
728 State Street   |   Madison, Wisconsin 53706   |   library.wisc.edu

What grandmother says.  2000

Whitney, J. D. (John Denison), 1940-
Madison, Wisconsin: Parallel Press, 2000

https://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/XQ5OBF7IWOVUC8R

Copyright 2000 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin
System. All rights reserved.

For information on re-use see:
http://digital.library.wisc.edu/1711.dl/Copyright

The libraries provide public access to a wide range of material, including online exhibits, digitized
collections, archival finding aids, our catalog, online articles, and a growing range of materials in many
media.

When possible, we provide rights information in catalog records, finding aids, and other metadata that
accompanies collections or items. However, it is always the user's obligation to evaluate copyright and
rights issues in light of their own use.







TD
 Hehe ge ie 

: 
poss aes

 # 

ae ole 
Bn a
a 

ae 

ees 
oe 

a 

z 
ae 

nate ae
 re 

a. 
Re 

Seite
n 

sie him 
SNe 

Poy ct Ne
 jereeE

e 

ae peat 
eae oa ee: 

es 
Se
 

me 
ae e
e
 

: eee 
eer. B

S IE 

a a

 

ae 

“2 
ee 

: es o
e 

is ne
 S a

 ee 

A 
es as e

s o
e 

pe 
oe 

. 

ye a
t 

ee reese 
era eines 

Coane 
oe
. 

fete 
aoe) 

oa 

a 
ee 

oe
 

rae 
oe 

“ 

sae
 

Loe 
sh eS 

ee 
ees 

ae Ac
e 

fe 
eee ee 

oS 
ae 

ee 
ne 

ok 

oo 
i 
a 

fe 
ae
 

ee eee 

oe
 

oe ee
 

a a
e 

ae 
es Za

 pt
e 

ee ee S
e 

ie 
oi 

ae e
e 

bs e
e
 

See 
caet

e 
bade 

eee
 capa 

: oS 
ae 
a
 

ee 
es a
. 

ape
 eee 

Ege 
o
s
 

Ree 
Sas 
ee
 

a one 
ee 

oa 
ae 

oe
 
oe
 

ee 
aes 

a 

oe 
ie 

: a 

fe es
 rie se o

e
 

sees 
ane eG: nee 

os o
S 

sb 
a 

iu ae. 
pea 

ee 
ee
 

are
 

a S
S 

a 
a 

as 
is 

Gs Se 
Ee 

Big 
ees

 
ce 

oe 
* ae

 trea
 ee 

ey 

(oe
 
2
a
.
 

cae 
oe fee 

se 

a 
oe
 

oe 

ene.
 Ra 

ee 
a
 

ae oe 
8 

A Re
es 

: o
e
 

eee
 a

oe 
ic a

 
a 

i 
eee

 

ee
 

aes 
Ped oo 

ee 
ee 

ek ek
 Dee

s a
e 
a
 

Ae 
ay : 

fe aot 
pais see 

ebe ae om
 ee ne reas 

aa ee eas aoc 
bs si

e 
iE : 

: 

a 
a 

oe 
oo 

ee 
: ee 

g 

ae 
ae 

oo 

ae 
Se 

Cee 
aa 

DEES 
x pie 

POE 

pager 
as 
oo
 

tate 

FS hes 
2 pa

ar 
late 

Ropes 
ae 
a 
oe
 

ees 
i: ae 

ei S 

- o
e 

ee
 

| 

ou a
e 

re 
hee 

eG 
ie a

e 
Fa 

2 
oe
 aie 

i
o
e
 

ee 
See 

ca 
e
e
 

ce
e 

oe i
g 

eas 

; a
e 

ee 
nie e

e 
1p 

ee 
Se ae Be

te 
ziti) 

fe sans 

a 
ae 

ee 
oe
 
a 

a be
een 

ae 

vee 
Bans 

See
 Fy o

ne 
es me 

ae. 
s a

 
ae
 

j 

ae 
oh o

o 

oe e
y es 

oo 

ee 
Ge 

Phas 
oa 

me 
Pe 

ee 
eS o

e c
ee 

oe 
; 

oe 
oe 

kate o
e
 
a
 

oe 
: Ne 

Bee 
oS 

ee
 ane a
e 

ee 
= 

aiaty 
Se
e 

ee 
e
s
 

poe 
a“ ee 

ae 

Sig
 
o
e
 

ce
 

“ a 
a 

eae 
Ce 

Co 
ae 

le 
ae = 

ia 
apr es anes 

Bass 
ape 

ast eae 
Sree

 ee 
Eee 

ea 
ee 

: 

ee 
a
.
 

