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The Case of the Candle-Headed Man

from Puhpohwee for the People, 

by Keewaydinoquay Peschel
Nodjimahkwe admitted she was frightened. Had you known my intrepid HerbMother the way I did, you'd have also known that was quite an admission on her part. She had just completed a stint of three difficult baby deliveries, one with a really distraught father who kept cursing her -as if she were the one who had begotten the child. With her great reverence for the miracle of life, such behavior was always distressing to her. The cleanup had been long and hard; she was tired to her very bones. She was weaving her way homeward down the path from the medicine lodge when she became aware of an unseen presence. At that moment some mysterious object zoomed across her hairline. She was accustomed to bats, whom she thought of as friends, but this object had no wings of its own. In her fatigued condition, it seemed ominous. She broke into a run for her house, barred the door, gulped a draft of maple syrup and cold water, and fell onto her bed, weariness mercifully wiping out her rising fears. 

In the clear green light of bidahbyn, (1)  a much restored Nodjima​hkwe went to investigate. Beside the path lay a white beaded bag with the design of entwined hearts and the muskrat trail. In that long ago lifetime, before her family had fled the malevolent influence of the Nottawa mashkiki, (2) Nodjimahkwe and her best girlhood friend, Doni​ita, had made each other such identical bags.

"Doniita, oh, my Doniita!" she exclaimed aloud in delight as she saw the bag. Then her voice filled with apprehension. "What does this mean? Have you passed over, my dear one?" 

From branches above the quivering bushes came an answer. "So you still remember? She said you would. My grandmother sends this bag both as an identification and a petition bag, with the hope that you might restore the life of her grandson. I who speak am that grandson.”

"The love of Doniita ever lives in my heart. Her grandson will be as my own. Step out that I may embrace and welcome you!" The bushes quivered again, but no one stepped out. 

"Honored Grandmother, the malady from which I suffer is so disfiguring I cannot bring myself to frighten you. Please, from your store of supplies, bring a flour sack with which I may mask my head and face." 

Nodjimahkwe protested that she had seen many disfigurements in her time of service to The People, but the man was adamant; so, reluctantly, my HerbMother did as the man asked, delaying only long enough to light the already laid fire and to punch eye and nose openings into the cloth flour sack. Not knowing the exact nature of her guest's disease, Nodjimahkwe led him to the isolation cabin. 

"I will prepare food for you," she said. "Then you must tell me your story." When she returned, the man almost snatched the food from her hands. 

"I am very hungry," he apologized. "Please go away while I eat." The tale which the masked man unfolded was both amazing and horrifying, and was, at first, difficult for her to 

follow as the recollect​ing brought out so much emotional pain. How much physical pain accompanied it she could only guess, but it was awesomely intense. 

"My name is Naubin," he told her. "I am born to the Addik dodem of the Nottawa band, the son of Doniita's son Benah, who passed to our ancestors during the great influenza epidemic. My grandmother, Doniita, has ever been as a mother to me. By the night fires of our lodge she often recounted to me your youthful adventures and the vow you two made to be blood sisters and support each other forever." 

Then it was my Nodjimahkwe who became grief stricken as the remembrances of her buried past and the sorrow of her family's separation from their band and homeland came flooding back. (3) 

Naubin had been traveling to find Nodjimahkwe for five years. In his twentieth winter, he recalled, strange fleshy growths had begun to appear on his head and face.  Where they protruded from the hair area, patches of his hair fell out. His disfigurement became so dread​ful that people would go out of their way not to encounter him, and little children ran away screaming. He wept, remembering. 

Doniita had gone with him to visit many medicine people in their band's territory, but no one seemed able to remove the evil spell. At last they had gone to see a doctor at the white man's House-of-Many​Windows (hospital). The visits there had used up every bit of their slender resources. Naubin was confined to a small room in the basement where they kept giving him tests. After a while, he was just confined. He didn't know what to do. Then, one day when Doniita came to see him, he was given a release paper and told to go home. 

