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Chapter 1
Gray Hawk

1870

Gray Hawk was a respected Kootenay leader who could look beyond what
others could see and behold the future. He was aware of the spiritual world
that seemed to take him away often. After sitting on a ledge overlooking the
Bow River in the valley of what would become Banff National Park, he
would return to his village with a faraway look in his gray eyes as if in
spirit he had not yet returned.

This morning, however, while dawn was breaking, he was not on a
ledge walking with spirits following the path of an eagle or great bear.
Today, he was leading many others in defense of the winter’s food supply.
Buffalo meat had been packed on horses being led along a mountain trail
back to the Kootenay village. This supply of food was being attacked by a
large number of Sioux rapidly approaching the far side of the next hill and
not all the Kootenay were trying to escape. Others, led by Gray Hawk,
swept over the top of the hill and slammed into the Sioux with such fury a
Sioux horse was knocked backwards into a cloud of dust where hooves
flashed and the rider was crushed. Other Sioux also fell, hit so unexpectedly
by club, arrow or spear.

Gray Hawk signaled a retreat and the Kootenay vanished over the top of
the hill. They regrouped and attacked, catching the enemies by surprise a
second time, sending more of them tumbling into rising dust. Their leader
also fell, his power broken and the others scattered.

Reassembling, the Kootenay were in awe of their leader who had
brought them another great victory. He had known the cold winds of many
winters and each one had put a line on his face leaving it as patterned as the
prairie. His features were strong and eyes gray, long ago giving a name to
this person who in his spirit could fly with the hawk. The sight of a
bloodied arrowhead protruding below Gray Hawk’s shoulder tempered
elation over such a victory.

“I’ll help you, as would any of the others,” proclaimed Standing Bear, a
man who seemed to be all muscle and now rode next to Gray Hawk.



“Thank you,” replied the older man. “You have always been a trusted
friend. I can look after this wound. I can no longer protect our winter food.
You can do this. I will meet you back at our village where our people wait
for us.”

“As you say,” replied the man before he turned his horse and started
riding away with the others.

My friends are leaving, thought Gray Hawk—and so maybe is my life.
From the rush of battle, I’m now stirred by joy of victory. I’ve led my
friends to a sharp defeat of our enemies. We have acquired and protected
our supply of buffalo meat. I have a package of food and I will seek shelter
to heal my wound. I know I could not keep up with the others. If I slowed
their progress the supplies would be endangered. My friends understand
that also but would not leave me so I had to ask to be left behind. They
agree such a decision is sensible because I am a healer and know the
remedies.

After moving down mountain slopes, sunlight is presently sweeping
across grass on these hills and should be bringing me warmth I do not feel,
observed Gray Hawk. Sun’s brightness I also do not see. The day for me has
become cool and gray because I know I am probably dying.

Stirring his horse to a quicker pace, Gray Hawk came to a mountain
trail bordered by a wide, shallow, fast-flowing stream. The pony stopped
and looked at the water. Gray Hawk stepped off his back, answering the
request made for water. They both walked to the river and drank before
wading farther. The horse started to roll in the stream. While hooves raked
the sky, smooth pebbles massaged tired muscles. Gray Hawk also rested his
back against pebbles, letting frigid water stir away thoughts of life ending.

With the plunge over, horse and companion rider continued the journey.
There is so much to the world that people don’t see, especially when they
treat living creatures as just objects, reflected Gray Hawk who always
traveled further by thought than by country. My horse is not just
transportation. He is a friend and we communicate. The pony stopped and
looked at the stream, telling me he would like to go for a roll. By working
with him, my life was also enhanced. Everything communicates if people
would only watch and listen. All aspects are part of this life—not just
people. I know I can I sleep on the trail and my horse will bring me to my
lodge. Presently he’s taking the route to the cave. I will go there for my
healing and likely to die although I know nothing dies. I will just return to



the spirit world. From there all of us have come and will return when our
chosen number of years have been completed. I have heard friends say they
would do their lives over again just as they were but I would not. I don’t
want to repeat any of my mistakes. The chance of me surviving this wound
is slim and survival, if it happens, will take much time.