Coe 
. 

ee 
ee 
oo 

aa 
ae Le : 

7 
ay 

ne 
ae 

cs e es
 

ae 
ee 

Riba 
a Sihasit

e 
eee 

ag 
eee

 
page 

BEE 
es 
ae
 

sivire 
ss 

Srae
 aaa 

ue Ri
s 

be: 
ee 

eee 
oo 

oe 
oe 

ee. 
SURE Ee ey

e 
ee
 

2. ae 
a 

ce 
a 

ee 
ee 

a o
e
 

ee:
 
see 

Bee 

es 
2 r
e
 

8 
oe 

Peel 
Ee ote 

ee 

K es 
a Ze e

s 
ee 

ee 
Soe. 

: 

ae seni a
e 

ah 
ee 
e
e
.
 

Kae 
ce 

: 

eshte 
eee 

oF ut oa 
ee
: 

oe 
aoe 

ees
 

f 

oe 
oe ala 

ee o
e
 

ae
 

- fe 
: 

ee 
e
e
 

. 
aia 

a 
ee 

oe freon 
Ue 

Paes
 
eee

 
so 

aie 
aiay Dacian 

aes 
Be 

ere 
a 

ee (er ic i
s 

ee 
- 

eee 
es 

ae 
oe
 

eee 

ee a ee
s a

e 
Lees

 fe ee 
So 

as -
 ae i 

cay we
 ee

 es r
e 

lovey 
eee ve 

lee 
a a

e le 

eae 
ory 

is eee 
Ce
s 

Reen
a 

ae R
ie 

Pree 
oe
 

e a
 

ee 
: 

fo
e 

Soe
 

a 

Se O
e 
o
e
 

oe 

Reieai
e s

e 
sant Eain 

es a
e 

ee Seay 
oes

 
as 

sie 
a 

oe
 

- T
e
 

os 

oe 
OG
 

cae 
ene 

Te 
oo 

ee 
Sh 

a 
oS 

ee 
eee 

ee Rap
er: 

oo 

Sete 
iy 

ate 
Spat 

ae 
oe
 

. o
e 

ae a
e 

s ae
 ae 

a
 

oe e
e 

ea 
EE 

pees 
Ps 

eee 
ie a

e 
ae 

ei Beta 
ata 

eae 
3 

Pe
 

ae p
oe 
ee
 

cs 
ey oe 

aber 
een 

ae 

eee 
aoe S

oe.
 be 

ae 
ae 

oS 
. 

trae 
oes ae

 Bp 
SAS. 

ooo 
oo.

 
oo, 

Pata os 
ae 

oe te) Ae
 ee. 

es
 oa 2 . e

e 

Goeoee 
me ie

 wa ee
 

eS
 

es oe 

ak 
ae a

e 
oo 

: os
 

ae e
e 

i o
o.
 

ae 

eeeraut, 
we 

Sate 
pede 

Neate 
pes 

Be:
 Be 

E Ba) 
oe S

e 
cae 

ey oe 

ne Pear
 

a Lee
, a3 

es
 E 

ese 
eee 

res 
fe
 

Be ee
 ae

 eo 

So ere
 Be 

eae a’ 

Rok Bade ias



ey gee were 
Nees 

Pe 
Ma 

seh 
ge a8 Rae 

eo 
aie ae 

aaa 
ce Ge 

ple ee
 a 

omen
 Ce e

s 
Betet pe Vegi a 

ee ae ea oe
 ee ue Coe

 
he e

e 

ee 
ae oe

 ae 

Poa 
cas oe Se

 pear ae 
tee e
e 

eae Leo
nes 

= eee 
Paes Percy ae 3 eae e

e 
hse 

ee ee 

a: i oee c
o Peo 

ae ae 
ee 

ee 

wake So
a S
e 

ae re oe 
rear 

see r
g es e

ee ee ee gee 
RES EEE Rens 

ety Ae ae 
sy Sr 

as 

ne e
e 

oe 
es 

po 
a 

en 
oA 

aes 
epee ee Mf ee 

ee Pests pe
ls 

Seis 
eae 

eer Peles 
eee pte ye 

tase es 
ceeee vane sane aie ae 

et a 
ae. 

