own a ranch / of twenty horses, / all black stallions that look like silk, / and all of them mine." The best description I know of the Dakota sky came from a little girl at an elementary school on the Minot Air Force Base, a shy black girl who had recently moved from Louisiana and seemed overwhelmed by her new environment. She wrote: "The sky is full of blue / and full of the mind of God."

Once, near Williston, North Dakota, I worked in a rural district encompassing four country schools in over 1,100 square miles, an area around the size of Rhode Island. One of the schools, Round Prairie, was just that: surrounded by a view of grassland on all sides, it seemed like the quietest place on earth. In the early morning, before the school buses arrived, I would stand and watch the sunrise, listening for the few sounds that came; meadowlarks singing, wind stirring the grass, humming in a barbed-wire fence.

 The constantly surprising encounters with children and the great treasure of their writing have seen me through many a dreary winter day. But the artist-in-residence program is also an experience of deprivation, another desert upon desert. I have to leave my home for weeks at a time, usually traveling two hundred miles or more to a town that might be too small to have a motel, so I'll board with a family, like a nineteenth-century schoolteacher. If there is a motel, it's often on its last legs, with a rusty tin shower stall and paper bath mat, and a pay phone in the parking lot. There's usually one cafe in town where I can get breakfast and dinner, though it closes at 6:30 P.M. Worse yet, in more "civilized" areas I might get a motel room with red and black flocked velvet wallpaper, making me feel as if I have stumbled into a New Orleans bordello in which I must somehow feel at home for the next two weeks.

The grim surroundings used to overwhelm me, and it was only when I began to apply what I had learned from the fourth-century desert monks I was reading that I found I could flourish there. I began to see those forlorn motel rooms as monks' cells, full of the gifts of silence and solitude. While this caused no end of amusement among the staff at the North Dakota Arts Council, it worked. Instead of escaping into television every night, I found that I could knit, work on my writing, and do serious reading; in short, be in the desert and let it bloom.


 I had stumbled onto a basic truth of asceticism: that it is not necessarily a denigration of the body, though it has often been misapplied for that purpose. Rather, it is a way of surrendering to reduced circumstances in a manner that enhances the whole person. It is a radical way of knowing exactly who, what, and where you are, in defiance of those powerful forces in society—alcohol, drugs, television, shopping malls, motels—that aim to make us forget. A monk I know who directs retreats for other monasteries, and therefore must travel more than most Benedictines, has come to see air travel as a modern form of his ascetic practice. He finds the amenities offered, the instructions to relax and enjoy the flight laughable when he stops to realize where he is.

The insight of one fourth-century monk, Evagrius, that in the desert, most of one's troubles come from distracting "thoughts of one's former life" that don't allow us to live in the present, reflects what I regard as the basic principle of desert survival: not only to know where you are but to learn to love what you find there. I live in an American desert, without much company, without television, because I am trying to know where on earth I am. Dakota discipline, like monastic discipline, requires me to know. In a blizzard, or one of our sudden cold snaps that can take the temperature from thirty degrees above to thirty-five below in a matter of hours, not knowing can kill you.

Whether the desert is a monastery, a one-room schoolhouse forty miles from the nearest small town, where the children are telling you that "poetry's dumb," or a cinderblock motel room whose windows rattle in the fierce winter winds, a healthy ascetic discipline asks you to rejoice in these gifts of deprivation, to learn from them, and to care less for amenities than for that which refreshes from a deeper source. Desert wisdom allows you to be at home, wherever you are.

 A brother came to Scetis to visit Abba Moses and asked him for a word. The old man said to him, "Go, sit in your cell, and your cell will teach you everything."
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