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Summer Reading Assignment: English IV—All Levels  
For questions before the start of the school year, contact Ms. Rose Bennett (bennettr@leonschools.net) 

General Instructions 

Everything you need to complete this assignment is included in this packet. This assignment will be due the second 
Friday of school—August 18th—and this will count for 5% of your grade for the first nine weeks. All tasks, which 
can be found at the end of each text, must be typed. Handwritten responses will not be accepted. Be sure to save 
your work as you go! You will be submitting your typed responses digitally to Turnitin.com through Canvas, and 
your teacher will give you instructions for submitting your assignment the first week of school. 

 

Texts 

1. Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life by Anne Lamont (p. 2-4) 
2. Nobel Lecture by Toni Morrison (p. 4-12) 
3. A Warrior’s Daughter by Zitkala-Sa (p. 12-23) 

 

What’s next? 

This summer reading assignment offers a wide variety of literature— a personal essay, a speech, and a short 
story—for you to close read texts and analyze their deeper meanings. You will practice skills that are foundational 
to English IV: analyzing text and writing both informational and persuasive that uses text evidence, and analyzing 
multiple texts for a common theme. 
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Excerpted from Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life  

by Anne Lamott 

Anne Lamott (b. 1954) is a New York Times bestselling author who has written several books and novels. She writes both fiction and nonfiction. 
Lamott’s style blends poignancy with humor to deliver stories about overcoming personal struggles, finding hope, and fostering creativity. 

In her book, Lamott offers encouragement to struggling writers, such as: 

 Every writer has terrible first drafts, even the most famous and prolific. What sets writers apart from everyone else is that they keep 
going. 

 Your experience is yours. If people don’t like the way you write about them, then they should have been nicer. 

BEST Standards addressed in this task: ELA.K12.EE.1.1, ELA.K12.EE.2.1, ELA.K12.EE.3.1 

 

Often when you sit down to write, what you have in mind is an autobiographical novel about your childhood, or a play about 

the immigrant experience, or a history of – oh, say – say women. But this is like trying to scale a glacier. It’s hard to get your 

footing, and your fingertips get all red and frozen and torn up. Then your mental illnesses arrive at the desk like your sickest, 

most secretive relatives. And they pull up chairs in a semicircle around the computer, and they try to be quiet but you know 

they are there with their weird coppery breath, leering at you behind your back.  

 

What I do at this point, as the panic mounts and the jungle drums begin beating and I realize that the well has run dry and that 

my future is behind me and I’m going to have to get a job only I’m completely unemployable, is to stop. First I try to breathe, 

because I’m either sitting there panting like a lapdog or I’m unintentionally making slow asthmatic death rattles. So I just sit 

there for a minute, breathing slowly, quietly. I let my mind wander. After a moment I may notice that I’m trying to decide 

whether or not I am too old for orthodontia and whether right now would be a good time to make a few calls, and then I start 

to think about learning to use makeup and how maybe I could find some boyfriend who is not a total and complete fixer-upper 

and then my life would be totally great and I’d be happy all the time, and then I think about all the people I should have called 

back before I sat down to work, and how I should probably at least check in with my agent and tell him this great idea I have 

and see if he thinks it’s a good idea, and see if he thinks I need orthodontia – if that is what he is actually thinking whenever we 

have lunch together. Then I think about someone I’m really annoyed with, or some financial problem that is driving me crazy, 

and decide that I must resolve this before I get down to today’s work. So I become a dog with a chew toy, worrying it for a 

while, wrestling it to the ground, flinging it over my shoulder, chasing it, licking it, chewing it, flinging it back over my 

shoulder. I stop just short of actually barking. But all of this only takes somewhere between one and two minutes, so I haven’t 

actually wasted that much time. Still, it leaves me winded, I go back to trying to breathe, slowly and calmly, and I finally notice 

the one-inch picture frame that I put on my desk to remind me of short assignments.  

 

It reminds me that all I have to do is write down as much as I can see through a one-inch picture frame. This is all I have to bite 

off for the time being. All I am going to do right now, for example, is write that one paragraph that sets the story in my 

hometown, in the late fifties, when the trains were still running. I am going to paint a picture of it, in words, on my word 

processor. Or all I am going to do is to describe the main character the very first time we meet her, when she first walks out the 

front door and onto the porch. I am not even going to describe the expression on her face when she first notices the blind dog 

sitting behind the wheel of her car – just what I can see through the one-inch picture frame, just one paragraph describing this 

woman, in the town where I grew up, the first time we encounter her.  
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E. L. Doctorow once said that “writing a novel is like driving a car at night. You can see only as far as your headlights, but you 

can make the whole trip that way.” You don’t have to see where you’re going, you don’t have to see your destination or 

everything you will pass along the way. You just have to see two or three feet ahead of you. This is right up there with the best 

advice about writing, or life, I have ever heard. 

