
Blue Winds Dancing 
by Thomas S. Whitecloud 

  

There is a moon out tonight. Moons and stars and cloud tipped with moonlight. And there is a fall wind blowing in my heart. Ever 
since this evening, when against a fading sky I saw geese wedge southward. They were going home. . . . Now I try to study, but 
against the pages I see them again, driving southward. Going home. 

            Across the valley there are heavy mountains holding up the sky, and beyond the mountains there is home. Home, and 
peace, and the beat of drums, and blue winds dancing over snowfields. The Indian lodge will fill with my people, and our gods 
will come and sit among them. 

            But home is beyond the mountains, and I am here. Here where fall hides in the valleys, and winter never comes down 
from the mountains. Here where all the trees grow in rows; the palms stand stiffly by the roadsides and in the groves the orange 
trees line in military rows, and endlessly bear fruit. Beautiful, yes; there is always beauty in order, in rows of growing things! But 
it is the beauty of captivity. A pine fighting for existence on a windy knoll is much more beautiful. 

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

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

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

            Then again, maybe I am not tired. Maybe I'm licked. Maybe I am just not smart enough to grasp these things that go to 
make up civilization. Maybe I am just too lazy to think hard enough to keep up. 

            Still, I know my people have many things that civilization has taken from the whites. They know how to give; how to tear 
one's piece of meat in two and share it with one's brother. They know how to sing--how to make each man his song and sing 
them; for their music they do not need to listen to other man singing over a radio. They know how to make things with their 
hands, how to shape beads into design and make a thing of beauty from a piece of birch bark. 

            But we are inferior. It is terrible to have to feel inferior; to have to read reports of intelligence tests, and learn that one's 
race is behind. It is terrible to sit in class and hear men tell you that your people worship sticks of wood--that your gods are all 
false, that the Manitou forgot your people and did not write them a book. 

            I am tired.  I want to walk again among the ghost-birches. I want to see the leaves turn in autumn, the smoke rise from 
the lodgehouses, and to feel the blue winds, and to feel the blue winds. I want to hear the drums; I want to hear the drums and 
feel the blue whispering winds. 



            There is a train wailing into the night. The trains go across the mountains. It would be easy to catch a freight. They will 
say he has gone back to the blanket; I don't care. The dance at Christmas. . . . 

             

            A bunch of bums warming at a tiny fire talk politics and women and joke about the Relief and the WPA and smoke 
cigarettes. These men in caps and overcoats and dirty overalls living on the outskirts of civilization are free, but the pay the price 
of being free in civilization. They are outcasts. I remember a sociology professor lecturing on adjustment to society; hobos and 
prostitutes and criminals are individuals who never adjusted, he said. He could learn a lot if he came and listened to a bunch of 
bums talk. He would learn that work and a woman and a place to hang his hat are all the ordinary man wants. These are all he 
wants, but other men are not content to let him ant only these, He must be taught to want radios and automobiles and a new 
suit every spring. Progress will stop if he did not want these things. I listen to hear if there is any talk of communism or socialism 
in the hobo jungles. There is none. At best there is a sort of disgusted philosophy about life. They seem to think there should be 
a better distribution of wealth, or more work, or something. But they are not rabid about it. The radicals live in the cities. 

            I find a fellow headed for Albuquerque, and talk road-talk with him. "It is hard to ride fruit carts. Bums break in. Better to 
wait for a cattle car going back to the Middle West, and ride that." We catch the next east-bound and walk the tops until we find 
a cattle cart. Inside, we crouch near the forward wall, huddle, and try to sleep. I feel peaceful and content at last. I am going 
home. The cattle cart rocks. I sleep. 

            Morning and the desert. Noon and the Salton Sea, lying more lifeless than a mirage under a somber sun in a pale sky. 
Skeleton mountains rearing on the skyline, thrusting out of the desert floor, all rocks and shadow and edges. Desert. Good 
country for an Indian reservation. . . . 

            Yuma and the muddy Colorado. Night again, and I wait shivering for the dawn. 

            Phoenix. Pima country. Mountains that look like cardboard sets on a forgotten stage. Tucson, Papago country. Giant 
cacti that look like petrified hitchhikers along the highways. Apache country. At El Paso my road-buddy decides to go on to 
Houston. I leave him, and head north to see mesa country. Las Cruces and the terrible Organ Mountains, jagged peaks that 
instill fear and wondering. Albuquerque. Pueblos along the Rio Grande. On the boardwalk there are some Indian women in 
colored sashes selling bits of pottery. The stone age offering its art to the twentieth century. They hold up a piece and fix the 
tourist with black eyes until, embarrassed, he buys or turns away. I feel suddenly angry that my people should have to do such 
thing for a living. . . . 

