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Did you think it was a matter of life or death?

Joli Morgan

Bethel


I envy people who remember vast storehouses of parental words of wisdom. I do not have parents in the mother-father, nuclear-family sense, for I was raised by my grandmother in Beverly Hills while my mother was striving to be a bohemian in San Francisco. My mother's words of wisdom were linked to her problems trying to survive as a female artist in a society that sometimes viewed single mothers as once removed from prostitutes.

“Men are bastards” was as close as my mother got to wisdom.


So, without the words of a father or brother or sister, I found refuge in the words of my teachers. These Christian brothers of the Roman Catholic Church did have quantities of verbal, if narrow, wisdom. For example, “When you go to bed, wrap the rosary around your right hand.” This actually worked for me about two out of every seven nights. Or, “It is just as sinful to think a lewd thought as to do a lewd act.” As an adolescent I was so busy thinking, I had neither the time nor the courage to act, but according to the Christian brothers, I was a sinner just the same.


By eighth grade, I had moved with my mother to Chicago, where my teachers were nuns who believed in applying rulers to the back of the knuckles. Pain seemed their main motivation. Yet, when it came time to graduate from middle school, these stern women took me to a department store and bought me my first suit, complete with alterations. High school returned me to the brothers, whose words to save you from hell were spoken in Latin. I learned that Britain is an island but Europe is not. On one humid afternoon, with the classroom windows wide open, and while looking across at the girls' classroom, I learned to conjugate: amo, amas, amant.


Chicago is known as the Windy City. When the wind arrives, people say, “The hawk is out tonight.” Two Chicago winters broke my mother. One night, sick, and unemployed, she told me that we were going to the then-segregated South. Soon we were riding a Greyhound bus to New Orleans. I heard my first southern words from the mouth of a Mississippi state trooper. I was sleeping on the back seat of the bus. He was tapping my shoe with his baton. I looked up. He looked down. “Son, move to the front of the bus.” I moved to the front of the near-empty bus, passing one old black man, and sat next to my mother.


At a private high school in Eunice, Louisiana, the Arcadia Baptist Academy, lay teachers replaced men and women of the cloth as my educators. This boarding school came complete with a church and a baptismal pool. In the dorm after lights went out, I learned about girls and farm animals. In my civics class, our teacher slowly explained to us the difference between the North and the South in America. “In the North, Negroes are loved as a race but hated as individuals. In the South, we hate them as a race but love them as individuals.” I repeated this story often until a Southerner from Alabama said, “I don't know about the 'love' part, but if it was true, it was only as long as they were doing what we wanted.”


Private school proved expensive, and my mother's health was not improving, so I dropped out of high school at seventeen and joined the U.S. Navy. “Men, welcome to the United States Navy Recruit Training Center and to San Diego. I want you to remember these words: You're seaman recruits. That means you're lower than whales shit. And where's whale shit? It's at the bottom of the ocean.” The navy was rich with this kind of wisdom. If it moves, salute it; if it doesn't move, paint it.

After I left the navy in 1959, the next eight years became a virtual kaleidoscope of clichés that started with “Man . . .” and ended with “. . . later, man.” Finally, I came up for air and found that I was still alive, if somewhat damaged. Some of my friends didn't make it. Robert tumbled from beer to pot to shooting methamphetamine, while Madeline, after escaping from a psychiatric ward, took more LSD and jumped out of a third-story window. Eventually I sought repentance and redemption. While attending college in Vermont in the late 1960s, the federal government reached out to me with an offer to become a Volunteer in Service to America (VISTA) in Alaska. Loaded down with cases of canned bacon and Tang, a ratty old sleeping bag, the latest Eddie Bauer parka, and a Bob Dylan album, I was deposited via float plane in Kasigluk, a Yup'ik village twenty miles west of Bethel in southwest Alaska. My VISTA partner, Chuck, and I were determined to save this tiny village from the very government that had sent us there. Our training manual stressed that “PROCESS IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN PROJECT.” We were to be a kind of western version of Lao-tzu.


For the village itself, however, we simply provided a year of comic relief. Chuck and I immediately worked on projects: library, newsletter, Adult Basic Education, and Head Start, the normal activities that new settlers bring to the Last Frontier. If we had stayed a second year, no doubt a community theater, with the help of the local schoolteachers, would have topped our what-the-village-needs list. Of course, three months passed before we thought to ask the village what the village wanted. Not surprisingly, a newsletter was not on their list. 

In the arctic, survival is a full-time occupation. For our part in Kasigluk, rather than the whole village having to spend each of 365 days worrying about what stupid mistake we would make today, we each were assigned on a rotating basis to a family, bringing casual invitations for tea, steam baths, and boating and hunting trips. After our first week, from waking to sleeping, we were never left alone.


“Did you think it was a matter of life or death?” These words of wisdom were relayed to me on a hunting trip with men from my current family. The Johnson River cuts across the tundra from the Yukon River and flows south into the Kuskokwim River. In the predawn, we had left the village by boat heading up the Johnson River. It was an early fall hunting trip for wild celery and spinach, moose, ducks, geese, beaver, bear, and anything else that was edible. Seven of us had crowded into two boats. We had drums of gas, tents, rifles, shotguns, dried fish, and, for Chuck and I, food in cans. We moved in and out of the sloughs, lakes, and rivers as we journeyed north. After first light, we began to stop every thirty minutes and climb the low riverbank to look across the flat, treeless tundra for game.


We didn't see game or any other hunters until late in the afternoon when we came across three teenage boys from the village. They were heading toward us in an old wooden boat using a thin stick as a paddle. We stopped and slid alongside their boat. The conversation was in Yup'ik, but I gathered their outboard motor had broken down. After a couple of minutes, one of the men handed one of the boys half of a pack of cigarettes. Then we left them. Above the noise of our outboard, I turned to one of the men and yelled, “Shouldn't we go back and tow them to the village?” He smiled and looked at me for a long time. “Did you think it was matter of life and death?” he asked. No one ever had asked me to judge an action by such a measure. I thought about his question. The boys were young and strong, knew their way, and had food, dry clothing, and matches. The temperature was above freezing. “No,” I said. He smiled again. “Neither did we,” he said.


And so, as I grew up, I gathered all these bits and pieces of wisdom in life from classmates, teachers, chief petty officers, and Yup'ik hunters. I did ask my mother once for words of wisdom. It was one of those innocent childhood questions that touch on death. I asked my mother what she would do if she were to live again. “I'd risk more,” she said.


Years later, when my mother lay dying in a hospital outside of Lihue, Hawaii, she asked me to read to her a poem, “Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night,” by Dylan Thomas. The poem starts with:

Do not go gentle into that good night,

old age should burn and rave at close of day;
rage, rage against the dying of the light.


I understood the poem, and I understood why my mother had asked me to read it that bright, searing hot day in Hawaii. This was a matter of life and death.
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