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Just a Simple Stone

EPILOGUE

Just a Simple Stone

Last Summer

A young hand holds the pointed metal trowel. It is a woman’s hand, 

settles over the hand as it sweeps the trowel back and forth across 

sweeping motion and to pick carefully at the sudden appearance 
of a strange object. Punctuating the monotony of her task, a glassy 
clink rings out against the metal edge of the tool; Lisa quickly picks 
up a small paintbrush and begins to clear the area where the sound 
came from. Grains of dirt are brushed aside, and the outline of a tiny 
triangular stone is revealed. An old dental pick is used to probe the 
edges of the stone and then to lever it out of its ancient resting place. 

the dental pick into the earth to mark its location. Rubbed between 

A cry of discovery from Lisa brings the other crew members to 
the side of the square hole where she kneels. Ancient tools are only 

toward the crew with the tiny arrowhead nestled in the cup of her 

-

embarrassed to admit to having found such an ugly point and that 
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of her pit. She pulls a clipboard onto her lap and makes the necessary 
notes about her discovery. A small, brown paper bag is retrieved from 
her backpack, and she scribbles on it the information about the location 

is feeling fresh and alert, unlike later in the day when the oppressive 

still a sublime coolness to it, a refreshing change from the hot blasts 

pleasure of the morning discourages routine. Lisa closes her palm 
around the arrowhead, announces she’s on a break, and walks off 
toward the cliff.

Saskatoon bushes grow thick where water seeps out from under 
the bedrock escarpment. Other than that, there is not a shred of tall 
vegetation to be seen, nor any relief from the relentless sun. Lisa 
ducks under the shady side of a Saskatoon bush and sits facing out the 

tiny arrow point. So thin, so delicately made. It’s hard to imagine that 

piece. Yet she knows they did, thousands of times over. Lisa picks 

its beautiful craftsmanship and then imagining the intangible realm 
that spurs people to be curious about the past. She wonders about the 
person who made this arrowhead. She stares intently at the artifact in 
her hand, as if sheer concentration might open a portal to the past.

A human being made this about a thousand years ago. Was it a 

a provider? Was it a revered elder who had mastered the trade and 

the life of a mighty buffalo, or had it missed its mark and sailed into 
the earth never to be reclaimed?

Lisa knew she would never have the answers to these questions. 

since a thousand years ago when the maker lashed it to a thin, wooden 
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all she needed. A connection. A bond between her and the ancient 

ancient craftsman could no longer speak, but he had provided the 
future with a tiny piece of his life. And now that tool would speak 
for him. It was both humbling and empowering.

-

glow of blue light. Ground squirrels, protected from predators by the 
archaeologists’ presence, scurried across the shortgrass prairie, diving 

grown almost tame now that the crew shared the crumbs of their 
lunches with them. Lisa disliked the way the squirrels disturbed 
the artifacts under the earth, rooting around and moving them out 

underworld, nestled in among the fragile vestiges of an ancient way 
of life. Sometimes she wished she could make herself impossibly 
small and join them, living in the dank, musky sediments where the 
mysterious people once lived.

loved to tease Lisa. Using small snares of string, they would catch 
ground squirrels as they emerged from their holes and then laugh 

-

brown in colour, gullied with deep lines, like the trails of ancient riv-

the small odd-shaped stone that they hold.
Smoke from the burning bundle of grass forms a tiny ribbon, 

and lingers inside the buffalo-skin dwelling. A long braid of sweet-

twist and break more dried grass from the braid and sprinkle the 
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shreds onto the red-black coals. For a moment the coals seem ineffec-

sweetgrass crackles and a fresh wave of pungent smoke rises straight 

a few seconds enveloped in the smoke, then pulling it back. Again. 
And again. Four times into the smoke.

Ipii Miistip Kipitaapii, Far Away Old Woman, named for having 
been plucked as a young bride from a tribe living west across the 

-

Shaped like the mighty buffalo, the stone is a sign of power and good 
fortune. And it must be treated with great respect, rubbed all over 
with the brilliant red mineral pigment. Only then, and in the hands 
of a person who has earned the right to lead the ceremony, can the 
Iniskim be brought forward into the smoke, for the lives of the Real 
People depend on it.

within Far Away Old Woman but from within an entire people. It is 

Spirit powers, we honour you with this smoke. And we call for your help. 

