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Justin Cartwright

 

Born in South Africa, Justin Cartwright lived in Britain after studying at Trinity College, Oxford. He worked in advertising and directed documentaries, films and television commercials, and wrote seventeen novels. They include the Booker-shortlisted In Every Face I Meet, the Whitbread Novel Award-winner Leading the Cheers and the acclaimed White Lightning, shortlisted for the 2002 Whitbread Novel Award. His novel Look At It This Way was made into a three-part drama by the BBC in 1992, and he also published three works of non-fiction. He died in December 2018.


Also by Justin Cartwright

 

Interior

Look At It This Way

Masai Dreaming

In Every Face I Meet

Half in Love

 White Lightning


Leading the Cheers

 

 

Justin Cartwright

 

 

[image: TitlePg_S_LOGO]

 

www.sceptrebooks.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1998 by Sceptre

An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Justin Cartwright 1998

 

The right of Justin Cartwright to be identified as the Author of the

Work has been asserted by him in accordance with

the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be

otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being

imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

Paperback ISBN  9780340637852

eBook ISBN  9781529340334

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.sceptrebooks.co.uk


For my brother, Tim


Language sets everyone the same traps: it is an immense network of easily accessible wrong turnings.

Ludwig Wittgenstein

 

 

The body supplies the immediate necessary condition of the occurrence of experiences.

A. J. Ayer

 

 

Another sign of our times, also marked by an analogous political movement, is the new importance given to the single person.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1836)

 

 

The Indian was the representative of his ancestor or clan, an actor who performed his appointed character.

Marcel Mauss

 

 

America is a vast conspiracy to make you happy.

John Updike
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Author’s Note

Properly, Tecumseh was the brother of the Shawnee Prophet, Tenkswatawa. Tecumseh tried to form an alliance of the Indian peoples to resist the never-ending waves of settlement. It was a hopeless task. He was killed at the Battle of Detroit in 1813, fighting at the side of the British. His body was never recovered.

I have taken many liberties with the facts. Although he bears no responsibility for this, I am grateful to Dr Charles Cleland of Michigan State University for his advice, and I have drawn on his book, Rites of Conquest, which details the history of Michigan’s Indian bands.

Another caution: the Mide rites I describe are drawn haphazardly from a Smithsonian Bureau of Ethnology account of 1891 by W. I. Hoffmann.

I am also grateful to Katherine Tierney, of the Bay Mills Band of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.

Nothing in this book, however, should be construed as a reliable guide to Native American practice or belief.

The Museum of Mankind in London was extremely helpful in allowing me to view artefacts, and I spent a pleasant couple of days at Monticello with Peter Hatch, Director of Gardens and William Beiswanger, Director of Restoration.


Pale Eagle Speaks

I am Pale Eagle. I am the son of Red Deer and Wenonah. I was born in a cabin on the banks of the Sawgrass in the Ohio River Valley. My birth parents were John and Eliza Tucker, and I was christened John Tucker. When I was eight years old my family were killed by a band of Ottawa and I was taken away. I remember the flames of our cabin licking the night. I remember my mother being dragged from her bed. My father appeared to be peacefully asleep. I wondered why he was lying there, embracing the floor. My mother’s cries were soon lost in the forest. I remember weeks of travelling by canoe, wrapped in furs. The canoe had thick black pitch markings at the stem and stern, repeated in the middle, the signs which decorated the war canoes of the Ottawa. The canoe was made of birch bark, braced by six wooden struts, and sewn together with bark thread and the skin of deer softened to make strong ties. I remember the dip of the paddles and the brushing of the water as the prow probed cleanly, on and on, through the rivers and lakes. When the canoes had to be carried, I was pushed in a sled, which had two bells hanging directly above my head. Days and nights passed. Sometimes the Ottawa would dance and sing, but mostly they spoke only sparingly, gliding down the rivers and across the snow. It was a world of sounds — the waters soughing, the snow under the runners whispering. These were the sounds of my people, the sounds of bark on water, bone on snow, wind in trees, the gentle footfall of moccasins and snowshoes.