sae are eo jena S
osa 

yA Boe 

prea 
ps Coa 

pe Oey 
ee wee Pe

 oe pone 

ee 
: 

ee 
(os G

en gee 

See 
eet: e
s 

ee Soe p aoe ee ae ee
u 

Fie 
ee og - ge 

ears 
Foren

 ae 
eo 

ee 
ee Sok e

g S
ee 

ae 

SS be ee 
Been etaia: ae 

gane: 
ee 

Lees 
eee

 AN ee 

ey oe
 Pee

 Pe
 

oes 
ee ee

s 

eee 
naa

 gas SNe Se
e ee pearl o

n ue re c
es 

eben 
es 

nies Sar
ees 

oan ae
 SER S

ea 
Oe ce 

Ae 
oe ES c

o oe 
Se ee

e es oe
 Boe 

panna 
eae Ge

e 
eee pee cS 

ee iene 
Ht e
e 

ee 

nee 
a poate 

ae ae 
ee Bee es

 Nae 

Se 
Cone eae sabe

 ae 
a
 

Suh e ae 
eS oy P

ee
 

| 

e ee 
ee oe

 Re 
Bee 

oe oe 

ee 
ee oe

 ee bas 
oe 

BT aka g
e 

ce e
e 

os SS
 oe oO

 
oe 

Se P
e eae 

ae 
ee a pe 

ee 

ses peso 
tegen ee 

aaah 
re Sena 

ea ee foeee Des 
ae l

es 
ies 

See
 ee 

ee ee P
ea 

eee 
eee

 ae So ne
 Se cs 

eee es 

eee pares
 pee aes Reps 

oe ae sees Barat 
2 

page: 
see 2 feel e

ee" 
ee 

a 

Sevan ee 
anaes nscale ©

 Pea
ce 

ae 
Soe 

Be Re, fan a
y 

pees
 Sie 

ee 
ee 

ee ea 
eee R

ea 

ace eae
 ee te: ae o

e 
eee a 

PUES 
2 SY gee 

rae e
re 

ee Fo
s ga 

aia 
ae ae 

ae ares ce
 

ORS a, 
<i 

Bea 
ee et, ao on 

oy ares
 ase ee ear e

es 
cen 

ee: 
oe 

eee 
x te Ge

 eae 
eae co

e e
e 

ee
 ae Pe

 fee 
Se 

ato Ye 

oS aS 
es 

See 
aa 

re A 
ae See See

s 

pee 
tot ihr glee Sars pede anitigu

se © ieee es T
ees

 Sees
 

ae og ie ee eS
 Beas 

TE ee 
pos rare a pre 

nee 

oe See 
oe 

ae 
ee 

eg oe a 
pe 

ee 
ae 

EE as 

ee 
re 

ae 
es See oe

 a 
pea. 

a a 

fe 
es 

ee ae Pa
es metas 

cere eeoueer ese Be
e sees 

oe 

oo 
ee Se 

ee Sia
c ey ee ra ee Si S

S 

See 
nee Ege

 eee i ee 
TS i
 

ieeeeh 
yee p

ees 
Ea 

tere at ver
a es era 

Paes 
See 

fe 
Fe 

es 
a ee lees ae 

ee eee 

ee 
RE 

os 
ne 

oe 
ae Ee 

ee oh SoS
 ea

 ee 
cs Rae

 

eee 
Sei 

toh oe ee 
Pee 

oe 

Sele 
Boa

 
gee p

e 
ae ee 

ee 

hi ee 
eis: aoe

 Bas Te ie ee
 Rape 3 

a 
ee . 