 

So after I’ve completely exhausted myself thinking about the people I most resent in the world, and my more arresting 

financial problems, and, of course, the orthodontia, I remember to pick up the one-inch picture frame and to figure out a one-

inch piece of my story to tell, one small scene, one memory, one exchange. I also remember a story that I know I’ve told 

elsewhere but that over and over helps me to get a grip: thirty years ago my older brother, who was ten years old at the time, 

was trying to get a report on birds written that he’d had three months to write, which was due the next day. We were out at 

our family cabin in Bolinas, and he was at the kitchen table close to tears, surrounded by binder paper and pencils and 

unopened books on birds, immobilized but the hugeness of the task ahead. Then my father sat down beside him, put his arm 

around my brother’s shoulder, and said, “Bird by bird, buddy. Just take it bird by bird.”  

 

I tell this story again because it usually makes a dent in the tremendous sense of being overwhelmed that my students 

experience. Sometimes it actually gives them hope, and hope, as Chesterton said, is the power of being cheerful in 

circumstances that we know to be desperate. Writing can be a pretty desperate endeavor, because it is about some of our 

deepest needs: our need to be visible, to be heard, our need to make sense of our lives, to wake up and grow and belong. It is 

no wonder if we sometimes tend to take ourselves perhaps a bit too seriously.  

 

Task 1: Constructed Response 
After you have read the excerpt, complete the following complete the following short constructed response.  

 

Write three explanatory paragraphs (250-300 words per paragraph) that uses text evidence (cite your text evidence in 

parentheses with the author’s last name and the page number at the end of the quote) to answer the following prompt: 

The author uses several examples of figurative language to describe her ongoing experience with anxiety. Identify three 

instances of figurative language, explain their meaning, and evaluate how effective these examples are in supporting the 

writer’s central idea. 
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NOBEL LECTURE 

Toni Morrison 

December 7, 1993 

Toni Morrison was born “Chloe Ardelia Wooford” to a working-class family in Lorain, Ohio in 1931. Morrison’s numerous accolades, won for 
books written largely in her spare time while she worked full-time senior editing jobs and cared for her two young sons, including a Pulitzer 
Prize, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and the Nobel Prize. Her most famous works include Sula, Beloved, The Bluest Eye and Song of 
Solomon, addressing themes such as love and the supernatural, friendship, family, and oppression through the eyes and relationships of African 
American characters. 

BEST Standards addressed in this task: ELA.12.C.1.5, ELA.12.V.1.1, ELA.12.V.1.3, ELA.K12.EE.2.1, ELA.K12.EE.3.1, ELA.K12.EE.5.1, ELA.K12.EE.6.1 

 

“Once upon a time there was an old woman. Blind but wise.” Or was it an old man? A guru, perhaps. Or a griot soothing restless 

children. I have heard this story, or one exactly like it, in the lore of several cultures. 

“Once upon a time there was an old woman. Blind. Wise.” 

In the version I know the woman is the daughter of slaves, black, American, and lives alone in a small house outside of town. 

Her reputation for wisdom is without peer and without question. Among her people she is both the law and its transgression. 

The honor she is paid and the awe in which she is held reach beyond her neighborhood to places far away; to the city where 

the intelligence of rural prophets is the source of much amusement. 

One day the woman is visited by some young people who seem to be bent on disproving her clairvoyance and showing her up 

for the fraud they believe she is. Their plan is simple: they enter her house and ask the one question the answer to which rides 

solely on her difference from them, a difference they regard as a profound disability: her blindness. They stand before her, and 

one of them says, “Old woman, I hold in my hand a bird. Tell me whether it is living or dead.” 

She does not answer, and the question is repeated. “Is the bird I am holding living or dead?” 

Still she doesn’t answer. She is blind and cannot see her visitors, let alone what is in their hands. She does not know their color, 

gender or homeland. She only knows their motive. 

The old woman’s silence is so long, the young people have trouble holding their laughter. 

Finally she speaks and her voice is soft but stern. “I don’t know”, she says. “I don’t know whether the bird you are holding is 

dead or alive, but what I do know is that it is in your hands. It is in your hands.” 

Her answer can be taken to mean: if it is dead, you have either found it that way or you have killed it. If it is alive, you can still 

kill it. Whether it is to stay alive, it is your decision. Whatever the case, it is your responsibility. 

