
Spirit Quest

Chapter 6

Duncan was sixteen when the flicker started to follow him. Alder trees along the trail to the river
pool had begun to droop in the late summer heat, blackberries were beginning to ripen, and the
geese on the river bar were teaching their goslings to fly. A flicker flew up in front of him as he
ran across a small meadow on his way to the pool. The bird flew up, and then circled around and
followed him all the way to the river. It didn’t leave until he dove in and swam to the boulder.

The first time it happened Duncan didn’t pay much attention to it. But then, the next day,
and the next, the same thing happened. Duncan began to wonder if he’d disturbed the bird’s nest.
He searched all along the path through the meadow and found several ant hills where the bird
had been feeding. But he could find no reason for the speckled woodpecker to fly along with him
every time he ran by.

He began to enjoy the bird’s company. “Hey bird, I’m here,” he’d shout, as he neared the
meadow. “Come fly with me,” and he’d run as fast as he could though the field. Sometimes the
flicker rose from an anthill where it was feeding, and sometimes it dove from the treetops.
Duncan missed it on days when it didn’t appear at all. Finally, he decided he needed to find out
what the bird wanted.

“A bird has been following me to the river when I swim,” he explained to Annie and Sam
Henry that evening. “It lives in the meadow and flies after me almost every day. I’m starting to
think it’s trying to tell me something, or wants something from me. How do I find out what it
wants?”

“What sort of bird is it?” asked Annie, “and does it come just when you’re alone or when
the other boys are with you?”

“Always when I’m alone. It’s a flicker, a woodpecker.”



“You know,” Sam Henry said, “some of the really old dance rattles are shaped a lot like
ḳ̓ abáɫt̓ad, that woodpecker, and are painted red/orange with black dots all over them. I wonder if
they couldn’t be that same kind of bird. The one I’d ask is Alexis. He’s got that old dance curtain
and several rattles from the Quileute societies. And he’s one of the few elders who remembers
how things were before we got so modernized. Take him a gift and ask his advice. He’d be
pleased to have a young person interested in the old ways.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Annie, “so he’ll be sure to hear what you’re asking, and you
can understand what he tells you.”

#

“I’ve brought you and Grandpa Alexis a salmon,” Duncan explained the next evening,
when Molly opened their door to his knock. “I’ve something I want to ask Alexis.” Duncan and
Annie crowded into Molly’s small front room where Alexis dozed in his easy chair.

“Grandpa, wake up, we have visitors.” Molly swept the weekly newspaper off the couch
and offered them a seat, then hurried back to the kitchen to fill the teakettle. Alexis stirred,
reached for his cane, and pulled himself to his feet.

He chuckled as he limped towards the back hallway. “Annie, this boy of yours is growing
larger and taller, and he walks like a bull elk. I’ll get my hearing aid and be right with you. And
you, Duncan, must get lighter on your feet or those same elk will never let you sneak up on
them.” Still chuckling, Alexis left them, mumbling to himself about a herd of elk running
through the house.

“I’ll smoke that fish for later, and make fish head soup for super tomorrow,” Molly
smiled at Alexis as he returned to his chair. She handed around cups of tea and then nodded
towards Duncan. “This one has something to ask you, Grandpa, and he’s brought Annie with him
to be sure he can hear whatever it is you share with him.” Settling into her seat, she sipped her
tea and waited for Duncan to start.

“You know I run every day, and swim at the pool in the river where the big rock is,”
Duncan began. “A bird has started to fly with me to the pool, almost every evening. I think it’s
trying to tell me something, but I don’t know how to ask what it wants. It’s a woodpecker, a
flicker, with red/orange under its wings and black spots all over its body. It’s been coming now
for a couple of weeks. Sam Henry said I should ask you for help because you have dance rattles
painted like the flicker, and you know about the old secret societies. Can you help me find out
what the flicker wants, and what I should do to thank it for coming to me?”



Alexis eyes took on a faraway look as he sipped at his tea. Nobody said anything while
the old man stared off into another time and place. At last, he shook himself, set down his cup
and came back into the present. Molly brought in the teapot and poured fresh tea for everyone.
Finally, Alexis turned to Duncan and Annie.

“Make sure he can understand this,” he said to Annie, “and make sure you and Sam
Henry talk to him too, about how a youngster becomes a man. This one has a strong spirit. It will
become stronger still if he keeps his taxílit clean.”

To Duncan he said, “I’ve watched you since the day you shared your first elk with the
village, when you danced the first elk dance with me, when I told you I would teach you. I have
done that: I have taught you the elk dances and songs, I have made you a bow and arrows to
practice your hunting skills, and I have seen you act with generosity and a humbleness that is
rare in a boy. Now you are a young man, almost ready to step into manhood. You are ready to
seek taxilitálaˀal, to find a guardian spirit, to go on a spirit quest.

“I’ve heard that a spirit bear already travels with you. Don’t look so shocked,” Alexis
laughed at Duncan’s surprise. “This elder knows what’s going on, even if it seems like I’m
napping. You might think it’s a secret because you only talk about it with Annie, but the spirits
are always close by, and my helpers let me know what’s happening, napping or not.”

“You wonder about a bird that’s come to you, shares time, and you want to know if it
wants something from you. Times have changed now, and young people don’t think so much
about why they are here in t ̓̓siḳ̓ áti. In the Time of Beginnings K̓ʷáti gave each of us a purpose and
work to do in the world. All of us, the humans, the animals and birds, the stones and trees,
everything, have a reason for being. The spirit world helps us out if we treat them, and each
other, with respect. They will help us find our purpose, give us luck and a good life. They can
also make life pretty miserable if we don’t pay attention to them like we should.