oar) file en eae 
eres 

eo ee 
a 

Se
 ee Le peor 

eer 

ies 

Rete 
Sa 

as a
o oo Se

 S
e 

ie 

TOA S
E Sani ir alee u

ae Sooo 
oe ee sce se nee ete Pan rases ae eae 

Hes a
 ee, 

eee ae on 
as 

pe 
Soe 

ee ae Pe
 

oS 
ee eS 

| ae 
ee
 : 

Seyi ae oes a
e oe sae ee eer 

en o
e. 

oe 

ae ae ce
 ae pes 

Sa 
ee i

e oa St 
ei vee 

ene 
ee pore 

Paty 
te ee 

ae beige 
ESS gerne 

ire 
bao 

Coe ee
 ee Poa 

igiinees 
a 

. oe 
Se
 Se 

oe 
ee Eee. 

Sioa 
west Bete ee hee 

een gs pera S 
ra, PG 

Paarl 
So 

e
e
 

ee ea V
e 

a 

Be ee 
ca oe Haines G

ees 
He PR

S 
Pe 

ah be 
eee 

ee ee eles o
e 

ae,
 pate 

Co 
Se
 es eae a Ae

 

nate
 es es ee

 a
 o
e 

go nee eee 
Sane 

ae 

speed te the poe 
es
 

Sass eS 
Sees (

eee 
ieee 

Se Nagpete st eee 
De 

Cte nae: oes



What Grandmother Says





What 
Grandmother 

SAys



Copyright © 2000 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin 
System. All rights reserved. 

ISBN 1-893311-13-9 

Thanks, for helpful support, to The National Endowment for the Arts, the 
University of Wisconsin Colleges, and the editors of Bombay Gin and 
Sustaining the Forest, the People, & the Spirit in which several of these poems 
first appeared. A different What Grandmother Says was published by March 
Street Press of Greensboro, North Carolina in 1994. 

Published by Parallel Press 
University of Wisconsin — Madison Libraries 

FIRST EDITION



GRANDMOTHER 

sits on her sitting-down spot 8 

likes changing into Changing Woman 9 

pulls herself up onto 10 

grows huge inthe dreams 11 

watches wolves watching 12 

tries not to giggle 13 

sits under tree full 14 

has Coyote decide 15 

hears grumpy old snapping turtle 16 

lets some birds wear 17 

hears Raven coming 18 

lets nothing stay lost 19 

lies down beside Old Man 20 

waits for polar bear 21 

is moose calf crumpling 22 

hears arched-back 23 

says sometimes nothing 24 

tells waddling rustle-walker 25 

has birdfeet point 26 

sends her breath 27 

gives mockingbird 28 

sings singing it 29 

yells turn back! 30 

carries the stories 31



for 

her from 

whom these 

come 

for 

Gary Snyder 

for 

Lisa



A Norte For THESE POEMS, 

poems not made but heard while 

learning to listen to the voices of the land, air, waters, and all the 

creatures with whom we share the wonders of Creation in which 
human beings are welcome but not primary. Voices we can come 
to hear if we open our ears to the teachings of Native peoples, 

lessons of place. 

Grandmother (who winds her way through the stories of many 

Native peoples as creator, bricoleur, teacher, shape-shifter, 

trickster) never uses the first-person pronoun, but the voice 

(hence the title) is Grandmother's. 

This is my voice. 

What follows is hers. 
—J. D. WHITNEY



GRANDMOTHER 

sits 

on her sitting-down 

spot on the 
ground 

surrounded by 
trees full of 
night 

full of 
ghosts 

sitting on branches 
speaking— 

before anything was— 
of things not yet 
SO 

saying 

Old Woman Who Never Dies 
tell 
us 

when 

the story will be 
told. 
Says 

saying what will 

happen makes it 
SO. 
Says 

listen. 

Says 
here we go. 

8



GRANDMOTHER 

likes 

changing 

into 

Changing Woman 
changing into 

what- 

ever she 

wants 

SO FAST! 

until 

no one can 

tell 

where 

she isn't. 

9



GRANDMOTHER 

pulls herself 
up onto : 

end 

of 
shallow-water 
floating-log— 

many-turtle | 
turtle-line 
moving up 

making 
room. 