For parading their power and her helplessness, the young visitors are reprimanded, told they are responsible not only for the 

act of mockery but also for the small bundle of life sacrificed to achieve its aims. The blind woman shifts attention away from 

assertions of power to the instrument through which that power is exercised. 
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Speculation on what (other than its own frail body) that bird-in-the-hand might signify has always been attractive to me, but 

especially so now thinking, as I have been, about the work I do that has brought me to this company. So I choose to read the 

bird as language and the woman as a practiced writer. She is worried about how the language she dreams in, given to her at 

birth, is handled, put into service, even withheld from her for certain nefarious purposes. Being a writer she thinks of language 

partly as a system, partly as a living thing over which one has control, but mostly as agency – as an act with consequences. So 

the question the children put to her: “Is it living or dead?” is not unreal because she thinks of language as susceptible to death, 

erasure; certainly imperiled and salvageable only by an effort of the will. She believes that if the bird in the hands of her 

visitors is dead the custodians are responsible for the corpse. For her a dead language is not only one no longer spoken or 

written, it is unyielding language content to admire its own paralysis. Like statist language, censored and censoring. Ruthless 

in its policing duties, it has no desire or purpose other than maintaining the free range of its own narcotic narcissism, its own 

exclusivity and dominance. However moribund, it is not without effect for it actively thwarts the intellect, stalls conscience, 

suppresses human potential. Unreceptive to interrogation, it cannot form or tolerate new ideas, shape other thoughts, tell 

another story, fill baffling silences. Official language smitheryed to sanction ignorance and preserve privilege is a suit of armor 

polished to shocking glitter, a husk from which the knight departed long ago. Yet there it is: dumb, predatory, sentimental. 

Exciting reverence in schoolchildren, providing shelter for despots, summoning false memories of stability, harmony among 

the public. 

She is convinced that when language dies, out of carelessness, disuse, indifference and absence of esteem, or killed by fiat, not 

only she herself, but all users and makers are accountable for its demise. In her country children have bitten their tongues off 

and use bullets instead to iterate the voice of speechlessness, of disabled and disabling language, of language adults have 

abandoned altogether as a device for grappling with meaning, providing guidance, or expressing love. But she knows tongue-

suicide is not only the choice of children. It is common among the infantile heads of state and power merchants whose 

evacuated language leaves them with no access to what is left of their human instincts for they speak only to those who obey, 

or in order to force obedience. 

The systematic looting of language can be recognized by the tendency of its users to forgo its nuanced, complex, mid-wifery 

properties for menace and subjugation. Oppressive language does more than represent violence; it is violence; does more than 

represent the limits of knowledge; it limits knowledge. Whether it is obscuring state language or the faux-language of mindless 

media; whether it is the proud but calcified language of the academy or the commodity driven language of science; whether it 

is the malign language of law-without-ethics, or language designed for the estrangement of minorities, hiding its racist plunder 

in its literary cheek – it must be rejected, altered and exposed. It is the language that drinks blood, laps vulnerabilities, tucks its 

fascist boots under crinolines of respectability and patriotism as it moves relentlessly toward the bottom line and the 

bottomed-out mind. Sexist language, racist language, theistic language – all are typical of the policing languages of mastery, 

and cannot, do not permit new knowledge or encourage the mutual exchange of ideas. 

The old woman is keenly aware that no intellectual mercenary, nor insatiable dictator, no paid-for politician or demagogue; no 

counterfeit journalist would be persuaded by her thoughts. There is and will be rousing language to keep citizens armed and 

arming; slaughtered and slaughtering in the malls, courthouses, post offices, playgrounds, bedrooms and boulevards; stirring, 

memorializing language to mask the pity and waste of needless death. There will be more diplomatic language to countenance 

rape, torture, assassination. There is and will be more seductive, mutant language designed to throttle women, to pack their 

throats like paté-producing geese with their own unsayable, transgressive words; there will be more of the language of 
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surveillance disguised as research; of politics and history calculated to render the suffering of millions mute; language 

glamorized to thrill the dissatisfied and bereft into assaulting their neighbors; arrogant pseudo-empirical language crafted to 

lock creative people into cages of inferiority and hopelessness. 

Underneath the eloquence, the glamor, the scholarly associations, however stirring or seductive, the heart of such language is 

languishing, or perhaps not beating at all – if the bird is already dead. 

She has thought about what could have been the intellectual history of any discipline if it had not insisted upon, or been forced 

into, the waste of time and life that rationalizations for and representations of dominance required – lethal discourses of 

exclusion blocking access to cognition for both the excluder and the excluded. 

The conventional wisdom of the Tower of Babel story is that the collapse was a misfortune. That it was the distraction, or the 

weight of many languages that precipitated the tower’s failed architecture. That one monolithic language would have 

expedited the building and heaven would have been reached. Whose heaven, she wonders? And what kind? Perhaps the 

achievement of Paradise was premature, a little hasty if no one could take the time to understand other languages, other views, 

other narratives period. Had they, the heaven they imagined might have been found at their feet. Complicated, demanding, yes, 

but a view of heaven as life; not heaven as post-life. 

She would not want to leave her young visitors with the impression that language should be forced to stay alive merely to be. 

The vitality of language lies in its ability to limn the actual, imagined and possible lives of its speakers, readers, writers. 

