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Chapter	One

Fledgling

In	1900	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	built	a	mission	school	in	Taos,	New	Mexico	named
The	Sangre	 de	Cristo	School	 in	 relationship	 to	 the	 nearby	Sangre	 de	Cristo	Mountains.
During	sunrise	and	sunset	these	mountains	emit	a	mysterious	reddish	hue.	Interpreted,	the
words	Sangré	de	Cristo	are	Spanish	for	the	“Blood	of	Christ”.

The	 school’s	 objective	 was	 to	 establish	 quality	 educational	 opportunities	 for	 local
Navajo	 youth	 grades	 one	 through	 twelve.	 The	 year	 is	 1940,	 and	 the	 school’s	 been
operational	for	forty	years.

The	 Great	 Depression	 was	 winding	 down	 with	 imposed	 suffering	 throughout	 the
country.	Economic	collapse	occurred	when	the	New	York	Stock	Market	crashed.	Business
and	 industry	 failures	 resulted	 in	 mass	 unemployment,	 while	 social	 despair	 gripped	 the
nation.	

One	morning	a	young	nun,	Cynthia,	found	an	infant	wrapped	in	a	wool	blanket	on	the
school’s	 doorsteps.	 An	 attached	 note	 stated:	 My	 baby	 is	 cursed	 and	 its	 life	 has	 been
threatened.	He	has	 no	voice.	The	baby	had	dark	 hair	 and	 complexion,	 indicating	native
genes.			

Cynthia	carried	 the	child	 into	 the	mission.	She	summoned	Father	Kelly,	 the	school’s
principal	and	the	other	nuns.	As	the	group	gathered,	the	baby	smiled	melting	their	hearts.
Cynthia	 was	 especially	 smitten,	 as	 she	 was	 consumed	 by	 the	 love	 transmitted	 by	 this
precious	living	gift.	She	used	a	basting	tube	to	feed	milk	to	the	baby.

An	aura	of	joy	overcame	the	mission’s	staff	and	the	next	day	Father	Kelly	purchased
necessary	items	to	properly	care	for	their	new	ward.	The	nuns	shared	feeding	and	diaper
changing	tasks.	Cynthia	assumed	the	position	of	primary	caregiver.	She	showed	the	baby
to	students	visiting	each	class.	It	was	a	divine	experience	for	everyone.

The	students	were	Navajo	and	conversed	in	Navajo,	but	 the	school’s	curriculum	was
presented	in	English	to	teach	proficiency	in	proper	usage	and	format.

The	mission	school’s	cook,	Betty,	was	Navajo	and	she	suggested	a	name	for	the	child.
“I	think	we	should	name	him	Atsa,	Navajo	for	eagle.	He’s	like	a	fledgling	eagle	landing	on
our	doorsteps.”	So,	the	baby	became	Atsa.	No	abandoned	child	could	have	received	more
love	and	attention.

Cynthia	 put	Atsa’s	 crib	 in	 her	 cubical	 in	 the	 nun’s	 dormitory,	 fed	 him	 and	 changed
diapers	during	the	night	as	needed.

Cynthia	was	 perplexed	 as	 a	 teenager	 dubious	 about	 her	 future.	 She	was	 a	 beautiful
young	girl	and	popular	in	high	school.	She	became	fascinated	by	the	church’s	missionary
pursuits.	After	she	took	her	vows	to	become	a	nun,	Cynthia	knew	her	dream	of	husband
and	 family	would	 never	 occur.	 She	 loved	 to	 teach	 children	 and	 this	 partially	 filled	 the
void.	Atsa	was	like	a	tiny	savior.	He	was	a	miracle	to	Cynthia	and	tears	welled	in	her	eyes
as	she	dozed	off	to	sleep.



Lives	 at	 the	 mission	 school	 were	 routine,	 as	 Atsa’s	 early	 years	 were	 spent	 in	 the
school’s	 kitchen	 while	 Cynthia	 taught.	 Betty	 put	 Atsa’s	 crib	 in	 the	 pantry	 near	 her
worktable	 so	she	could	easily	attend	his	needs	while	performing	kitchen	duties.	Raising
Atsa	was	a	combined	effort	and	he	soon	recognized	his	surrogates	and,	as	he	 learned	 to
walk	he	would	follow	Betty	around	the	kitchen.	Cynthia	was	in	and	out	of	the	kitchen	to
check	on	Atsa.		