The two of them camped out all night that night. It was at this time that Doniita gave him her prized blood sister pouch and recounted again everything she could remember and conjecture about where Nodjirnahkwe might be. Over and 

over again Doniita affirmed that if anyone in the whole world could help him, it would be Nodjima​hkwe. Naubin embraced that hope with his whole heart. So Naubin began his extensive meanderings, living hand to mouth and search​ing for Nodjimahkwe. 

Unable to connect directly with people for fear of causing hysteria, he suffered unbelievably. In spite of his watch​fulness, he was brutally accosted numbers of times. In one place he was taken into custody, arraigned for a succession of petty crimes (about which he knew nothing), and sentenced to hard labor. During this time he became accustomed to being treated as if he were not quite mentally competent because of his disfigurement. (Sometimes, he said, he wondered himself!) He found that this could also be an asset, for his overseers sometimes let information slip, assuming he couldn't understand. 

Since physical labor was what gained him time and approval, he decided to develop his muscular abilities, which he did, and his stamina became much improved. At the end of his penal servitude time, it was even offered for him to stay on as a man-of-all​work, if he had no place to go. He said thank you, but no, he did definitely have someplace to go. Again there were more wanderings and searching for Nodjimahkwe. 

Of all his adventures, only two could be described as being positive experiences for him. Once he came upon a solitary farmer whose heavy wagon and horse were sunk deeply into a quagmire.

Naubin's strength and wildwoods know-how got them out. In grati​tude, this farmer man took Naubin to his bachelor home, washed and fed him, reclothed him, provided him with small tools for his travel, and found him maps of areas which he intended to search. This farmer friend suggested that 

cemeteries would be good places for Naubin to frequent 

especially when he needed a time of rest, because there would nearly always be a clean water pump and some sort of toolshed for emergency shelter. Further, the likelihood of contacting people would be low, and he could always get out of the way fast if he heard someone coming. 

These suggestions were useful procedures which made travel life very much better for Naubin. The same friend obtained a quantity of flour sacks which Naubin could use for pro​tection as well as for masking. The idea of protection, and not just hiding, was of much benefit to Naubin's attitude. 

Naubin often traveled at night, and in this manner he checked out many Indian communities. Some had medicine men of good report, but in none of them did he find a famous medicine woman by the name of Nodjimahkwe.

Then, again, in spite of the cautious shadow he had learned to be, he was apprehended. This time he knew how to appear innocently innocuous, so he was "merely" committed to an insane asylum. At first he felt helpless and hopeless in this incarceration, but slowly he began to participate in the strange life around him. This cooperation, plus his evident physical prowess, led to his being delegated to the corps of laborers who were used for upkeep of the barns, stables, and gardens. 

In this group, Naubin found a circle of associates who were much like himself. They gave Naubin the impetus to continue 

his search. Maimed and scarred in body and spirit though they were, they nurtured him in the healing which he needed. 

"You must escape," they told him, "for you are not like most of us who do not know who we will be from one day to the next. Your mind is sharp as a tack. Whenever you find your precious medicine woman and she heals your impairments, 

you will pass easily in the sane world." Then they chuckled, "Only we will know you have always been a little bit zany." 

It was the membership of Manure Association #13 that plotted and engineered the escape. They even stole him "sane" clothing, piece by piece, and filled the pockets with stale crackers. To reduce the likelihood of his being tracked down, they showed him where and how to leave his asylum clothes to make it appear as if he had committed suicide. 

When the planned day of escape came, Naubin cowered in a cow stall and refused to come out. "It's always warm in here," he whim​pered, "and it's often cold Out There." It was Ole One Eye who stomped in and lifted him out with maniacal strength. (Naubin's cohorts confided that Ole One Eye once was a physical education instructor at a university until a building girder fell on his head. "Jus' touch 'im onna 'ead anywhere 'n' 'e goes bananas.") 