Although its poise is sometimes in displacing experience it is not a substitute for it. It arcs toward the place where meaning 

may lie. When a President of the United States thought about the graveyard his country had become, and said, “The world will 

little note nor long remember what we say here. But it will never forget what they did here,” his simple words are exhilarating 

in their life-sustaining properties because they refused to encapsulate the reality of 600, 000 dead men in a cataclysmic race 

war. Refusing to monumentalize, disdaining the “final word”, the precise “summing up”, acknowledging their “poor power to 

add or detract”, his words signal deference to the uncapturability of the life it mourns. It is the deference that moves her, that 

recognition that language can never live up to life once and for all. Nor should it. Language can never “pin down” slavery, 

genocide, war. Nor should it yearn for the arrogance to be able to do so. Its force, its felicity is in its reach toward the ineffable. 

Be it grand or slender, burrowing, blasting, or refusing to sanctify; whether it laughs out loud or is a cry without an alphabet, 

the choice word, the chosen silence, unmolested language surges toward knowledge, not its destruction. But who does not 

know of literature banned because it is interrogative; discredited because it is critical; erased because alternate? And how 

many are outraged by the thought of a self-ravaged tongue? 

Word-work is sublime, she thinks, because it is generative; it makes meaning that secures our difference, our human 

difference – the way in which we are like no other life. 

We die. That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our lives. 

“Once upon a time, …” visitors ask an old woman a question. Who are they, these children? What did they make of that 

encounter? What did they hear in those final words: “The bird is in your hands”? A sentence that gestures towards possibility 

or one that drops a latch? Perhaps what the children heard was “It’s not my problem. I am old, female, black, blind. What 

wisdom I have now is in knowing I cannot help you. The future of language is yours.” 
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They stand there. Suppose nothing was in their hands? Suppose the visit was only a ruse, a trick to get to be spoken to, taken 

seriously as they have not been before? A chance to interrupt, to violate the adult world, its miasma of discourse about them, 

for them, but never to them? Urgent questions are at stake, including the one they have asked: “Is the bird we hold living or 

dead?” Perhaps the question meant: “Could someone tell us what is life? What is death?” No trick at all; no silliness. A 

straightforward question worthy of the attention of a wise one. An old one. And if the old and wise who have lived life and 

faced death cannot describe either, who can? 

But she does not; she keeps her secret; her good opinion of herself; her gnomic pronouncements; her art without commitment. 

She keeps her distance, enforces it and retreats into the singularity of isolation, in sophisticated, privileged space. 

Nothing, no word follows her declaration of transfer. That silence is deep, deeper than the meaning available in the words she 

has spoken. It shivers, this silence, and the children, annoyed, fill it with language invented on the spot. 

“Is there no speech,” they ask her, “no words you can give us that helps us break through your dossier of failures? Through the 

education you have just given us that is no education at all because we are paying close attention to what you have done as 

well as to what you have said? To the barrier you have erected between generosity and wisdom? 

“We have no bird in our hands, living or dead. We have only you and our important question. Is the nothing in our hands 

something you could not bear to contemplate, to even guess? Don’t you remember being young when language was magic 

without meaning? When what you could say, could not mean? When the invisible was what imagination strove to see? When 

questions and demands for answers burned so brightly you trembled with fury at not knowing? 

“Do we have to begin consciousness with a battle heroines and heroes like you have already fought and lost leaving us with 

nothing in our hands except what you have imagined is there? Your answer is artful, but its artfulness embarrasses us and 

ought to embarrass you. Your answer is indecent in its self-congratulation. A made-for-television script that makes no sense if 

there is nothing in our hands. 

“Why didn’t you reach out, touch us with your soft fingers, delay the sound bite, the lesson, until you knew who we were? Did 

you so despise our trick, our modus operandi you could not see that we were baffled about how to get your attention? We are 

young. Unripe. We have heard all our short lives that we have to be responsible. What could that possibly mean in the 

catastrophe this world has become; where, as a poet said, “nothing needs to be exposed since it is already barefaced.” Our 

inheritance is an affront. You want us to have your old, blank eyes and see only cruelty and mediocrity. Do you think we are 

stupid enough to perjure ourselves again and again with the fiction of nationhood? How dare you talk to us of duty when we 

stand waist deep in the toxin of your past? 

“You trivialize us and trivialize the bird that is not in our hands. Is there no context for our lives? No song, no literature, no 

poem full of vitamins, no history connected to experience that you can pass along to help us start strong? You are an adult. The 

old one, the wise one. Stop thinking about saving your face. Think of our lives and tell us your particularized world. Make up a 

story. Narrative is radical, creating us at the very moment it is being created. We will not blame you if your reach exceeds your 

grasp; if love so ignites your words they go down in flames and nothing is left but their scald. Or if, with the reticence of a 

surgeon’s hands, your words suture only the places where blood might flow. We know you can never do it properly – once and 

for all. Passion is never enough; neither is skill. But try. For our sake and yours forget your name in the street; tell us what the 

world has been to you in the dark places and in the light. Don’t tell us what to believe, what to fear. Show us belief s wide skirt 
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and the stitch that unravels fear’s caul. You, old woman, blessed with blindness, can speak the language that tells us what only 

language can: how to see without pictures. Language alone protects us from the scariness of things with no names. Language 

alone is meditation. 

