12 / WILLIAM KITTREDGE

from: Owning It All
by William Kittredge, Greywolf Press, St. Paul, 1987

IN THE SPRING of 1942, just before I turned ten years
old, we opened every first-period class in our one-room War-
ner Valley schoolhouse singing Praise the Lord and Pass the
Ammunition. We embraced the war. We heard it every morn-
ing on the Zenith Trans-Oceanic radio, while we got ready for
school, and during recess we ran endless games of gunfighter
pursuit and justifiably merciless death in the playgrounds.
Mostly we killed Hitler and Mister Tojo. '

Fall down, you're dead.

When it came your turn to play Nazi, you were honor
bound to eventually fall killed through the long adult agony,
twisting and staggering to heedless collapse in the dirt. Out
in our land-locked, end-of-the-road, rancher valley, the air
was bright and clean with purpose.

Always, at least in memory, those running battles involve
my cousins and my younger brother and my even younger
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sister, and a black-and-white dog named Victory. Out back of
the house in the summer of 1942 we circled and shot our
ways through groves of wild plum in heavy fruit, and we
swung to ambush from gnarled limbs in the apple orchard
where the blue flies and the yellowjackets were mostly inter-
ested in having their way with the rotting fallen fruit: yellow-
jackets flitting to a hive in the hollow trunk of a Lombardy
poplar along the irrigation ditch, burning the air with their
going, and near to the secret, stinging, irreligious heart of my
paradise.

IN LATE SEPTEMBER our dog named Victory was
crushed under the rear duals of a semi-truck flatbed hauling
100-pound burlap sacks of my father’s newly combined oats
across 40 twisting miles of gravel road over the Warner
Mountains to town and the railroad. My sister ran shrieking
to the kitchen door, and my mother came to the roadside in
her apron, and I was stoic and tough-minded as that poor
animal panted and died. Beyond the crystal sea, undreamed
shores, precious angels.

This was a time when our national life was gone to war
against U-boats and Bataan and the death march, betrayal
reeking everywhere. The death of that dog with cockleburrs
matted into his coat must have shimmered with significance
past heartbreak. We were American and proud, and we were
steeled to deal with these matters.

So we unearthed a shallow grave in the good loam soil at
the upper end of the huge rancher garden my father laid out
each spring in those days, before it became cheaper to feed
our crews from truck-loads of canned goods bought whole-
sale in the cities. We gathered late-blooming flowers from the
border beneath my mother’s bedroom window, we loaded
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the stiffening carcass of that dead dog on a red wagon, and
we staged a funeral with full symbolic honors.

My older cousin blew taps through his fist, my brother hid
his face, and my six-year-old sister wept openly, which was
all right since she was a little child. I waved a leafy bough of
willow over the slope-sided grave while my other cousins
shoveled the loose dry soil down on the corpse.

It is impossible to know what the child who was myself
felt, gazing east across the valley which I can still envision so
clearly —the ordered garden and the sage-covered slope
running down to the slough-cut meadows of the Thompson
Field, willows there concealing secret hide-away places
where I would burrow away from the world for hours, imag-
ining I was some animal, hidden and watching the stock
cows graze the open islands of meadow grass.

On the far side of the valley lay the great level distances
of the plow-ground fields which had so recently been tule
swamps, reaching to the rise of barren eastern ridges. That
enclosed valley is the home I imagine walking when someday
I fall into the dream which is my death. My real, particular,
vivid and populated solace for that irrevocable moment of
utter loss when the mind stops forever. The chill of that
remembered September evening feels right as I imagine that
heartbreakingly distant boy.

IT’S HARD for me to know where I got the notion of
waving that willow branch over our burial of that poor dog
unless I find it in this other memory, from about the same
time. A Paiute girl of roughly my own age died of measles in
the ramshackle encampment her people maintained along-
side the irrigation ditch which eventually led to our vast
garden. A dozen or so people lived there, and true or not,
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I keep thinking of them as in touch with some remnant
memories of hunting and gathering forebears who summered
so many generations in the valley we had so recently come to

own.
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