After two or three moons I was handed over to my new mother, Wenonah, exchanged for furs. When I had learned the language of the Ojibwa, my mother told me that her son, Little Otter, had died and she longed for another son and my father Red Deer had entered the lodge and gazed upon the scrolls and fasted there, and then it had been revealed to him that Wenonah would become the mother of a pale child, with hair the colour of autumn leaves, and when they saw me with the Ottawa, they knew that I was the one, for I had russet hair and a very pale skin and they traded me for beaver and otter pelts which were sold to the Frenchman. They named me Pale Eagle, but I never forgot my English name, John Tucker, even when the fear of that night on the Sawgrass had ebbed away. The smell of the cabin burning and the sound of my mother’s cries and the sight of my father embracing the deal floor, eventually became memories without substance. The smoke left my nostrils and my ears ceased to ring. I found instead a kinship with my new family, but also with the bears and the deer and the trees and rocks and water, standing or running. Red Deer said that my birth family were not far away, separated from this world only by shadows. When he thought I had sufficient understanding, Red Deer instituted a Ghost Supper so that I could speak to them and I found that they were happy in the spirit world, separated from this one only by shadows. When I knew that they were content, my mind eased. Red Deer taught me how to hunt and to set traps and where to place the nets for the whitefish and how to spear the sturgeon. I learned to make meat.

 

And about this time I began to have visions and I would lie in the tipi sometimes for days as the spirits talked to me and Red Deer was pleased, although Wenonah tried to discourage me, fearing that I might be ill, for I was often feverish with my red hair stuck to my head as though I had plunged into the river. After some moons she too accepted that I was a jessakid. (In our language a jessakid is a shaman or medicine man.) The Great Spirit, Kitchimanitou, was conferring power on me when I lay in a trance and the Great Spirit instructed me to travel to other lodges in the lakes to learn about the Midewiwin and to study the scrolls inscribed on birch bark, that contain the lore and the music which have been passed down from the spirits to us.

At the same time Red Deer taught me to live in harmony with the animals. He taught me to pray for forgiveness when we killed the bear, our totem, begging the bear to understand the need we helpless ones had for oil and fat and warm skins. He showed me how to honour the bear, by building a lodge for him and decorating his neck with a beautiful wampum belt of shells and quills before we took the skin. If the bear — and the deer and even the sturgeon — does not wish to be killed, the hunter cannot kill him, but if he is willing, the hunter cannot fail. The great hunters of our people know the animals of the forest and they persuade them of their fitness to kill. For my people hunting is not a recreation but life, and there is no more than a shadow between life and death, and there is no barrier between the past and the present. Our world is open and shadowy and without limits. Our world stretches backwards in time and upwards to the sky and down below beneath the water.

We are actors, acting the roles the Great Spirit has given us, and these roles are the same roles as our ancestors played. I learned much in the lodges of the Midewiwin.

Yes, I am Pale Eagle of the No Ka, the Bear, totem. And I belong to the Kakinishisha clan, the sharp claws. My grandfather, White Elk, was the chief of the Bear clans and spokesman for all the clans of the peoples of the Great Lakes in their dealings with the French and the English. Our totem is a bear, standing on its hind legs, its huge paws wide, protecting us. It stands outside our lodges in the forests where we spend the fall, hunting and collecting maple syrup. All the plants of the forest are familiar to us. On the shore of the lakes are gentians and sedges and in the bogs, swamp rosemary, water lily, cotton grass, cranberry, poison sumac, spruce and cedar. In the conifer forest there is wild rose, star flower, thimbleberry, mayflower, huckleberry, bunchberry and club moss. The Great Spirit gave us these plants and these forests to use, and I learned how to make medicine; and the spirits told me how to make a medicine bundle in the shape of an otter and in it I have a hawk feather, weasel skin streamer attached to a stick inscribed with sacred signs, a miniature canoe and snowshoes, an eagle feather, a small lance and a rope of human hair. The spirits informed me what to place in my bundle and I wandered far in our country.

Our country is beautiful, utterly beautiful; it is ours to roam and it provides everything we need. The forests are the home of the deer and brown bear, the streams and rivers teem with otters and beaver and the lakes boil with sturgeon and whitefish.

The American people came flowing in their wagons from beyond the mountains and they made war because they wanted to take our lands and they drove the English to Grandmother’s country. Our people were afraid because they knew that the white race is a monster who is always hungry and what he eats is land. Pontiac the great chief long ago told the English: The Great Spirit gave us these lands and these woods and these lakes and we will part with them to no one. But the white people did not care. They made promises, but their promises were like the smoke from our pipes, rising into the air and vanishing. They are like crayfish, unable to walk in a straight line.

And the Great Spirit said to me: On earth you will make a nation live and you shall have the power of the wind. You were named Pale Eagle because you will ride the wind. And it is true: in dreams I have flown to the upper regions and I have encountered the thunderbirds. I have roamed in the land of the giant where the thunder lives and I have listened to the spirit of the sky and smoked his pipe.

And now the spirits have told me to make a war bundle and they have told me what to put in my war bundle: a pipe in the shape of a bear’s head, the feathers of swift-flying birds, a tie of bison hair, a feather headdress, a memory stick, a drum beater and a whistle made of bone.

The bison hair must be twisted into a rope for securing prisoners.
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