The	Navajo’s	 genetic	 roots	 proved	 a	 vital	 positive	 influence	 during	 peak	 depression
years.	The	struggle	to	survive	the	national	social/economic	downturn	was	most	intense	in
cities,	as	urbanites	were	attached	to	fiscal	status.	American	societal	trends	during	the	early
twentieth	 century	 flaunted	 high-end	 lifestyles	 with	 lavish	 homes,	 vogue	 fashions,	 and
ornate	superfluous	materialism	served	as	 identity	badges	of	 the	gentry.	Money	formed	a
godlike	 position	 within	 the	 social	 spectrum.	 Personal	 debt	 expanded	 during	 the	 early
twenties	 and	 alcohol	 use	 was	 widespread,	 numbing	 social	 direction,	 purpose	 and
sensibility.	The	depression	formed	a	social	stumbling	block,	as	acquisition	of	basic	human
needs	slipped	away.	

The	 Navajo	 reverted	 to	 historic	 tribal	 ways.	 They	 knew	 methods	 to	 utilize	 Earth’s
natural	 gifts.	They	 planted	 garden	 plots,	 fished	 and	 hunted	wild	 game.	Money	was	 less
influential	within	Navajo	culture.	Navajo	were	connected	to	terrestrial	composition	dating
back	thousands	of	years	and	their	historic	manners	of	survival	provided	sustenance	more
efficiently	than	synthetic	material	wealth	fused	to	modern	living	standards.

Atsa	 grew	 rapidly	 and	 his	 energy	 and	 inquisitive	 mind	 seemed	 boundless.	 He
communicated	with	facial	expressions,	body	language	and	the	sparkle	in	his	eyes,	as	his
entire	being	spilled	over	in	appreciation	of	being	alive.	The	mission	school	was	a	brighter
place	 from	 the	 presence	 of	 this	 silent	 waif,	 as	 he	 darted	 about,	 releasing	 spurts	 of	 his
mystifying	charm.		

The	Japanese	bombed	Pearl	Harbor	 in	1941	 triggering	a	 raging	war,	but	 the	mission
and	Atsa’s	world	was	 far	 from	 this	 horror.	Atsa	 turned	 five	 and	Cynthia,	 Father	Kelly,
nuns	and	Betty	centered	his	life.

Cynthia	ordered	a	book	on	sign	language	and	began	to	teach	Atsa	this	unique	system
of	communication.	Atsa	was	captivated	by	this	discovery	and	became	enthralled	with	this
book.	Cynthia	and	Atsa	spent	hours	practicing	signing.

Over	 time	 others	 in	Atsa’s	 life	 learned	 signing	 from	 his	 incessant	 use	 of	 his	 newly
discovered	silent	voice.	Cynthia	taught	Atsa	to	read	and	would	read	him	stories,	as	his	life
moved	to	a	higher	plane.

Cynthia	made	vocabulary	 lists,	 as	 reading	became	Atsa’s	passion.	As	a	 six-year-old,
Atsa	was	reading	at	fifth	grade	level.	Cynthia’s	love	and	personal	tutoring	melded	with	the
academic	environment	and	Atsa	responded	in	kind.

Faculty	 and	 students	 enjoyed	Atsa’s	 vibrant	 demeanor,	 as	 they	 recognized	 his	 agile
mind	 and	were	 entertained	 by	 his	 humorous	 antics.	A	 few	 students	 learned	 signing	 and
practiced	with	Atsa.	Teachers	were	astonished	at	his	comprehension	ability.

In	middle	grades	Atsa	developed	an	interest	in	science	and	math	with	a	special	interest
in	 biological	 science.	 Atsa	 recognized	 the	 infinity	 of	 natural	 wonders	 and	 how	 life	 is



interconnected	 to	 form	 a	 massive	 singular	 terrestrial	 organism	 challenging	 the	 keenest
minds	to	calculate	the	dimension	of	its	intricacies.	He	was	silent	in	voice,	but	his	natural
drive	energy	stimulated	a	thirst	for	knowledge.