I can’t bring my horse into the cave and too many dangers lurk outside
for him to survive being left alone by the entrance. The pony has often taken
me home when I was asleep. I’ll tell him to continue back to the village by
saying the word, “home”. At the cave’s entrance, Gray Hawk rubbed the
pony’s sides with bunched grass before repeating the word, “home”, and
this companion started walking along a route leading back to the village.

Gray Hawk collected medicine plants and prepared an ointment before
entering the cave. Its entrance was concealed by brush. My guide and totem,
the great bear, showed me this cave that has been used by the ancient ones,
he recalled. When I was young, starting out on my vision quest, the first of
many, I watched as this hidden place was disclosed by the great bear where
its outline was placed on an interior wall. I have added a mark of a paw on
the top of each of my hands.

Inside the rock-walled room, air was scented by the medicine of a warm
pool. Its surface was stirred by hot water flowing through breaks in rocks.
On a smooth section of one wall, there was etched a form of a bear.
Adjacent to it, there were outlines of paws. Sufficient light came from the
entrance to brighten the interior where on the floor there were charred
remnants of past fires.

Having placed his possessions including a package of meat at the back
of the room, Gray Hawk went outside to collect additional supplies. He
gathered more healing plants before cutting firewood along with skewers
and boughs.

Returning to the chamber, he wove boughs together to form a bed then
skewered a piece of meat. With preparations completed, he removed the
broken and bloodied shaft that had been protruding from below his
shoulder. To this wound, he immediately applied ointment he had prepared.
Lastly, he drank some of the pool’s healing water before wading deeper and
floating, letting soothing warmth bring comfort to what had become
constant pain to the upper part of his body.

He rested for the first time since leaving his lodge in the village beside a
river surrounded by lofty walls of mountains. Suddenly he missed home



and knew his horse would soon be returning. His life again was separated
from the others. This time was different, however, because with his ability
to see further than most, he knew he likely could not return.

He left the water, stretched out on the bed of boughs and soon drifted
into a feverish sleep. Occasionally he stirred and went outside to relieve
himself before succumbing again to sleep. Aware of days passing, he
sometimes kindled a fire to roast buffalo meat on a skewer. Having been
nourished by this tender food and sipping water from the pond, he returned
to sleep.

Always he seemed to be floating, both when he was on the water or in
dreams. This sensation continued until he heard tapping sounds of a person
approaching the cave.

Most light was blocked from the chamber as the form of a person filled
the entrance. Just as quickly, the intruder stepped aside, letting light return
and Gray Hawk exclaimed, “Raven.”

“Grandfather,” shouted the woman.
He remembered as much as saw her long black hair surrounding

delicate yet strong facial features with flashing, dark eyes. Her smile
brightened the shadows.

“I knew you’d be at your cave—your favorite place,” she explained
after sitting down. “When your horse returned, I followed his tracks. As I
suspected all along, you are again where we have visited many times
before. You have taught me the healing powers of plants. Now your
knowledge is going to help you.”

“Like me, you are a healer,” he replied. “You have the sight also. You
can see further than others.”

“You have trained me well,” she affirmed.
“Some things can’t be taught—they are gifts,” observed Gray Hawk.
“I must first work on your wound,” she stated before bringing a leather

bag forward to remove medications. “This drink will lessen the fever,” she
added while pouring liquid from a pouch to a wooden cup.

Having received the ointments, Gray Hawk drank the liquid. Afterward,
he said, “A good taste to your medicine.”

“You had already applied ointment to your wound,” she noted.
“Yes,” he replied. “Mainly I’ve been sleeping. I have walked in the

spirit world to visit in advance the home we all left and to it we will return.”
“I came here to delay your return,” she declared.



“Kind of you to try,” he said before Raven stepped out of the cave,
coming back quickly with additional firewood. She rebuilt the fire then over
it skewered two trout she had caught while traveling to the cave.