"Go free," One Eye hissed the order. "If not for yourself, then be free for us. When we think of you, our spirits will be free too," and he stuffed Naubin into the refuse bin with the secretly perforated top. As the dump truck bumped through the steel gate, the men turned back to the manure scoopers singing a favored work song: 

Shit! Shit! Wonderful shit! 

All the earth is full of it. 

It's shit that fertilizes ground, 

And that's what makes the world go 'round, 

Shit- Shit- wonderful shit!

In his dark, cramped refuse bin, Naubin wept copiously. 

Our village of Onomini was the last place on Naubin's itinerary. 

Thank goodness, Doniita had remembered that Nodjimahkwe's grandmother had come from here. It didn't take much sleuthing to locate our medicine compound nor to observe that it was operated by a mashkikikwe (medicine woman) of the same approximate age as his grandmother. 

This was the point at which I, the little Woman-of-the-Northwest​-Wind, came into the case of the candle-headed man. Being her youth​ful apprentice, I'd heard all these fantastic stories from Nodjimahkwe, who repeated them to me with tears coursing down her cheeks. I marveled, for I had never seen the HerbMother cry like that. 

"He must be allowed to talk away his bitterness," she said. "He needs to bring it all out of his system so he can reformulate. If he ever wants to talk with you, encourage him to retell." 

I nodded, not quite understanding.

True to her own form of medical procedure, Nodjimahkwe began to list the needs and the possible cures. The digestive system needed purifying and balancing- she knew how to do that. The blood system needed purifying - she knew how to do 

that. The man's inner healing center would need to be opened - she had been taught how to do that. The destroyed skin would need to be replaced - for that, she had some theories. The scars of the spirit would need reformulation - she was confident that the Blessed Ones could do that. The unsightly growths would need to be melted or removed and the cause eradi​cated - for that she hadn't a clue. Undaunted, Nodjimahkwe told me she would go to her special place of meditation for at least two nights and a day. She rehearsed me 

carefully on how to treat Naubin, what to feed rum, what herbs he was to drink, and when he was to have them. 

In the beginning, the man would not talk to me. Then he said, "I will take no food or herbs from any hands but Nodjimahkwe's."  I tried to explain that Nodjimahkwe had gone to the Blessed Spirits just for him. "Nodjimahkwe has instructed me carefully." I tried to say it evenly, but I was scared silly. I plopped the potions and food down and fled. The strange red eyes followed me through the slits of his mask. When I returned, I was much relieved to find the containers empty. 

Slowly, the man began to respond to me, and when I expressed an interest in hearing his stories, he really poured them all out. I was excited and fascinated. I'd not even imagined such stark life drama. My admiration of Naubin's stamina in adversity burgeoned like slimy globs (4) after warm rain. 

At the dawning of the second day Nodjimahkwe returned. Radi​ant sparkles of joy emanated from her everywhere. "Praise be to the Blessed Ones" she called from the gate of the compound, "they have given us guidance." In her exaltation she whirled around like a young girl. Pulling me into her arms she confided, "They told me 'fight a fungus with a fungus.' 

It will take not only the Blessed Plants but the whole village to accomplish this project." I was alarmed. I thought of the lazy people who scarcely fended for themselves, let alone for somebody else. I thought of the folk who accepted the HerbMother's curing but murmured about her behind her back. The whole village, indeed! 

As Nodjimahkwe had come down from her meditation place, she came upon a very large puffball. (5) The size and general contours resembled Naubin's head, only the skin was smooth and the cheeks were firm. "Thank you, Blessed Spirits," she breathed, "michi-migwaej for this cure for Naubin." I was really confused. Of course, there were the cures everybody knew about which had come in the ancient days from Bear. Then there were the cures Nodjimahkwe had learned from her HerbMother, just as I was learning them from her. I had seen these were effective. But a new cure from no one but spirits? What did spirits know of human bodies? Nodjimahkwe was oblivious to my callow thoughts and charged ahead happily with every confidence. 

