
“The Old By Inge Mebes 
Kettle Falls, WA

“This story was first printed a year ago in The 
Rawhide Press of the Spokane Tribe. I have been 
informed that it has been used in several Tribal 
alcohol programs. One caller told me that it was not 
just the story of one man, that it applies to many. I 
have been asked to submit it to other Tribal papers.

The day before, rain had cast its gloom over the land, but 
this morning the sun came out, its brilliance adding to the good 
mood of the crowd What a perfect day for a pow wow. From 
the distance I could hear the drums, drawing me like a magnet 
as they always do. Stopping to greet friends here and there, I 
make my way to the war dance hall and the magic of yet 
another pow wow. My eyes swept over the crowd as 1 looked 
for a good place to sit, then I noticed you

Although there were many people there and the benches 
were filling up fast, you were sitting alone, apart from the 
others Your hair looked rumpled, your eyes dull as if shrouded 
in fog Your clothes had an unkempt appearance and there 
was the smell of alcohol about you

You were not loud or disorderly. You were not bothering 
anyone, but seemed withdrawn from your surroundings A 
small child smiled up at you and was about to sit next to you, 
but was snatched away by a mother’s hand and ushered into 
another direction 1 heard her mutter something about “that 
old drunk’. I know you heard it too. You looked as if someone 
had slapped you in the face You looked hurt and sad.

So I sat next to you, hoping to make up for someone else’s 
thoughtlessness You looked at me, a stranger, and greeted 
me I returned the greeting with dignity.

The drums started their sound, filling every corner of the 
hall, their echo reaching deep inside us, as if trying to awake 
something that has been asleep within us Slowly you become 
alive, your eyes, losing their dullness, begin to shine Your body 
moved with the rhythm of the drums. From your lips comes a 
chant new to me, yet sounding familiar, making me feel 1 have 
heard it before, somewhere long ago outside the scope of my 
memory.

Amazed, I watch your transformation The words of your 
song floated to me, like a bird on silent wings I must listen 
closely to understand you- You are of another tribe, you have 
traveled far to get here. Always you must follow the pow wow, 
as a bird follows the season, you must answer the call of the 
drums

I close my eyes, shutting out all else except the beat of the 
drums 1 follow your voice into the past You were young then, 
so full of life, hope and plans for the future Your body was 
healthy and strong and you liked to race with the wind and 
cunningly stalk wild game No horse was so wild that you could 
not tame it Life on the reservation was simple theu You did 
not have much,- you were poor and yet you felt rich

Then your country took you away from your people and the 
life you loved. It sent you to a foreign land, to fight for freedom 
You could not quite understand why you were there, so far 
from home, fighting for people whose language you did not 
understand and whose ways were strange to you. But your 
country had sent you, so you did your duty and did not 
question it

As the drums stop, you grow silent waiting for them to start 
again before you continue

It is your first battle you are fighting shoulder to shoulder

so more people could benefit from its lesson. 
Getting a glimpse through the window of time, into 
another person’s life, can be a powerful experi-

with your command, beating the attackers into retreat Sud
denly you find yourself alone isolated from your group and 
face to face with an enemy, looking into the barrel of his gun 
You have never killed a man before in hand-to-hand combat 
But now you know that it is either him or you. For an instant 
you feel the terror of death and you want to run Then instinct 
takes over, you feel your blood stir. Something inside of you 
recalls your ancestors, the proud warriors. You let out a war- 
cry, shrill and penetrating Coming unexpectedly, it so startles 
your enemy, making him freeze momentarily. You use this 
time to charge, the noise of your gun blending with the sound 
coming from your throat

Then it is all over. Your enemy lies at your feet all life gone 
out of him. You look down at him, the first man you killed. What 
is it you feel, you wonder. Remorse for the young man, not 
much older than you, who now looks so harmless in death? Or 
is it a relief at the conquest that it is not you not laying there in 
his place? You feel something running down your cheeks, you 
wipe it with the back of your hands. It is tears, you discover, 
almost amazed. You had not cried since you were a child. 
Almost automatically your hand reaches down to touch him, 
as if counting coup like your warrior ancestors have done 
before you.

The war goes on, with its suffering death and destruction. 
You fight bravely for what your country stands for. You take 
life, but you also save life Your fellow soldiers marvel at your 
courage You are treated as a hero and decorated for your 
bravery. Then the war is over. Victorious, you return home to 
the life you had left

While many details of the war grow hazy with the passage of 
time, the memory of the first man you killed, your first coup, 
will always stay with you, as clear as if it had happened

(Concludes on the next page) 
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