The	 school’s	 lack	of	 resources	disallowed	a	 sports	program;	 to	compensate,	Cynthia
organized	 nature	 hikes	 in	 nearby	 forested	 areas	 to	 provide	 physical	 exercise	 and
opportunity	to	experience	the	joy	of	nature’s	enlightenment.	To	walk	a	forest	trail	causes
the	mind	and	body	to	mellow	in	unification	not	available	in	human	created	environments.
The	absence	of	noise	and	odors	cities	emit	stimulates	ancient	genetic	instincts	to	emerge.
Students	 looked	 forward	 to	 these	 excursions	 and	 their	 joy	 of	 hiking	 woodland	 and
mountain	trails	was	obvious.		

Father	 Kelly	 received	 a	 letter	 from	 William	 Macintyre,	 a	 retired	 college	 biology
professor	who	lived	near	Taos,	with	an	offer	to	be	a	guest	lecturer	for	biology	classes.	The
professor	was	 an	 avid	 nature	 photographer	 and	would	 present	 slide	 shows	 of	 his	work.
Father	Kelly	was	enthusiastic	and	responded	with	an	invitation	to	meet	with	the	professor
to	discuss	details	and	include	him	in	the	school’s	curriculum.

Macintyre	lived	alone	just	outside	Taos;	his	wife	had	died.	He	began	weekly	lectures,
and	also	showed	his	nature	themed	photo	slide	collection.

Father	Kelly	explained	Atsa	to	the	professor,	and	how	Sister	Cynthia	found	him	as	an
infant	abandoned	on	 the	school’s	doorsteps	with	a	note	claiming	he	was	cursed	with	no
voice	and	how	Atsa	had	developed	into	a	gifted	student.

Professor	 Macintyre’s	 lectures	 enraptured	 the	 students,	 especially	 Atsa.	 Atsa	 took
notes	 and	 composed	 a	 paper	 he	 presented	 to	 the	 professor	with	 questions	 related	 to	 the
professor’s	photography.	The	professor	was	 impressed	by	Atsa’s	 series	of	questions	and
his	 articulate	 writing	 and	 asked	 him	 to	 remain	 after	 class	 so	 he	 could	 respond	 to	 his
questions.	The	professor	addressed	each	question,	and	told	Atsa	he	would	lend	him	one	of
his	 cameras	 so	 he	 could	 take	 photographs	 during	 Sister	Cynthia’s	 guided	 nature	walks.
Atsa’s	expressed	excitement	and	signed:	Thank	You,	 several	 times,	 enthusiastically.	This
gesture	represented	a	crack	in	the	door,	which	would	open	a	passage	neither	the	professor
nor	Atsa	could	have	possibly	predicted.	

William	 expressed	 his	 admiration	 for	 Atsa	 to	 Father	 Kelly	 and	 Sister	 Cynthia	 and
explained	he	would	loan	Atsa	a	camera	and	instruct	him	on	functions.	

“You’ve	noticed	what	we’ve	observed.	He’s	an	extraordinary	student,”	Cynthia	said.

Professor	Macintyre’s	life	was	a	lonely	journey	since	his	wife	Olga	had	passed,	and	his
return	 to	 teaching	offered	relief	 from	the	void	created	by	her	death.	His	 interaction	with
students	and	the	school’s	staff	broke	his	cycle	of	solitude	and	returned	a	sense	of	personal
worth.

William	accompanied	Cynthia	and	her	students	on	nature	excursions	and	assisted	Atsa
with	subject	selections	and	composition	techniques.	William	had	Atsa’s	film	processed	to
pass	 out	 prints	 of	Atsa’s	work	 to	 students.	 Cynthia	was	 delighted,	 as	 the	 students	 now
possessed	a	tangible	memory	to	carry	forward	in	their	lives.

William	requested	to	meet	with	Father	Kelly	and	Cynthia;	they	met	at	Father	Kelly’s
office.



“As	you	know,	I	have	become	captivated	by	Atsa.	I’m	so	enthralled	with	him	that	I’d
like	to	adopt	Atsa	to	provide	him	with	a	comfortable	home,”	the	professor	began.