"Now tomorrow," said Nodjimahkwe, "I must go about the village to every family, even the ones who live farthest out, and tell them of this brave man who needs their assistance. This means Keewaydinoquay must take on most of the responsibilities here. And you, Naubin, you must allow her to wash you, anoint you, and apply the salves and medicines." Naubin started to object, but then realized this endurance would be something he needed to contribute. 

"Good man," praised Nodjimahkwe, "if she doesn't treat you gently enough, just tell her." (Nodjimahkwe winked at me as if I were an important part of a conspiracy. I was.) 

Through this circumstance I came to see firsthand the devastation that weird disease had wrought upon Naubin. Carefully I steamed the face and mask so he should relax and the mask come away without adhesion. I’d practiced composure of demeanor in my mind over and over. To no avail As I rolled back the mask, I gave an involuntary gasp and stepped backwards. 

"That bad, eh?" said Naubin. "I knew this was a mistake. Now you will hate me." 

"No," I said as immense pity welled in my heart, "I will not hate you. I admire your endurance; you are the bravest man I have ever known." 

"So what do I look like to you?" 

I had not anticipated such a query; so I had not prepared a good answer. I stepped back again, but this time to survey the entire patient. What a dismaying sight it was! Here was this lithe body topped by something which could barely be recognized as a head. Great lumps of angry flesh protruded from all parts of it, the lower, larger ones pendular and glazed with suppuration. Higher on the head were clusters of various sized nodules bursting through the skin. The hair of the head was nearly all gone; in its place was a mass of crinkled skin. The only patch of seminormal skin remaining was atop the head, almost like an ornament, and from it jutted several strands of black hair, like a wick. Yes, like the wick of a melting candle. 

"You look like a candle-like a partly burned, melted candle." 

"I feel like one too," he sighed, "all burned up like a candle." 

I pretended I was Nodjimahkwe and tried to say what I thought she would say. "No, not all burned up, only enough for some wax to melt down the sides. Plenty of it left to shed the light of courage over all this village. Great Spirit knows our people need it." Then I became very busy with medicinal paraphernalia. We were both glad when he was again covered with a fresh, clean mask. 

You would never believe what that whirlwind Nodjimahkwe accomplished! In the first day she visited half the village, pouring the vitality of her charisma into a corporate act of healing. By the close of the second day she had enrolled every man, woman, and child to perform some duty for the healing of "the great Nottawa leader, Naubin, who has appealed to our village for help." Some were to cut wood, some to tend fires, some to bring water, some to make treats for the participants, some to drum and sing, and all to search out the woodlands, near and far, for the magical puffball which would make the miracle. Even the bitter ones, those folk who had themselves suffered greatly, had agreed to honor this man who had endured greater indignities than they. 

Nodjimahkwe had a plan. There was always a plan. She was accustomed to say," A plan is like a plant of corn. You never know from which point it will grow, and it might not be where or when you expect, but there will be growth." 

The case of the candle-headed man was certainly a good example of her corn theory. Now Nodjimahkwe had planned to herself that there would be at least a two-week period for the purification of Naubin's blood and digestive system before The People would show up to participate in the healing. 

Nodjimahkwe's words about Naubin coming to our village for help awakened a new spirit of pride in the community. In the hearts of our people Naubin's misadventures and ill treatment brought forth a surge of indignation and a yearning to help. The HerbMother had also deliberately set about infusing Nau​bin with the idea that he could, in turn, help the dispirited folk of Onomini by putting aside his shame of personal appearance and providing an example of bravery in pain. 

We had just washed and comforted our patient with mint medici​nals, and Nodjimahkwe had set out the first decoction of the blood purifiers. It was a bitter brew, and the HerbMother told him it would take considerable fortitude to endure its consumption. 

There was a sound at the doorway and a deep voice called out "Kinubimin-nah?" Three men from the village council stood there with headman Tall Pine. (Tall Pine had sustained severe injuries to one leg during the great war with the Kaiser (6) and no longer stood straight and tall, but on this occasion he appeared to have resumed the stature of his namesake.) He strode into the isolation lodge and stood un​shaken before the uncovered Naubin. "Brother," he addressed Nau​bin directly, "I am Zhingwaak and we are men of the council of this village. We salute the undefeated spirit of Ahnishinaabeg bravery in you. We pledge the energy and efforts of every person in our village to bring about your cure." Then he placed in Naubin's hands the most splendid eagle feather any of us had ever seen. 