Let this smoke fog the eyes of the buffalo, so that they are blinded to the trap 

that lies ahead. Let this smoke cloud the minds of the buffalo, so they do not 

know we are coming for them. Let this smoke bring success, so that the Real 

People are fat with food. Let this smoke keep the Real People safe from harm, 

so that we may honour you again another day. Spirit powers let the spirit of 

the buffalo give itself to us.

reaches with purpose toward the curling smudge of sweetgrass. She 
cups her hands around a wisp of smoke and brings it to her head, 
which she bows as she passes a hand to each side, infusing her hair 
with the cleansing aroma. She prays for her ancestors. She reaches 
again and this time brings the gathered smoke to the left side of her 
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body, washing it over her shoulder then down her arm and leg until 

prays for her parents and her brothers and sisters. A third time she 
cups the smoke and cleanses the right side of her body, asking the 
spirit powers to protect the elders and medicine people who surround 

It is good. 

smoke much too far away to grasp, but they pull their hands back and 
clasps their chest, reciting in a low voice their own special prayers. 
A few voices linger, people who have more to ask of the spirit world. 

are heard all around and people begin to shift their positions. All in 
the tipi this day are old, the ones who know the proper words and 

on leisurely days in camp, when less depends on it. 
-

plain as they slowly rise from the soft matted hair of the buffalo hides 

good; they know the ceremony went well. Everyone can feel it.
Far Away Old Woman leads the procession out of the tipi, circling 

streams in and casts a radiant glow into the opaque dwelling, like a 

light and, still carrying the Iniskim, she again circles with the sun in 

seems three dimensional, as if you could fall into it. Far Away Old 
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Woman stops to watch a red-tailed hawk gliding far above in the 
winds that sweep over the cliff. It soars in slow motion, almost hover-
ing, then folds its wings and plummets toward the earth. Like a stone 

solid dirt of the plain until, impossibly, at the last moment the legs 
are thrust out and the talons open like the jaws of a vise. A ground 
squirrel stands upright, perched on the small earthen mound above 
the subterranean opening to home and safety. It scans the prairie for 
signs of threatening movement, oblivious to the predator rocketing out 
of the sky. Just before the hawk slams into the earth, the wings spread 

immediately lifted into the air, squirming, squeaking a high-pitched 

with the weight of her burden in the still air below the cliff. 
Squinting into the bright light of the sky, Far Away Old Woman 

prey and will eat well tonight. She smiles, nods her head with resolu-

over one shoulder, and rises, for the last time, from the outline of 

patchwork of brown set against the waving prairie grass. It’s time to 
give up life on the high plains and head back to life in the big city. 

drought of late summer. It crunches and breaks under her boots as 

laced with a freshness that hints at a change of season. Gophers are 

pack the last bits of food into their underground dens. Soon snow 
will blanket the ground, sealing in gophers and most other prairie 
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Lisa is tired and sore. Ending the dig is always the hardest part. 
Long days and nights stack up on each other as the end of the sea-

back into the square holes, minus all the artifacts, bones, and rocks 
that were removed, and minus vast clouds of dust that blew from 

endless wheelbarrow loads. Unlike the careful digging of the site, 
there are no rewards to this work; it is simply back-breaking labour.

Empty pop cans are tossed into the soft earth as the pits are 

future archaeologists, a way of saying that the area has already been 

She relishes the refreshing taste of the pop. She tosses the empty can 

her boot. A poor person’s time capsule, she muses, as she heads off 
toward the waiting Suburban.

Leaving a site where you have spent months of your life, digging 
up the remains of those who lived there before you, is harder for some 
than for others. For some, the work is simply a step on a career path, 
an unemotional job that yields material for a thesis or dissertation. For 

-

moment of every day. It’s the present that catches her off guard.

a part of them. Staff at the town pool where you swim and shower 
regarding your inconvenient evening arrival with mild annoyance 
but, over time, coming to sit by the edge of the water to talk about what 

accounts for strangers but then learning your names and wondering 
what they can order in for your project. Local teachers, reading the 
stories of the dig in the community paper, asking to bring their classes 
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to the site or to have you come to school with artifacts and engaging 
stories of times gone by. Ranchers, people with whom you thought 
you might have little in common, inviting you for huge steak dinners, 
during which you discover they respect the land in the same way as 
the people who came before them.

