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Prologue 

The journey began one day long ago on the edge of the northern Plains. It was carried on over a course 

of many generations and many hundreds of miles. In the end there were many things to remember, to 

dwell upon and talk about.  

“You know, everything had to begin . . .” For the Kiowas the beginning was a struggle for existence in 

the bleak northern mountains. It was there, they say, that they entered the world through a hollow log. 

The end, too, was a struggle, and it was lost. The young Plains culture of the Kiowas withered and died 

like grass that is burned in the prairie wind. There came a day like destiny; in every direction, as far as 

the eye could see, carrion layout in the land. The buffalo was the animal representation of the sun, the 

essential and sacrificial victim of the Sun Dance. When the wild herds were destroyed, so too was the 

will of the Kiowa people; there was nothing to sustain them in spirit. But these are idle recollections, the 

mean and ordinary agonies of human history. The interim was a time of great adventure and nobility and 

fulfillment. 

Tai-me came to the Kiowas in a vision born of suffering and despair. “Take me with you,” Tai-me said, 

“and I will give you whatever you want.” And it was so. The great adventure of the Kiowas was a going 

forth into the heart of the continent. They began a long migration from the headwaters of the 

Yellowstone River eastward to the Black Hills and south to the Wichita Mountains. Along the way they 

acquired horses, the religion of the Plains, a love and possession of the open land. Their nomadic soul 

was set free. In alliance with the Comanches they held dominion in the southern Plains for a hundred 

years. In the course of that long migration they had come of age as a people. They had conceived a good 

idea of themselves; they had dared to imagine and determine who they were. 

In one sense, then, the way to Rainy Mountain is preeminently the history of an idea, man’s idea of 

himself, and it has old and essential being in language. The verbal tradition by which it has been 

preserved has suffered a deterioration in time. What remains is fragmentary: mythology, legend, lore, 

and hearsay—and of course the idea itself, as crucial and complete as it ever was. That is the miracle. 

The journey herein recalled continues to be made anew each time the miracle comes to mind, for that is 

peculiarly the right and responsibility of the imagination. It is a whole journey, intricate with motion and 

meaning; and it is made with the whole memory, that experience of the mind which is legendary as well 

as historical, personal as well as cultural. And the journey is an evocation of three things in particular: a 

landscape that is incomparable, a time that is gone forever, and the human spirit, which endures. The 

imaginative experience and the historical express equally the traditions of man’s reality. Finally, then, 

the journey recalled is among other things the revelation of one way in which these traditions are 

conceived, developed, and interfused in the human mind. There are on the way to Rainy Mountain many 

landmarks, many journeys in the one. From the beginning the migration of the Kiowas was an 

expression of the human spirit, and that expression is most truly made in terms of wonder and delight: 

“There were many people, and oh, it was beautiful. That was the beginning of the Sun Dance. It was all 

for Tai-me, you know, and it was a long time ago.” 