Nodjimahkwe's face was a real study. No doubt she feared Naubin was not yet ready for this contact, that he might cry and try to cover himself, or that he might even flee. Instead, 

he accepted the eagle feather with reverence and replied, "I thank the men of your council for their consideration and the people of this village for their support.  He held the eagle emblem in one hand and, with the other, he took up the bitter purification mixture, draining the container. 

Zhingwaak sniffed the container. He could smell the acrid odor of Wiisagijiibik.(7) "Here is a really brave man. Already miserable, he does not even flinch during the entire draught." 

"Ahau!" echoed the voices of the councilmen. The atmosphere of the lodge vibrated with admiration. 

Word of this first event in the cure of Naubin flashed along the moccasin telegraph, and the whole community shook with anticipa​tion. Rest and purgatives had been the plan for Naubin, but the restless flame of social urgency had begun to burn. When a chorus of young people showed up and serenaded Naubin with a rendition of Nanaboushoo escapades (8) and that was followed in a few hours by the Ettawagiishik family performing rhythms with rattIes and drums, Naubin's vitality was raised to a feverish pitch. 

Nodjimahkwe began to realize that she might as well go with the flow. Accordingly, she asked the youth group to help with preparing wigwass-aukik,(9) and she herself led an expedition to obtain the necessary ingredients. I was sent to find and scour the great kettle, a job which I did not relish. Late that evening when the circle at the medicine compound began to fill with empathic family clusters, the great kettle of birch tree tea was simmering and everyone, even the children, had a drink from the kettle - something like a toast to the healing venture beginning. The greater amount of the drink was reserved for Naubin, and it increased in strength as it was added to daily. 

It was the drummer's own idea to bring out the honor song of the Addik clan as Nodjimahkwe began to steam loose the flour sack mask. She wanted The People to appreciate the extent of the healing work we had to do together. As the mask was rolled back there was sudden silence. Even the katydids were silent for a moment. Then a concerted, angry rumble, much like the accumulative roar of antago​nized bee swarms, rose from the throats of the people. 

I heard and saw all of this as I had been posted between Nodji​mahkwe and Naubin with applicators from the hazelnut bush(10) and a great bowl of Heal-All decoction. 

Perhaps Naubin had been conditioned by his years as an object of fear and aggression-at least, the growl from The People cracked his appearance of fortitude. Nodjimahkwe sensed this and slipped her arms around him. 

"Do not fear, Grandson," she commanded. "It is the oldest battle cry of The People which you are hearing. They are not angry at you. They are angry in your behalf" Without further ado, she began to apply the Heal-All decoction, a thick paste, over Naubin's head and shoulders. The People began to move sunwise around the three of us. It seemed as if all creation joined us in the chanting of the healing song.

That night, all of us, Naubin, Nodjimahkwe, The People, and I, fell into a sleep of exhaustion, but the nights which were to follow were to be quite different. 

The next evening, the gathering was silent as Nodjimahkwe removed the poultice mask. Nauhin's body writhed with pain and, without signal, the drums intuitively began the militant intonations of the Ojibway Flag Song. 

There was no doubt that the infected fleshy pendants had begun to shrink, and some of the smallest ones came off with the dressing of dried N'Gitchi Biinah. (11)
Sometimes Naubin opened his mouth in a silent scream. 

Nodji​mahkwe encouraged him, ''It is all right to scream. Make it sound like a war cry." The People whooped and ululated, making the wood​lands echo, until no one could have known if  

any of the sounds came from Naubin. 

That night, the first of the puffball donors came forward with their gifts from the day's hunting. The puffball skins were carefully cleaned and scraped and applied to Naubin's head. His appearance was that of a heavily bandaged person. The skins began to tighten as they dried. I thought Naubin fainted. Even as his body went limp, the songs and shouts about his bravery grew louder. For the rest of his life Naubin was to have flash memories of the yeasty fragrance of puffballs. 