“You already have an elk hunter’s spirit. Feed that spirit, and feed the people, and it will
stay with you always. The bird, now, that is a different matter. Before we got so modern and
forgot many of the old ways, there were six societies, each with its own tabadawis, or spirit
power. To be successful in your life you needed spirit help, and the societies held up the people
who sought out and found their helpers. There was a society for whalers, for fishermen, for elk
hunters, for weathermen, for doctors and for warriors. Now those societies are pretty much gone
and mostly forgotten. By the time the war was over in 1945, most of the longhouses were gone,
so there was no place to hold the winter ceremonials. Almost everybody was working for wages
and couldn’t take time off for initiations and gatherings, the kind that can go on for days. Now,
here we are in 1963. We have put all that down, or most of us did.”



“The Bear came to me when I first moved in with Sam Henry and Annie, when I was
sick. She brought me plants that helped me get well. Ever since, she’s been with me. Annie has
helped me understand that she is tsítsxiɫ, who guides me in this world and in others.” Duncan
paused. “You and Molly and Sam Henry have helped me too. Life here is so different than what I
was used to with my Ma and Pops. I really like it here with all of you, with Claymore and my
friends. I want to grow up to be a carver, for that to be my work in the world. I think the flicker
has something to do with that, with finding my way, but I don’t’ know how to go about asking
for help. I get so confused sometimes.” Duncan looked at the three of them.

“You know,” Annie said, “when you told me about the Bear, at first I thought that a bad
spirit was trying to lead you astray. They can do that if you’re not careful. But I watched you and
saw how you acted, always putting out a bit of food in the evening for her, always respectful.
And I see you going to swim every day when most kids, and grown-ups too, wouldn’t think to
keep it up all year round. I know you don’t talk about where the Bear takes you, and you
shouldn’t, or she might leave you, because what’s between you is just for the two of you.”

Annie continued, “I’m a Shaker, like my mother and like my grandparents. Indian
Shakers started way back in the late 1800’s, when nobody was allowed to practice the old
ceremonies anymore. So, the church took the place of that for many people. My grandpa was the
minister of the church down in Queets and my grandma was a strong Shaker, one of the strongest
here on the coast. Alexis, when you told Duncan that you’d teach him the elk dances and Sam
Henry took him to the river to pray, I didn’t know what to think. I told Sam Henry to leave those
old spirits to rest.

“Duncan, that was before I knew about the Bear, and saw how you grew so strong and
well, with such a good heart, with her to guide you. My great grandpa was tɫókʷali, one of the
last dancers. I barely remember him, but I do remember the dance rattle that they buried with
him. It was a bird with a long sharp beak, with black spots painted on its sides. I think it could be
your flicker.

“So, I want you all to know that I think it is a good thing that Duncan is looking for
spirits to guide him. Smokehouse, Quileute Society, or Shaker Church, we’re all part of t̓̓siḳ̓ áti no
matter which way we follow. We all look for songs, ɫibítali áɫit, whether we’re Shaker or
kit̓ɫasakʷáɫlayo, Elk Society. The songs guide us, teach us, and protect us.”

Alexis asked for more tea, and then said, “when a young man or woman is ready to
become an adult and take up their place in the world, to find a taxílit to help out, they usually go
up in the mountains or to the beach and stay there, fasting, until a spirit comes.”

“So, girls go out too?” Duncan asked.



“Girls too,” replied Alexis, “although not so often as a boy. Molly here, went out several
times when she was young, and now she is known all up and down the coast as a healer with
herbs, as a singer, and as a gifted basket maker.”

“I was sent out by my grandmother and aunties,” said Molly, “including Annie here.
Don’t let Annie fool you into thinking she’s set aside all the old ways. She might not talk about
it, but she’s one of the strongest healers on the coast. Her guardian spirits and the Shaker spirit
live well together with her. What is important is that you seek help in a good way, with an open
heart, and that you steer clear of helpers, human or spirit alike, who promise much but want
control of your body or mind in return.”

With that, Molly began to gather up cups and saucers. Alexis yawned. “Keep running and
swimming like you do now. One thing the spirits don’t like is oil or grease, so scrub yourself
with sand or rub yourself with spruce boughs when you bathe. Put down a gift for that bird and
ask it what it wants of you. You’re almost ready for taxilitálaˀal, a spirit quest.”
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Not long afterwards, Grandpa Alexis and Molly came to the Henry’s door, looking for
Duncan. He came in and sat where he could read their lips.

"It is time for you to go out alone," said Molly. "You have prepared yourself, and now
you must go alone into the mountains, to find a vision. This will be a time for you to get to better
know those helpers who are already with you. Perhaps that bird will come. You are strong, and
there may be others who will come as well. In any case, you must spend time alone, to see what
visits you."

Annie helped convey Molly's words to Duncan, in signs and gestures, and Sam Henry
nodded his approval. Duncan knew that he must do what the elders asked, but he was afraid. It
was one thing to swim in the whirlpool every morning and evening, to run the familiar river trail
from the house to the pool and back again. But to go out alone into the mountains? If the Bear
would go with him, it would be all right. But the Bear didn't always do his bidding. The darkly
forested hills looked forbidding, and the long trail up the river valley to the snow-crested
mountains was as unfamiliar as the grey rollers of the sea.

Of course, the elders persisted, and, of course, Duncan went.