Suns 

her 
weary 

mountain-back. 

Sees 

muskrat coming 

that 
look on his 

face & 
one hand hidden. 

Says 

no 
no more 
muskrat tricks 

you 
let that pawful of mud 
just 

sink back down where it 

belongs. 

Says 

once was 
good 

& once 

was enough & 
you 
know it. 

IO



GRANDMOTHER 

grows 

huge in the 

dreams 

of children— 

crazy 

old 

whistle-mouth 

Shadow Woman 

dragging 
her 

hungry-bag 
wearing her 

necklace 

of tongues 
& 

little fingerbones. 

Makes children 

tremble 

in 

sleep 
their 

hands curled 

tight 
beneath them. 

‘Takes 

her 

bag home 
empty 

ha! 

| tonight. 

II



(GRANDMOTHER | 

watches 

wolves watching 
people 

not 

too close. 

Sees wolves’ eyes 
wondering 

if 

people 
were a mistake. 

Wondering 
if people 

don’t 

sometimes 

wonder too. 

Wolves 

wonder 

plenty. 

Grandmother 

wonders 

some. 

But 

people 

don’t. 

Oh! 

So many riddles! 

12



GRANDMOTHER 

tries 

not to gigele & 
give herself away 
hiding in a 
caribou 

now become 

food 
for 

little bear— 
paw 

holding shoulder 
mouth full of 

chewing on a pulling on a 
tendon 
THUMP 

of 

hoof hitting 
bear on the head 

pull again 
thump 

side-to- 
side- 

shaking 
hard-yanking 

mad- 
getting 

bear 
thump thump thump. 

13



GRANDMOTHER 

sits under 

tree full of quiet 
Crows. 

Hides 

listening. 

Waits 

SO 

long her bottom gets 
sore. 

Shouts 

& 

scares them into 

air 

with a 

CLAP! 

to hear the 

sound 

their 

hwa-hwa-hwa 

wings 

make. 

14



GRANDMOTHER 

has 

Coyote decide 
how long 

people 
should live. 

Longer than 

bugs 

he 

says 

but 

shorter 

than trees. 

1)



GRANDMOTHER 

hears 
grumpy old 

snapping turtle 
come 

up from the bottom 

hissing: 

I 

do like these 
strong Jaws 

but 
why 

this 

silly tongue 

I 
don't like 

talking | 
even THIS 

much— 
just 

want to 
stay in my mud 
alone. 

Says 

be that 
way if you want 

but 
keep your mouth 
wide open & 

wiggle your 
tongue so fish 
swim close. 
Then 

come 
tell me how you like 
that tongue. 
Turtle says nothing. 
Turtle 

says 
ahhh! 

16



(GRANDMOTHER 

lets 

some birds wear 

duck suits 

because 

they 
like to 

look like 

ducks 

even 

if they are. 
Under 

those 

fake duck feet 

hide 

duckfeet. 

Behind 

each duck 

mask 

is 

duck. 

Pretending. 

17



| GRANDMOTHER 

hears 
Raven 

coming 

croaking about 
long 

hard 

no-food-to-find 
winter: 

I 

follow wolves 

just 

like you taught me but 

all 

they leave 
behind is their 
shit 

piles & 
| 

who helped make this 
world 

will 

not 

eat 
wolf shit— 

I 
have my pride. 
Grandmother 

says 
pick 
one. 

18



(GRANDMOTHER 

lets 

nothing 

stay 

lost 

ever. 

Says 

life- 

light leaving 
people’s 

eyes 

never 

dies 

but 

moves 

moves 

shimmers in 

northern 

skies 

dancing 

in the 

face 

of dark. 

19



GRANDMOTHER 

lies 

down beside 

Old 

Man 

quiet-foot 
crouching-in-the-grass 
Mountain 

Lion. 

Tells 

him about 

those 

2-legged 
people. 
Says 

well 

leave them alone 

mostly. 

Scare 

them with a 

night-scream 

if 

you want 

now & 

then for fun. 

But 

just eat 

4-leggeds 
mostly. 