Lisa knows that she is transient on the landscape; as she prepares 

another winter and relive the residue of your impact on their lives, 
wondering if you are coming back, calling long distance to enquire 

Lisa takes seriously, even relishes. She has learned that the work is 

important. She thought she came to study only the past but found 
herself immersed in the present.

is milling around the Suburban and the equipment trailer, alternately 
packing and seeking refuge in the lee of the vehicle. Aluminum lawn 

full with digging gear and kitchen stuff. Lisa joins in packing as the 

slaughtered buffalo. As they sort through bags from the numbered 
squares, Lisa suddenly remembers the small bag in her backpack.

She rummages though her pack and pulls out the crumpled, worn 

the summer. She has kept it with her all this time as one of the prime 
show-and-tell pieces, items the crew keep handy to show visitors what 

appreciate a new importance to the arrowhead, not what it tells her 
about people from the past but what it means to the future.

again to show the curious visitors. Lisa remembers especially the 
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press close to her, staring wide-eyed at the point held between her 

piece a thousand years ago and shot it at a massive buffalo. She asks 
them if they could pick a simple rock from the ground and chip out 

boys forward and asks him to hold out his hand. Lisa tells the group 

it is still sharp today. And with that she reaches out and gently pokes 

back to these moments, Lisa smiles to herself, loving the memory of 
what became such a predictable routine.

octopus, each child begging to be poked. Methodically, she works the 
crowd, poking each kid in turn, with each response the same as the 

We don’t know the name of the person who made this, she says, 
but it was someone from long ago. Maybe he was one of your own 
ancestors. We do know he was a person of great skill and courage, 
someone who faced wounded and enraged buffalo with this tiny 

a few precious objects to tell the stories of their lives. So, Lisa asks, 
do you think we need to protect these things from the past so that 

we not, she says, show respect for things like this, because by doing 
so we honour and respect the people who made them? Lisa looks out 
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of hide together and let them slide to the ground. While women dis-
assemble the separate pieces of buffalo hide that make up the tipi 
covers, men begin slinging the long, straight poles into stacks on the 

are moving on.
-

their spooking the herd and then were restrained during the days 
of butchering to keep them from being a nuisance around the car-

on the outskirts of the camp and snarl at the skulking coyotes that 
try to duck in and steal off with a juicy bone. Far Away Old Woman 
watches the dogs with amusement, thinking they too need to have 
their moments of pleasure. Soon enough they will be harnessed for 
the strenuous work of moving camp. 

that will later be boiled for their grease, cutting handholds in hides 
so they can be loaded with goods and dragged across the prairie, 

of autumn helps keep them cool as they strain against the burden 

and the butchering have gone as well as anyone could have hoped. 

Far Away Old Woman sits at the back wall of her tipi, reclining 

of heat before giving up her shelter and heading off on the march to 
the winter camp.



303

Just a Simple Stone

Far Away Old Woman puts the palms of her hands down to the 

still glisten with a bright sheen, as if sprinkled with droplets of oil. 

hands are often cold now, unlike when she was young, and she knows 

She lets her hands linger on the hide, the warmth rising through her 

Such a small thing, she thinks, this great warmth that the bison 
has given to her people. Just a tiny part of all that the buffalo provides, 

As she has so many times before, Far Away Old Woman shakes her 
-

ful and benevolent spirit could have imagined a creature that gives 
so much to one people? She rubs her hands again through the dense 

vibrations. She knows she must get moving. Soon the wind will make 

buffalo robes, a bundle of her clothes and moccasins, a wooden tripod 

Old Woman stirs, lingering on the memory, then lets it slide away. It 
is time to move on.

-

it in her palm for a few moments, thinking about the enormous power 

red inside and out, for the Iniskim must always be steeped in the 
sacred paint. She bends down and places the pouch alongside the 
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other contents of her powerful medicine bundle and carefully ties the 
bundle closed with thongs of rawhide. All the sacred items are now 

Far Away Old Woman scoops the medicine bundle into her arms 
and circles clockwise, with the sun, around the inside of the tipi. She 

and wonders, as she has so many times before, about the small buf-
falo-shaped rock’s connection with the spirit world and how it lures 
great herds to the deadly cliff. Far Away Old Woman knows she will 

sacred stone has, since the beginning of time, made it possible for the 

always will. As long as the buffalo roam.