At the time, I did not understand it when Nodjimahkwe told everyone to bring big brushes of the Eagle Fern (12) for the third night. I honestly thought this was going to be another medicinal application of some kind. The reasoning soon became apparent. All day the HerbMother had been giving Naubin willow bark to drink. As the dried layers of puffball were removed, wounds were opened in his skin which began to bleed profusely. Nodjimahkwe used Fames fomentanus (13) as a styptic, but the blood flowed so freely that the patient, the helpers, and the nearby onlookers were soon covered with it. Flies flocked in by the billions as the great fern fans began a wafting rhythm. 

Again, the head area was "plastered," again new puffball "bandages" were applied, everyone drank wigwass-aukik, again 

everyone shouted and sang and extolled Naubin's bravery. That night the HerbMother insisted that layers of gravel and ground limestone be spread over the whole area of the gathering circle. 

Nodjimahkwe was giving me a thorough experience in the use of group therapy for the benefit of the individual and in therapy of the individual for the benefit of the group. How much did she consciously direct that process? Giiwaubnah (who is to say)? It is far too late now to determine that. If she did not understand such processes according to the interpretations of modem psychology, she possessed a superb natural skill in the use of those techniques. 

In between the evening gatherings we were so busy at the medi​cine compound we had little time to wonder how the rest of the village employed that time. Presumably everyone was getting ready for the following evening, either by individual preparation or prepa​ration of his own special contributions toward the gathering. Surely the whole village was motivated beyond anything I had ever seen before. Evidences of this were not all spiritual.  More people had bathed and anointed themselves regularly. More refurbished their clothing or made new clothing. People took turns brushing the" oak combs" (14) through each other's hair so it would shine in the firelight. 

Among those of the community who were flushed out of their self-imposed semiretirement was a woman who was spoken of as "Half Face." The reason for this name was known to everyone in the village. She had matured early, was sturdy, obliging, and reliable; so, when the opportunity came to hire her out to a nearby farmer, her parents had been pleased enough to do that. The situation was pleasing all around, until an obstreperous newly freshened cow smashed 

the whole right side of her face. The flesh and bones were stove in and scrambled, like a grotesque game of carnal jackstraws. Nobody had expected her to live, or, if she should, that she would be mentally competent. This happenstance and her appearance were so abhorrent that most folk, including her own family, left her entirely to her own devices. Sucking on pain-killing roots and mushrooms, she had somehow survived, a noncommunicative shadow never exposed willingly to the scrutiny of the villagers. 

As the years passed, the lumps and mounds of red and purple lacerated flesh subsided, and the appearance of the damaged area was as if it had never fully developed; there were only suggestions of facial features. This might be compared to heavy snowfall over a familiar object, leaving only a hint of what lies underneath, except in this case the covering was expressionless flesh. At her maturity she must have received a spiritual name, but it was understandably eclipsed by "Half Face," the name by which everyone knew her. 

It is important to know about Half Face, for she became very influential in the healing saga of Naubin. At the evening gatherings Half Face had been a part of the background in her customary shadowy role, a black scarf draped over her head and disfigured face; nevertheless, she was there. One cannot help but wonder on the fluctuations of her empathy, as she saw the painful impairment of Naubin, and then experienced, not hate and shunning, but actual compassion and longing to heal, flowing from the hearts and actions of The People. How she must have wished that our extraordinary mashkikikwe had lived in Onomini at the time of her own accident! 

Each night, before the application of the puffball epidermis, Nodjimahkwe's throbbing voice pleaded with The People to give of their love and energy to the ailing Naubin. Young as I was, I marveled at her sustained stamina and impassioned pleas. I marveled still more at the vitality of a people who had seemed, only two weeks ago, stoic and lethargic. It had become a palpable thing, this gifting, and it enveloped us all. We could taste, feet and touch its scintillating vibrations. 