            Santa Fe trains are fast, and they keep them pretty clean of bums. I decide to hurry and ride passenger coaltenders. 
Hide in the dark, judge the speed of the train as it leaves, and then dash out, and catch it. I hug the cold steel wall of the tender 
ant think of the roaring fire in the engine ahead, and of the passengers back in the dining car reading their papers over hot 
coffee. Beneath me there is a blur of rails. Death would come quick if my hands should freeze and fall. Up over the Sangre De 
Cristo range, around cliffs and through canyons to Denver. Bitter cold there, and I must watch out for Denver Bob. He is a 
railroad bull who has thrown bums from fast freights. I miss him. It is too cold, I suppose. On north to the Sioux Country. 

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

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

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



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

            Christmas Eve comes in on north wind. Snow clouds hang over the pines, and the night comes early. Walking along the 
railroad bed, I feel the calm peace of snowbound forests on either side of me. I take my time; I am back in a world where time 
does not mean that much now. I am alone; alone but not nearly so lonely as I was back at the campus at school. Those are 
never lonely who love the snow and the pines; never lonely when pines are wearing white shawls and snow crunches coldly 
underfoot. In the woods I know there are the tracks of deer and rabbit; I know that if I leave the trails and go into the woods I 
shall find them. I walk along feeling glad because my legs are light and my feet seem to know that they are home. A deer comes 
out of the woods ahead of me, and stands silhouetted on the rails. The North, I feel, has welcomed me home. I watch him and 
am glad that I do not wish for a gun. He goes into the woods quietly, leaving only the design of his tracks in the snow.  I walk 
one. Now and then I pass a field, white under the night sky, with houses at the far end. Smoke comes from the chimneys of the 
houses, and I try to tell what sort of wood each is burning by the smoke; some burn pine, others aspen, others tamarack. There 
is one from which comes black coal smoke that rises lazily and drifts out over the tops of the trees. I like to watch houses and try 
to imagine what might be happening in them. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

            Before the lodge door I stop, afraid, I wonder if my people will remember me. I wonder--"Am I Indian, or am I white?" I 
stand before the door a long time. I hear the ice groan on the lake, and remember the story of the old woman under the ice, 
trying to get out, so she can punish come runaway lovers. I think to myself, "If I am white I will not believe that story; If I am 



Indian, I will know that there is an old woman under the ice." I listen for a while, and I know that there is an old woman under the 
ice. I look again at the lights, and go in. 

            Inside the lodge there are many Indians. Some sit on benches around the walls, other dance in the center of the floor 
around a drum. Nobody seems to notice me. It seems as though I were among a people I have never seen before. Heavy 
women with long hair. Women with children on their knees--small children that watch with intent black eyes the movements of 
the dancers, whose small faces are solemn and serene. The faces of the old people are serene, too, and their eyes are merry 
and bright. I look at the old men. Straight, dressed in dark trousers and beaded velvet vests, wearing soft moccasins. Dark, lined 
faces intent on the music. I wonder if I am at all like them. They dance on, lifting their feet to the rhythm of the drums swaying 
lightly, looking upward. I look at their eyes, and am startled at the rapt attention to the rhythm of the music. 

            The dance stops. The men walk back to the walks, and talk in low tones or with their hands. There is little conversation, 
yet everyone seems to be sharing some secret. A woman looks at a small boy wandering away, and he comes back to her. 

            Strange, I think and then remember. These people are not sharing words--they are sharing a mood. Everyone is happy. I 
am so used to white people that it seems strange so many people could be together without someone talking. These Indians are 
happy because they are together, and because the night is beautiful outside, and the music is beautiful. I try hard to forget 
school and white people, and be one of these--my people. I try to forget everything but the night, and it is a part of me that I am 
one with my people and we are all a part of something universal. I watch eyes, and see now that the old people are speaking to 
me. They nod slightly, imperceptibly, and their eyes laugh into mine. I look around the room. All the eyes are friendly; they all 
laugh. No one questions my being here. The drums begin to beat again, and I catch to invitation in the eyes of the old men. My 
feet begin to lift to the rhythm, and I looked out beyond the walls into the night and see the lights. I am happy. It is beautiful. I am 
home. 

 