“Atsa	has	become	a	fixture	at	our	mission	school.	We’ve	come	to	love	him	and	it’ll	be
painful	for	us	to	part;	however,	the	opportunity	you	present	would	benefit	Atsa	far	more
than	we’re	able	 to	provide	and	 it’d	be	 irresponsible	 for	us	not	 to	support	your	proposal.
Your	parenting	Atsa	will	enlighten	both	your	lives.	I	request	you	allow	Sister	Cynthia	and
me	to	visit	frequently	to	maintain	our	presence	in	Atsa’s	progress.		

“I’ll	arrange	to	meet	with	the	school’s	attorney	to	initiate	proper	legal	procedures	for
Atsa’s	adoption.	We’ll	accompany	Atsa	 to	your	home	for	an	 initial	visit	 to	discuss	your
proposal,”	Father	Kelly	replied.

“Atsa’s	adoption	can	enhance	our	 lives.	Since	my	career	ended	and	losing	Olga	I’ve
struggled	to	find	a	sense	of	personal	direction.		

“I’m	positioned	 to	 offer	Atsa	 a	 home	 environment	 for	 continued	 learning	 and	 assist
him	 as	 he	 confronts	 his	 future.	 Sister	 Cynthia	 finding	 Atsa	 on	 the	 mission	 school’s
doorsteps	 was	 serendipitous,	 and	 akin	 to	 a	 miracle.	 This	 event	 formed	 a	 conundrum,
which	 evolved	 to	 a	 blessing.	 Atsa	 was	 like	 a	 drop	 of	 Christ’s	 blood	 deposited	 on	 the
doorstep	in	correlation	with	the	mission	school’s	identity.	Spiritual	intrusion	initiated	our
bond	with	this	abandoned	child.	I’m	grateful	beyond	my	ability	to	express,”	William	said.

While	 the	 adoption	 was	 processed,	 Father	 Kelly,	 Sister	 Cynthia	 and	 Atsa	 visited
William.	 His	modest	 two-bedroom	 log	 home	was	 on	 twenty	 acres	 of	 wooded	 property
about	five	miles	outside	Taos,	adjacent	to	a	national	forest.

William	invited	 them	in	and	Atsa	smiled.	The	professor	said,	“My	wife,	Olga,	and	I
teamed	 to	 build	 this	 home.	We	 contracted	 the	walls,	 roof	 and	window	 installations	 and
constructed	the	remainder	ourselves.	We	had	a	well	drilled	and	a	hand	pump	installed	off
the	front	porch	with	no	indoor	plumbing.	We	used	a	composting	toilet.	We’re	off	the	grid,
with	oil	lamps,	propane	stove	and	refrigerator.	Our	mutual	plan	was	to	design	our	lives	in
a	minimalist	fashion.	The	wood-burning	stove	is	centered	in	the	combination	kitchen	and
living	space.	Most	people	during	these	times	wouldn’t	choose	to	live	in	this	manner.

“I	must	 tell	 you	 about	Olga.	During	my	 tenure	 at	 The	University	 of	Chicago,	Olga
joined	 the	 faculty	 as	 an	English	 professor.	Olga	was	 born	 in	 the	Ukraine	when	Stalin’s
tyrannical	 government	 killed	 innocent	 people	 by	 the	 thousands.	 It	was	 a	 desperate	 time
with	widespread	poverty	and	starvation.	Olga’s	parents	were	killed	by	government	troops
and	 her	 aunt	 and	 uncle	 rescued	 her.	 They	 realized	 their	 only	 hope	 for	 survival	 was	 to
escape	the	Ukraine	and	flee	to	Poland.	This	was	a	daunting	ambition.	Olga	was	six	years
old	when	 they	 began	 their	 trek	 to	 freedom.	They	 foraged	 for	 food,	 eating	 berries,	wild
plant	 roots	 and	 grass.	 After	 a	 two-month	 torturous	 journey,	 they	 arrived	 at	 a	 remote
section	of	the	border	and	crossed	into	Poland.	

“They	were	rescued	by	a	Polish	farmer	herding	sheep.	The	three	refugees	were	living
skeletons	 and	 so	 weak	 it	 took	 all	 their	 energy	 to	 walk.	 The	 farmer	 led	 them	 to	 his
farmhouse	and	his	wife	greeted	them	on	the	front	porch.	The	farmer’s	wife	spoke	Russian
and	beckoned	them	inside.	This	Polish	couple	saved	their	lives.