20



GRANDMOTHER 

waits 

for polar bear 

fussing 

to stop: 

id 

sneak up on 
seals 

like 

creeping 

snowdrift— 

push 

ice-chunks 

in front of me— 

freeze 

when they 
look 

but they 
still see my 
big 

black 

nose 

you 

should’ve made 

white 

too. 

Lets 

bear think. 

Says 

now 

what 

color are those 

paws 

& 

how could they hide 
that nose. 

Bear 

says 

oh— 

those. 

21



GRANDMOTHER 

1s 

moose calf 
crumpling 

dragged 
down by the face 
by wolf. 

Is knowing 
her 

throat ripped 
open 

while 

still 
she can. 
Is 

crow 
watching. 

Is 

warm-belly 
full-belly 
bloody-muzzle 

wolf. 

22



(GRANDMOTHER 

hears 

arched-back 

quiet-foot 
ring-tail 

trouble-makers 

home 

from their moonlit 

raid 

on 

sleeping-people places. 
All 

telling at 
once: 

we 

scratched with our 

fingers & 

woke them up 
& they 

ran out 

yelling 

all 

naked & furless & 

how can they 
tell each 

other apart 

they 
all look alike! 

Laughs at her 

masked 

friends 

says 

must be why they 
all 

wear 

clothes in the 

light. 

23



(GRANDMOTHER 

says 

sometimes 

nothing. 

But 

what 

others say 

she 

says back to them 
again 

if 

she likes it. 

Why 
owl 

hears Echo Woman’s 

song 

more 

than people do. 

Why wolf 
does too. 

24



GRANDMOTHER 

tells 

waddling 

rustle-walker 
belly-dragging 
porcupine 

little 

one 
who 

rises in anger 

no 
you 

werent made 

backwards 

all 
your good stuff 
on the wrong 

end. 
Says 

somebody 
bothers you 

you 
show them 

ALL 
you ve got: 

grunt 
clack your teeth 

stink 
then 

swat with that 
fancy tail. 

Says 

go ask 
skunk 

to teach you: 

we go where 
we want. 

25



(GRANDMOTHER 

has 

birdfeet point 
the way— 

3 toes 

front & 

1 back 

but 

roadrunner wants 

2&2 

to 

fool 

that 

following 

pain-in-the-ass 
coyote. 

Says 

ok. 

But can't 

bring herself to 
tell: 

how 

old 

coyote 

he can 

30 

both 

ways at once. 

2.6



(GRANDMOTHER 

sends 

her 

breath 

into everything. 
For 

its 

time. 

In 

& 

out & 

in. 

Taking 
turns. 

Out 

& in 

& out. 

All 

life 

all 

death: 

Grandmother’s 

moving breath. 

217



GRANDMOTHER 

gives 

mockingbird 
a good 
talking to 

about 
too much 
talking 

in 

too many voices. 

Says 

let 

what 
other birds say 

just blow 

away 
once it’s been 

said 
once. 
Ah 

now 
mockingbird’s got 

that 
to 

talk about too. 

28



GRANDMOTHER 

sings 

singing it 

the 
same song: 
high 

deep 
whale song 

bird 

song 

wolf song 
baby girl 

playing 
with her 
voice 

song 
water wind & tree 

song 
bee song 

some people 
snoring 

song 
spring song 

of 
peeper song 
singing all to- 
gether 

song to 

keep the song alive 
song. 

29



(GRANDMOTHER 

yells 
turn back! 

to 

bears 

swimming in the 
little lake 

toward 

her 

smaller island. 

Sits 

eating berries. 

Says 

there 

are no berries 

here! 

Bears 

keep swimming. 

Says 

bears 

berries are 

spoiled! 

Bears keep 
coming. 

Says 

bears 

go back 

now 

or youll 

all be turned 

into rocks! 

Sits back 

down 

to 

berries. 

30



(GRANDMOTHER 

carries 

the stories— 

| when 

theyre 
not being told— 

huddled in her 

story-bag 
whispering 

softly 
among themselves: 
how 

they 
like changing shape 
to fit 
mouths 

she 

sends them to 

ears 

she lets 

hold them 

how 

they'll 

always fly home— 
Grandmother's 

promised— 
shapes 

that can 

change 

but 

never be lost. 
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