When the meat was cooked both people dined quietly on the richly
scented, moist fish. Raven prepared tea and served it then they both relaxed
while sipping the soothing drink.

Flames sending shadows dancing across rock walls provided a backdrop
to Gray Hawk’s voice as it filled the cave and returned to Raven memories
of her grandfather’s wondrous legends. “While we live we learn,” he said,
commencing a story of years since the time when the great bear’s outline
was carved upon the wall. Spirits of the past seemed to be present as the far-
seeing two people joined again a song of words and the wondrous stories
they told.

“In the beginning of the movement of people on this land,” resumed the
voice, “those who spoke the Algonkian language, largely the Ojibway,
came from the borders of salt water in the east. Likely because of Iroquoian
speaking people pushing from the south, the Algonkians continued
westward, moving against the Sioux and bringing them westward. The
Blackfoot and Cree are both Algonkian speakers although have often been
enemies to each other. The Blackfoot and Sioux pushed us, the Kootenay,
into these mountains. The Stony are also Sioux. North of us, the Cree are
Algonkian speakers and they are our allies. I think our language too has
Algonkian roots. The Kootenay used to live much of the time on the plains.
We only go there now to hunt buffalo. The great herds of buffalo presently
live more in our memory than on the prairie. At one time there were buffalo
in these mountains providing us with food during the winter.”

The words stopped and again Raven was more aware of shadows
dancing across rock walls and flickering over the pond’s surface. “What’s it
all about anyway?” asked the raspy voice when starting again. “Like you
I’ve been learning all my life and that’s why we come to this earth—to
discover through adversity what we can’t find and develop from in the spirit
side where there are no hard knocks—or arrow shafts below the shoulder.
Complain not. Your life is hard because that’s why you came here.”

“I was foolish to pick such a course,” stated Raven.
“I wouldn’t walk again along the path I chose,” agreed Gray Hawk.
“Who’s in charge of it all?” asked Raven.



“The Great Spirit, the Creator,” answered Gray Hawk. His and Her
presence continues in all creations including wildlife and people. There can
be communication between all parts of life because of the common link.
Seek this light and that’s all we have to do.”

“Your words have formed who I am and I will always be grateful,”
stated Raven.

“You are a healer and a far-seeing person,” continued her grandfather.
“I’m going to get some branches to make a bed for sleeping,” noted

Raven.
“Thank you for your company,” said Gray Hawk. She left the cave,

returning in a short time to prepare comfortable mats of boughs. Before
sleep came, Raven explained, “In the morning I’m going to gather plants
and catch fish for our first meal.”

The next day when Gray Hawk awoke, light was brightening the cave’s
entrance along with outlining interior features of walls and telling him
trouble was lurking. Knowing the situation involved more than his injury,
he was relieved to feel energy surging to meet this challenge as he had met
each one in his life. Moving quickly, he gathered his weapons then left the
cave, stepping into sunlight that brought no warmth.

He followed Raven’s tracks to a place where she had caught fish before
shod ponies had arrived bringing boot prints and signs of a struggle. When
the horses left, one of them carried an extra rider.

The tracks followed an old trail winding down the mountainside before
entering a grove of aspens bordering a stream. Next to the water, the horses
were tethered. Smoke from a campfire scented a breeze rustling aspen
leaves.

Peering from the surface of water splashing across stones in the stream,
Gray Hawk watched the camp. He had placed his bow and arrows on the
bank and held his knife while he moved from the water to a tree where
Raven was tied.

He had almost finished cutting the bindings when one of the men
reached for a rifle and fired, knocking Gray Hawk back into the water.
Blood spurted from another wound in his side. The shooter ran forward for
a second shot as Raven, broke away from remaining ties, grabbed the knife
Gray Hawk had dropped and sank the blade into the attacker’s chest.