“Tell us what it is to be a woman so that we may know what it is to be a man. What moves at the margin. What it is to have no 

home in this place. To be set adrift from the one you knew. What it is to live at the edge of towns that cannot bear your 

company. 

“Tell us about ships turned away from shorelines at Easter, placenta in a field. Tell us about a wagonload of slaves, how they 

sang so softly their breath was indistinguishable from the falling snow. How they knew from the hunch of the nearest shoulder 

that the next stop would be their last. How, with hands prayered in their sex, they thought of heat, then sun. Lifting their faces 

as though it was there for the taking. Turning as though there for the taking. They stop at an inn. The driver and his mate go in 

with the lamp leaving them humming in the dark. The horse’s void steams into the snow beneath its hooves and its hiss and 

melt are the envy of the freezing slaves. 

“The inn door opens: a girl and a boy step away from its light. They climb into the wagon bed. The boy will have a gun in three 

years, but now he carries a lamp and a jug of warm cider. They pass it from mouth to mouth. The girl offers bread, pieces of 

meat and something more: a glance into the eyes of the one she serves. One helping for each man, two for each woman. And a 

look. They look back. The next stop will be their last. But not this one. This one is warmed.” 

It’s quiet again when the children finish speaking, until the woman breaks into the silence. 

“Finally”, she says, “I trust you now. I trust you with the bird that is not in your hands because you have truly caught it. Look. 

How lovely it is, this thing we have done – together.” 

TASK 2 – Short Response 

Answer each of the following in a complete paragraph (250 – 300 words each) citing text evidence to 

support your responses. 

1. How is the woman in the story described? Why do you think she is described that way? 

2. Why do the young visitors ask the wise woman to tell them if the bird they are holding is dead 

or alive? What are their motives? 

3. An allegory is defined as the expression by means of symbolic fictional figures and actions of 

truths or generalizations about human existence.  What allegory does Morrison use to describe 

what the woman and the bird represent? 

4. What does the woman realize about the young visitors at the end of the story?  

5. What is Morrison’s purpose for telling this story when awarded the Nobel Prize? What does she 

want her audience to take away from this story? 
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A Warrior's Daughter 
by Zitkala-Sa 

Zitkala-Sa, or Red Bird (1876-1938) was a Sioux writer and activist whose work appeared in Harper’s and Atlantic Monthly. In much of her 
writing, Zitkala-Sa tells of her childhood struggles between her Native American heritage and the dominant culture. “A Warrior’s Daughter” first 
appeared in American Indian Stories, a collection of allegorical fiction and childhood narratives to which Zitkala-Sa was a leading contributor. 

BEST Standards addressed in this task: ELA.12.R.1.1, ELA.12.C.1.5, ELA.12.C.3.1, ELA.12.V.1.3, ELA.K12.EE.1.1, ELA.K12.EE.2.1, ELA.K12.EE.3.1, 
ELA.K12.EE.4.1, ELA.K12.EE.5.1, ELA.K12.EE.6.1 

 

IN THE afternoon shadow of a large tepee, with red-painted smoke lapels, sat a warrior father with crossed shins. His head 

was so poised that his eye swept easily the vast level land to the eastern horizon line. 

He was the chieftain's bravest warrior. He had won by heroic deeds the privilege of staking his wigwam within the great circle 

of tepees. 

He was also one of the most generous gift givers to the toothless old people. For this he was entitled to the red-painted smoke 

lapels on his cone-shaped dwelling. He was proud of his honors. He never wearied of rehearsing nightly his own brave deeds. 

Though by wigwam fires he prated much of his high rank and widespread fame, his great joy was a wee black-eyed daughter of 

eight sturdy winters. Thus as he sat upon the soft grass, with his wife at his side, bent over her bead work, he was singing a 

dance song, and beat lightly the rhythm with his slender hands. 

His shrewd eyes softened with pleasure as he watched the easy movements of the small body dancing on the green before him. 

Tusee is taking her first dancing lesson. Her tightly-braided hair curves over both brown ears like a pair of crooked little horns 

which glisten in the summer sun. 

With her snugly moccasined feet close together, and a wee hand at her belt to stay the long string of beads which hang from 

her bare neck, she bends her knees gently to the rhythm of her father's voice. 