“They	 lived	 at	 the	 farm	 for	 a	 year	 with	 the	 goal	 of	 eventually	 immigrating	 to	 the
United	 States.	 The	 farmer	 wrote	 a	 letter	 to	 the	 United	 States	 embassy	 in	Warsaw	 and
inquired	about	Russian	 refugees	who	seek	asylum	 in	 the	United	States	as	a	 step	 toward
gaining	citizenship.

“The	 embassy	 returned	 a	 letter	 explaining	 a	 program	 in	 place	 to	 assist	 Russian
refugees	who	fled	the	brutal	Stalin	regime,	which	included	travel	expenses	and	relocation
assistance.	It	was	miraculous.

“A	wealthy	businessman	and	his	wife	who	previously	assisted	refugees	establish	new
lives	 in	 America	 became	 their	 sponsors,	 giving	 Olga’s	 aunt	 and	 uncle	 jobs	 and
commissioned	a	tutor	to	teach	them	English.	Olga	was	an	exceptionally	bright	child	and
quickly	 became	 fluent	 in	 English.	 She	 was	 enrolled	 in	 public	 school	 and	 her	 life
transformed.	 Olga	 was	 an	 academic	 stand-out	 through	 high	 school,	 and	 awarded	 a
scholarship	to	Yale	University.

“I	 met	 her	 when	 she	 was	 employed	 as	 an	 English	 professor	 at	 the	 University	 of
Chicago.	 I	was	awestruck	by	her	beauty	and	magnetic	personality.	Over	 time	we	 fell	 in
love	and	my	life	changed	forever.	We	married	in	1946.

“During	summer	breaks	we’d	visit	New	Mexico	and	were	enchanted	by	the	Sangré	de
Cristo	Mountains,	Eventually,	we	purchased	this	property	and	built	our	log	home.

“Olga’s	childhood	trauma	damaged	her	reproductive	organs	forbidding	child	bearing,
and	we	frequently	discussed	adoption,	before	we	could	make	a	decision,	she	was	stricken
with	 cancer	 and	 died.	 I’ve	 never	 felt	 such	 emotional	 grief	 and	 her	 loss	 remains	 a
permanent	agony	in	my	life.

“When	I	joined	the	mission	school’s	faculty	as	a	guest	lecturer	it	was	a	true	blessing
and	stimulated	my	return	to	a	sense	of	worth.	As	I	observed	Atsa,	I	realized	if	I	adopted
him	we’d	share	the	benefits	of	family	union.”

Father	Kelly,	Sister	Cynthia	and	Atsa	sat	in	haunting	silence.	Atsa	smiled	and	hugged
the	professor.	Tears	formed	in	William’s	eyes.	Four	lives	moved	forward	to	embrace	the
future.	

The	adoption	was	finalized	and	Father	Kelly	and	Sister	Cynthia	drove	Atsa	to	his	new
home	to	unite	with	his	legal	parent.

William	became	a	devoted	parent	and	studied	Cynthia’s	book	on	signing	 to	enhance
Father	and	son	communication.	Atsa	wrote	messages	in	a	tablet	and	this	method	worked
well	 while	 William	 mastered	 sign	 language	 to	 gain	 more	 efficient	 and	 immediate
interaction.

From	working	with	Betty	in	the	school’s	kitchen,	Atsa	learned	food	preparation	skills
and	helped	his	dad	prepare	meals,	which	was	an	unusual	feat	for	a	twelve	year	old.

One	entire	wall	of	 their	home	was	a	bookshelf	filled	with	books.	Olga’s	section	was
literary	 classics	 and	 English	 textbooks	 and	 William’s	 section	 was	 biological	 science
reference	 books	 and	 nature	writings	 by	 various	 authors.	 Two	 desks	with	 oil	 lamps	 and
each	desk	had	a	 typewriter.	Olga’s	desk	became	Atsa’s	desk.	Reading	occupied	evening
hours.	As	William	 gained	 signing	 efficiency	 the	 father/son	 bond	 heightened.	Atsa	 used
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