Breakthrough came on the fifth night. Procedure had been as before: prayers, songs, drumming, dancing, offerings. 

Nodjimahkwe stood forth within the inner circle of firelight speaking fervently, "Together we have almost achieved. This person, brave beyond the capacity of most men, has almost been healed. The elements which pulled him towards death 

have almost been vanquished. Still some​thing restrains. Still something hinders. I implore all Blessed Spirits, and all your blessed spirits, let us give that last degree of selfless love, that his life may become whole." 

The still moment after the beseeching was cut by the knife of a strange sound, a cry of anguish. From the outer blackness a slender shadow detached and hurtled across the circle. Half Face threw herself at the feet of Naubin grasping his ankles and lifting her half face. The black shawl fell away freeing the luxurious cloud of her hair. Tears streamed from her one good eye. 

"I am the hindering spirit. I am the one who withheld. Oh, forgive me! I give away the good half of my face that yours may become whole." 

Pandemonium broke loose. The drummers went wild, The Peo​ple danced and shouted in exaltation, the strong arms of 

Naubin reached out and pulled Half Face to her feet. His sorely scabbed and scarred face rested against the white blanket of her benumbed half face. Neither recoiled. 

Nodjimahkwe motioned to Tall Pine to break out the pipe of thanksgiving, but long after the pipe was prepared he stood patiently waiting, with the dignity of his namesake returned, as The People continued to exult about him. 

No one who was there will ever forget that night. At last the riotous jubilation diminished and the pipe was lighted. Never were the Sacred Directions hailed with more fervency. The sonorous tones of those ancient prayers resounded resolutely across the village, down the river flats, out into the forest, and 

up to the stars. Not only Naubin's life had been restored, a sense of community had been restored in Onomini. 

Certainly one might expect our intrepid leader to collapse after such a grueling series of sessions. But not Nodjimahkwe. Now she needed to organize The People for a great feast of thanksgiving on the seventh night. I was aghast at her presumption to approach The People with such a plan. Here were folk who were in the habit of complaining they'd not enough for sustenance. They had been sup​plying food treats for the evening gatherings for five nights, and now she was going to ask them for a great feast? 

"You don't understand" commented Nodjimahkwe, "a great gifting calls for a great thanksgiving."

She was right, I didn't understand. She was right, my apprehen​sions were unfounded. As for organizing the feast, she did, they did, and we all took part in a great wave of rejoicing. 

If this were a fictitious novel it would plausibly stop here. But real life doesn't stop-it continues to affect other life in multitudinous manners forever and forever. 

I'd been watching Nodjimahkwe out of the comer of my eye. She loved to attempt new things. This time she was trying to figure out how to make a wig for Naubin from the black hair of a horse's tail. She was determined he should appear as 

normal as possible when he stood at councilor met with visiting dignitaries so that they would not center on his deformities but fasten upon the wisdom he was speaking. She'd tried many different ideas many times; I could tell she was becoming exasperated. 

"It ought to be simple," she kept asserting over and over. ''I'm allowing it to become complicated. Simple - with practical wearabil​ity-that's the clue." The HerbMother had this habit of repeatedly affirming that which she wished to have happen. I used to think this might be part of some sacred spell casting. That which she continu​ously affirmed did seem to come about eventually, so I had no doubt that the wig problem would be resolved. It was. Nowadays, I know continuous affirmation can be a major impetus to achievement – 

in healing or otherwise. 

I'd just said how it seemed as if, when she reached out to heal, that the outgrowths of that process might go on indefinitely. There​upon the HerbMother turned to me and emphasized, "A true mashkiki not only initiates primary healing, but continues to address the needs targeted by that healing until they disappear. The goal is a balanced life in a balanced body." 

In my immaturity I did not fully understand the import of these words, but only that they were of tremendous importance. My father had given me a journal in which to write down the important recipes and formulae which Nodjimahkwe might see fit to share with me. These thoughts and the manner in which they were spoken so im​pressed me that I wrote them down next to the recipe for stinging nettle tea. 