Now she ventures upon the earnest movement, slightly upward and sidewise, in a circle. At length the song drops into a 

closing cadence, and the little woman, clad in beaded deerskin, sits down beside the elder one. Like her mother, she sits upon 

her feet. In a brief moment the warrior repeats the last refrain. Again Tusee springs to her feet and dances to the swing of the 

few final measures. 

Just as the dance was finished, an elderly man, with short, thick hair loose about his square shoulders, rode into their presence 

from the rear, and leaped lightly from his pony's back. Dropping the rawhide rein to the ground, he tossed himself lazily on the 

grass. "Hunhe, you have returned soon," said the warrior, while extending a hand to his little daughter. 

Quickly the child ran to her father's side and cuddled close to him, while he tenderly placed a strong arm about her. Both father 

and child, eyeing the figure on the grass, waited to hear the man's report. 

"It is true," began the man, with a stranger's accent. "This is the night of the dance." 

"Hunha!" muttered the warrior with some surprise. 

Propping himself upon his elbows, the man raised his face. His features were of the Southern type. From an enemy's camp he 

was taken captive long years ago by Tusee's father. But the unusual qualities of the slave had won the Sioux warrior's heart, 
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and for the last three winters the man had had his freedom. He was made real man again. His hair was allowed to grow. 

However, he himself had chosen to stay in the warrior's family. 

"Hunha!" again ejaculated the warrior father. Then turning to his little daughter, he asked, "Tusee, do you hear that?" 

"Yes, father, and I am going to dance tonight!" 

With these words she bounded out of his arm and frolicked about in glee. Hereupon the proud mother's voice rang out in a 

chiding laugh. 

"My child, in honor of your first dance your father must give a generous gift. His ponies are wild, and roam beyond the great 

hill. Pray, what has he fit to offer?" she questioned, the pair of puzzled eyes fixed upon her. 

"A pony from the herd, mother, a fleet-footed pony from the herd!" Tusee shouted with sudden inspiration. 

Pointing a small forefinger toward the man lying on the grass, she cried, "Uncle, you will go after the pony tomorrow!" And 

pleased with her solution of the problem, she skipped wildly about. Her childish faith in her elders was not conditioned by a 

knowledge of human limitations, but thought all things possible to grown-ups. 

"Hähob!" exclaimed the mother, with a rising inflection, implying by the expletive that her child's buoyant spirit be not 

weighted with a denial. 

Quickly to the hard request the man replied, "How! I go if Tusee tells me so!" 

This delighted the little one, whose black eyes brimmed over with light. Standing in front of the strong man, she clapped her 

small, brown hands with joy. 

"That makes me glad! My heart is good! Go, uncle, and bring a handsome pony!" she cried. In an instant she would have frisked 

away, but an impulse held her tilting where she stood. In the man's own tongue, for he had taught her many words and 

phrases, she exploded, "Thank you, good uncle, thank you!" then tore away from sheer excess of glee. 

The proud warrior father, smiling and narrowing his eyes, muttered approval, "Howo! Hechetu!" 

Like her mother, Tusee has finely pencilled eyebrows and slightly extended nostrils; but in her sturdiness of form she 

resembles her father. 

A loyal daughter, she sits within her tepee making beaded deerskins for her father, while he longs to stave off her every suitor 

as all unworthy of his old heart's pride. But Tusee is not alone in her dwelling. Near the entrance-way a young brave is half 

reclining on a mat. In silence he watches the petals of a wild rose growing on the soft buckskin. Quickly the young woman slips 

the beads on the silvery sinew thread, and works them into the pretty flower design. Finally, in a low, deep voice, the young 

man begins: 

"The sun is far past the zenith. It is now only a man's height above the western edge of land. I hurried hither to tell you 

tomorrow I join the war party." 

He pauses for reply, but the maid's head drops lower over her deerskin, and her lips are more firmly drawn together. He 

continues: 
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"Last night in the moonlight I met your warrior father. He seemed to know I had just stepped forth from your tepee. I fear he 

did not like it, for though I greeted him, he was silent. I halted in his pathway. With what boldness I dared, while my heart was 

beating hard and fast, I asked him for his only daughter. 

"Drawing himself erect to his tallest height, and gathering his loose robe more closely about his proud figure, he flashed a pair 

of piercing eyes upon me. 

"'Young man,' said he, with a cold, slow voice that chilled me to the marrow of my bones, 'hear me. Naught but an enemy's 

scalp-lock, plucked fresh with your own hand, will buy Tusee for your wife.' Then he turned on his heel and stalked away." 

Tusee thrusts her work aside. With earnest eyes she scans her lover's face. 

"My father's heart is really kind. He would know if you are brave and true," murmured the daughter, who wished no ill-will 

between her two loved ones. 

Then rising to go, the youth holds out a right hand. "Grasp my hand once firmly before I go, Hoye. Pray tell me, will you wait 

and watch for my return?" 

Tusee only nods assent, for mere words are vain. 

