A chapter from Entering the Grove, with photographs by Gary Braasch (Gibbs Smith, 1990).
The Ravens

by Kim Stafford

Wherever you are, I want to say to you here at the beginning, “Look again.” Memory works by looking again, as do science, and forgiveness. I have learned this by being wrong, being changed. I have learned to slow down to zero, and study what’s in front of my face. A tree spirals around as it grows. I turn and look again. I will tell you how the ravens taught me to look again.

      Out in the Wallowa Mountains of Oregon, I lay down for sleep near Joseph Canyon. I had been teaching in Idaho, and my teaching had been a failure. It is hard to fail at what you call yourself. I rolled out my thin summer sleeping bag on the needle duff in a gathering of young pines. I had left the lights of Lewiston far behind, the constellations of house and street scattered over the hills. I had driven the contortions of the road over the Grande Ronde River and up, past the last farm light and on. I smoothed the ground and slid into the bag. At the dark rim of Joseph Canyon, the city is all in the stars, lit and turning bright as the earliest time. A whisper in the trees, and sleep came thick.

     In the morning, two shouting ravens woke me, leering from the branch where they swayed. When I stood, they flapped about clumsily, circling my head, then flying away to the east, fanning their wings to a stall,  and settling on the meadow. When I followed, stepped close, they leaped up to circle my head again, with their rusty croak and wing whisk. The rainbow black of their feathers held all color in a sheen where they flashed about me. Then they went east a way, settles again, hopped, pivoted, cocked their heads, and waited for me. I followed. They flew and settled. I followed. And at last we came to the canyon rim, where the slope dropped away to blue distance. This time they jumped, hunched their wings about me in the air a last time, coughed so their throat feathers shook, and then they flew straight away east without a backward glance. They sailed away over the tall hump of the canyon air, dwindling until they were lost against the dark ridgeline of the Seven Devils in Idaho.

     I sat down at the rim, feeling I had been summoned, and would be taught something. I felt I might see an eagle or a bear by the ravens’ beckoning. Surely something great with purpose would rise before me. The canyon unrolled an endless journey for the eyes at that place, shoulders of meadow and rock angling down with ribbons of trees between them. Great loops of wind swung through the pines, and the crimson glint of the flowers called Indian paintbrush flickered on the grassy slope below me. Serviceberry bushes flashed their buttons of green, and sage softened the hillside gray. Tiny vagabond spiders rode their web filaments adrift in the updraft. 

     I gazed a long time. A buzzard drifted north. My shadow moved. A butterfly flickered bright before me. The pines grew still. Then the heat shimmered toward noon. Nothing. No message I could see. The stones got harder under me, the headache sun climbed as it beat on my head. And I stood up, hobbled awhile, then walked limp and faint back the way I had come.

     Grasshoppers shattered thick from the grass. They rattled from every bush, bounced from stones gray with lichens. A fat spider hung like a rosehip from a twig, hung nibbling on a grasshopper furled in its web, twirling it round. When I crouched to watch it, the spider did not flinch. The whole bush hummed with life: ants working twig and leaf, hunting any sparkle of dew before the sun hissed it away. I thought I could hear their small feet rattle on the wood. Here and there a spiderweb hung ravaged by the night traffic of small wings. 

     Then, to my left in the bush, I saw this at a twig tip: two creatures locked into one knot, another grasshopper being eaten by this hunching shape clamped to it. But this time the victim had open eyes. It was purple, wet, studying me as its life dwindled. So, the end.

     But then I looked again. No, the darker shape was a grasshopper too. The two were locked together loving, tangled into one being making more, making next year’s meadow twinkle and sing. A leaf twitched and the twig shook. Yes, the beginning.

     Then I looked yet again. Not death. Not lover. The darker shape was simply a husk, the old shell split open along the back where the grasshopper had climbed out of itself. Something spun me into place. Something hammered me. Over my shoulder came stories that shook me. I loved my brother, but he died. The love I felt for a woman died. I climbed out from the husk of those days. Pain did not explain it. No one could explain it. And here hunched the grasshopper, living through change. The soft, purple being I took for victim, and then companion, was simply new. Resting. Vulnerable. Bright in the eye.

     I stood up, staggered. Swaying like a pine, I thought back. The ravens do not teach by saying, “Look at this,” pointing with a wingtip, poking the beak at it. They prefer to lead their student among the secrets woven into the whole fabric of the place. They say, “Come over this way, and have a look around. Maybe you will see.”

     If I have failed, if we have failed the Earth, we may turn to it again. Some of us may act the raven.