My mind passed over the successive efforts I'd seen Nodjima​hkwe give towards the advancement of Naubin' s mental and physical health. In the year and a half since his healing ceremonies she had salved the wounds regularly with St. Johnswort (15) to promote the growth of skin and prevent serious scars. She had added to the self-esteem of Half Face 

by designing a new style for her flowing hair which minimized attention to her half face. She had officiated at the home blessing ceremony for the new wigwam of Naubin and Half Face. She had supported Naubin for a minor seat in the village council. 

Most startling of all her efforts was the form which she devised for the flaccid spot in Naubin's cheek. When the largest growth fell out, it carried with it a portion of the cheek bone which the mycelium appeared to have penetrated. This area the HerbMother cauterized and then stitched shut. I was appointed to wash it daily with a mild salt solution and apply a thick layer of St. Johnswort salve. When this space had healed both inside and out, Nodjimahkwe devised a form which Naubin could slip into his cheek area making a natural looking support where the cheek bone had been. 

At their home and at the compound, our HerbMother had spent considerable time with both of them, sharing bowls of naboob (soup) and discussing such matters as how to focus on the life patterns of the natural world, how to avoid pollution by the energies of negative and abrasive personalities, how to gear one's thoughts to support growth toward potentiality. Such heavy thoughts made my little mind whirl. I overheard these things as I brought out the steaming bowls of naboob, refilled the bowls, and then removed them. 

One thing I did not hear was the discussion on children and the raising thereof, but Nodjima​hkwe told me about it. She had assured them that any children they might have would be born sound of body, limb, and mind. But she also told them that, from what she'd seen of life, those children, as they 

reached their teens, would want to leave the family and Onomini. If they were to have children, they would need to 

think of them, from the very beginning, as their contributions to The People, not as adjuncts to themselves in any way. 

Many years later, it did turn out as Nodjimahkwe had projected. There were three children, who, as they reached maturity, disap​peared from Onomini never to be seen again. One daughter did send gifts and letters for a while, then these ceased. Fortified by foreknowl​edge, Naubin and Half Face contented themselves with reviewing incidents of the children's childhoods, giving kindly assistance with the current children of the village, and every day they sent sacred smoke to their own, wherever they might be. 

Somewhere out there in the great American mainstream walk the great-grandchildren of Naubin and Half Face. Of course they do not inherit any genes of deformity, as Nodjimahkwe said. 

Even though they may not know anything of their background, 

they have a goodly inheritance of fortitude and determination. I like to think that their favorite feast dish is sauteed puffballs. 

Notes 

1. The light before the dawn. 

2. See Chapter 4, "Medicinal Mycetes," uses of Ustilago maydis. 

3. Cf, The death of the noble chief, Spinning Feather, 

Chapter 4. 

4. Myxomycetes species, commonly called slime mold. 

5. I believe this Gasteromycete to be that species called by some mycologists Calvatia gigantea. 

6. World War I. 

7. Root of the giant burdock, Arctium major. 

8. Nanaboushoo is the ancient folk hero of the Ahnishinaabeg, without a doubt the precursor of the Nanaboushoo dramas and, eventually, the lumberjack tall tales of Paul Bunyan. 

9. Literally, "birch kettle," a birch tree decoction basically com​posed of birch bark from the layer next to the resin layer, the rectan​gular head of that fungus which breaks through the thunderbird lenticels, and dry leaves of the liverwort Frullania which inhabits the decadent birch. This concoction is said to inhibit the development of fleshy growths. The folk name may well indicate its use in the time before metal kettles were commonly available to the Almishinaabeg. 

10. Either Corylus americana or Corylus cornuta. 

11. Prunella vulgaris. The native name for Heal-All means "The Great Drawer-Outer." 

12. Pteridium aquilinum. 

13. Cf. Chapter 4, "Medicinal Mycetes." 

14. Cf. Chapter 3, "Fungi pour lo Toilette." 

15. Hypericum perforatum.