At early dawn the round camp-ground awakes into song. Men and women sing of bravery and of triumph. They inspire the 

swelling breasts of the painted warriors mounted on prancing ponies bedecked with the green branches of trees. 

Riding slowly around the great ring of cone-shaped tepees, here and there, a loud-singing warrior swears to avenge a former 

wrong, and thrusts a bare brown arm against the purple east, calling the Great Spirit to hear his vow. All having made the 

circuit, the singing war party gallops away southward. 

Astride their ponies laden with food and deerskins, brave elderly women follow after their warriors. Among the foremost rides 

a young woman in elaborately beaded buckskin dress. Proudly mounted, she curbs with the single rawhide loop a wild-eyed 

pony. 

It is Tusee on her father's warhorse. Thus the war party of Indian men and their faithful women vanish beyond the southern 

skyline. 

A day's journey brings them very near the enemy's borderland. Nightfall finds a pair of twin tepees nestled in a deep ravine. 

Within one lounge the painted warriors, smoking their pipes and telling weird stories by the firelight, while in the other 

watchful women crouch uneasily about their center fire. 

By the first gray light in the east the tepees are banished. They are gone. The warriors are in the enemy's camp, breaking 

dreams with their tomahawks. The women are hid away in secret places in the long thicketed ravine. 

The day is far spent, the red sun is low over the west. 

At length straggling warriors return, one by one, to the deep hollow. In the twilight they number their men. Three are missing. 

Of these absent ones two are dead; but the third one, a young man, is a captive to the foe. 

"He-he!" lament the warriors, taking food in haste. 
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In silence each woman, with long strides, hurries to and fro, tying large bundles on her pony's back. Under cover of night the 

war party must hasten homeward. Motionless, with bowed head, sits a woman in her hiding-place. She grieves for her lover. 

In bitterness of spirit she hears the warriors' murmuring words. With set teeth she plans to cheat the hated enemy of their 

captive. In the meanwhile low signals are given, and the war party, unaware of Tusee's absence, steal quietly away. The soft 

thud of pony-hoofs grows fainter and fainter. The gradual hush of the empty ravine whirrs noisily in the ear of the young 

woman. Alert for any sound of footfalls nigh, she holds her breath to listen. Her right hand rests on a long knife in her belt. Ah, 

yes, she knows where her pony is hid, but not yet has she need of him. Satisfied that no danger is nigh, she prowls forth from 

her place of hiding. With a panther's tread and pace she climbs the high ridge beyond the low ravine. From thence she spies 

the enemy's camp-fires. 

Rooted to the barren bluff the slender woman's figure stands on the pinnacle of night, outlined against a starry sky. The cool 

night breeze wafts to her burning ear snatches of song and drum. With desperate hate she bites her teeth. 

Tusee beckons the stars to witness. With impassioned voice and uplifted face she pleads: 

"Great Spirit, speed me to my lover's rescue! Give me swift cunning for a weapon this night! All-powerful Spirit, grant me my 

warrior-father's heart, strong to slay a foe and mighty to save a friend!" 

In the midst of the enemy's camp-ground, underneath a temporary dance-house, are men and women in gala-day dress. It is 

late in the night, but the merry warriors bend and bow their nude, painted bodies before a bright center fire. To the lusty 

men's voices and the rhythmic throbbing drum, they leap and rebound with feathered headgears waving. 

Women with red-painted cheeks and long, braided hair sit in a large half-circle against the willow railing. They, too, join in the 

singing, and rise to dance with their victorious warriors. 

Amid this circular dance arena stands a prisoner bound to a post, haggard with shame and sorrow. He hangs his disheveled 

head. 

He stares with unseeing eyes upon the bare earth at his feet. With jeers and smirking faces the dancers mock the Dakota 

captive. Rowdy braves and small boys hoot and yell in derision. 

Silent among the noisy mob, a tall woman, leaning both elbows on the round willow railing, peers into the lighted arena. The 

dancing center fire shines bright into her handsome face, intensifying the night in her dark eyes. It breaks into myriad points 

upon her beaded dress. Unmindful of the surging throng jostling her at either side, she glares in upon the hateful, scoffing men. 

Suddenly she turns her head. Tittering maids whisper near her ear: 

"There! There! See him now, sneering in the captive's face. 'Tis he who sprang upon the young man and dragged him by his 

long hair to yonder post. See! He is handsome! How gracefully he dances!" 

The silent young woman looks toward the bound captive. She sees a warrior, scarce older than the captive, flourishing a 

tomahawk in the Dakota's face. A burning rage darts forth from her eyes and brands him for a victim of revenge. Her heart 

mutters within her breast, "Come, I wish to meet you, vile foe, who captured my lover and tortures him now with a living 

death." 
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Here the singers hush their voices, and the dancers scatter to their various resting-places along the willow ring. The victor 

gives a reluctant last twirl of his tomahawk, then, like the others, he leaves the center ground. With head and shoulders 

swaying from side to side, he carries a high-pointing chin toward the willow railing. Sitting down upon the ground with 

crossed legs, he fans himself with an outspread turkey wing. 