She picked up his fallen rifle then jumped for the river while shots
followed her. From behind the bank, she returned fire, dropping the two



shooters. A fourth man fell backwards with an arrow in his forehead.
Raven hugged her grandfather. Following a long interval, she said, “I

knew you would come but your arrival even caught me by surprise.”
“Surprise wins a battle—usually,” he replied.
“Blood,” she exclaimed, noticing his reddened chest. “A new wound?”
She applied a band of leather to stop the bleeding before saying, “I have

more healing to do.”
“Yes,” he said. “And I have one more request.”
After gathering the prospectors’ horses and equipment, Raven and Gray

Hawk rode out of the camp.
“Grandfather,” said Raven, “will we go home now?”
“Yes,” he replied. “You will return first to our village. I will go more

directly home. I have seen many winters—you just a few. After more years,
you also, like all of us, will go home.”

“Can we stop for the night at the old place beside the stream?” she
asked again.

“Yes,” said Gray Hawk.
“I will check your wounds,” added Raven.
Gray Hawk was bent over and not looking well when they reached the

old camping location. Raven removed the bullet before adding ointments
from herbs to the wounds. Gray Hawk rested while she spitted trout and
buffalo meat over a fire.  

Following a fine meal, she prepared tea and served it before they both
rested while enjoying the drink. Shadows gathered bringing night to their
part of the stream beside towering cliffs.

“I have never stopped striving,” said Gray Hawk. “As my body grew
older, I traveled more in my spirit. I can go back and see the time when we
were buffalo hunters and were as free as those we hunted for food. I have
always kept the records—the legends—of the Kootenay. These lands are
endlessly beautiful. I have seen old people holler with the joy of seeing
such places. I can continue to travel among this grandeur in my spirit. I can
walk beside the great bear, my totem, whose mark of the paw is on the back
of both of my hands. You have the same totem. We are much alike. My
journey on this earth stops while your time continues.” 

The man paused to sip the drink Raven had made. Both man and
granddaughter watched the fire brighten before a darkening background.
Splashing sounds of the stream were constant while occasionally an owl



hooted. Sometimes the fire snapped, sending a trail of sparks to travel
upward toward cliffs etched darkly against the night sky where stars
sparkled and a red moon shone. A flock of geese, flying lower than adjacent
peaks, called to the mountains.

“We are never alone,” continued the man. “All of these spirits talk to us
and carry a spark of the Great Spirit, the Creator. Soon I will be only in
spirit but I, like the others, will not leave you.”

“I feel lonely when you talk of keeping me company in spirit because I
want you to stay with me physically in addition to the spirit,” replied
Raven, almost whispering as words traveled clearly in night’s calm.

“I’ve always done the best I could and you can say the same,” he
explained. “You will carry on my work. Nothing is haphazard. The more I
look back at my life the more I am aware of a grand and perfect plan. I
struggled with decisions all through the years and, by seeking the Great
Spirit, all things work out although the trail traveled seems impossibly
wrought with dangers all around and obstacles that seem as tall as our
surrounding peaks.”

After a short time of rest, listening to the owl again, Gray Hawk said,
“Thank you for coming to help me. I always appreciate your work. I notice
you have prepared two places with boughs. We can sleep with the
companion sound of splashing water. Sleep approaches me. Thank you for
helping. I will always be a companion for you.”

He walked to the matt of branches and soon gave in to sleep. After
checking the camp and looking after the horses, Raven also slept.

The next morning, when first light gave shape to the landscape, Raven
stirred from the boughs, stepping into the first flash of sunlight. It brought
no brightness or warmth to this morning that for her remained gray when
she turned to speak to Gray Hawk and he had gone.

She searched for him, hoping he was in the area but his tracks led
toward the adjacent mountainside with its ledges. “You are a very kind man,
grandfather,” she whispered, looking up at the ledges. “You are like an
eagle. You were often on the high places. This time, however, you will only
return in spirit. You say we are never alone but I feel lonely. I miss your
person-companionship.”

In sunlight, Raven started traveling, leading the horses with the supplies
back to the village. She stopped once to look back at the ledges among the



peaks, knowing her grandfather was there, greeting his spiritual family who
had come for him.
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