Now and then he stops his haughty blinking to peep out of the corners of his eyes. He hears some one clearing her throat 

gently. It is unmistakably for his ear. The wing-fan swings irregularly to and fro. At length he turns a proud face over a bare 

shoulder and beholds a handsome woman smiling. 

"Ah, she would speak to a hero!" thumps his heart wildly. 

The singers raise their voices in unison. The music is irresistible. Again lunges the victor into the open arena. Again he leers 

into the captive's face. At every interval between the songs he returns to his resting-place. Here the young woman awaits him. 

As he approaches she smiles boldly into his eyes. He is pleased with her face and her smile. 

Waving his wing-fan spasmodically in front of his face, he sits with his ears pricked up. He catches a low whisper. A hand taps 

him lightly on the shoulder. The handsome woman speaks to him in his own tongue. "Come out into the night. I wish to tell you 

who I am." 

He must know what sweet words of praise the handsome woman has for him. With both hands he spreads the meshes of the 

loosely-woven willows, and crawls out unnoticed into the dark. 

Before him stands the young woman. Beckoning him with a slender hand, she steps backward, away from the light and the 

restless throng of onlookers. He follows with impatient strides. She quickens her pace. He lengthens his strides. Then suddenly 

the woman turns from him and darts away with amazing speed. Clinching his fists and biting his lower lip, the young man runs 

after the fleeing woman. In his maddened pursuit he forgets the dance arena. 

Beside a cluster of low bushes the woman halts. The young man, panting for breath and plunging headlong forward, whispers 

loud, "Pray tell me, are you a woman or an evil spirit to lure me away?" 

Turning on heels firmly planted in the earth, the woman gives a wild spring forward, like a panther for its prey. In a husky 

voice she hissed between her teeth, "I am a Dakota woman!" 

From her unerring long knife the enemy falls heavily at her feet. The Great Spirit heard Tusee's prayer on the hilltop. He gave 

her a warrior's strong heart to lessen the foe by one. 

A bent old woman's figure, with a bundle like a grandchild slung on her back, walks round and round the dance-house. The 

wearied onlookers are leaving in twos and threes. The tired dancers creep out of the willow railing, and some go out at the 

entrance way, till the singers, too, rise from the drum and are trudging drowsily homeward. Within the arena the center fire 

lies broken in red embers. The night no longer lingers about the willow railing, but, hovering into the dance-house, covers here 

and there a snoring man whom sleep has overpowered where he sat. 

The captive in his tight-binding rawhide ropes hangs in hopeless despair. Close about him the gloom of night is slowly 

crouching. Yet the last red, crackling embers cast a faint light upon his long black hair, and, shining through the thick mats, 

caress his wan face with undying hope. 
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Still about the dance-house the old woman prowls. Now the embers are gray with ashes. 

The old bent woman appears at the entrance way. With a cautious, groping foot she enters. Whispering between her teeth a 

lullaby for her sleeping child in her blanket, she searches for something forgotten. 

Noisily snored the dreaming men in the darkest parts. As the lisping old woman draws nigh, the captive again opens his eyes. 

A forefinger she presses to her lip. The young man arouses himself from his stupor. His senses belie him. Before his wide-open 

eyes the old bent figure straightens into its youthful stature. Tusee herself is beside him. With a stroke upward and downward 

she severs the cruel cords with her sharp blade. Dropping her blanket from her shoulders, so that it hangs from her girdled 

waist like a skirt, she shakes the large bundle into a light shawl for her lover. Quickly she spreads it over his bare back. 

"Come!" she whispers, and turns to go; but the young man, numb and helpless, staggers nigh to falling. 

The sight of his weakness makes her strong. A mighty power thrills her body. Stooping beneath his outstretched arms grasping 

at the air for support, Tusee lifts him upon her broad shoulders. With half-running, triumphant steps she carries him away into 

the open night. 

Task 3: Comparative Writing 

After you have read the excerpt, complete the following short narrative paragraph. 

What do you think “A Warrior’s Daughter” suggests about courage and determination? What develops these qualities in a 

leader? Consider the values and norms modeled by the characters in the story, then, write a response (350-500 words) 

using textual evidence and original commentary to support your ideas. 

 If you are stuck, use the following questions and/or sentence frames to guide your analysis of the text (do not 

simply list answers to these questions; they are meant to guide your narrative response): 

o What makes the main character brave? How do you know? 

o When do people do brave things? 

o What makes bravery important to Sioux culture? 

o Use one of more of these sentence starters if you need them 

 Courage means… 

 Tusee acts bravely when she… 

 Tusee acts bravely because… 

 In Sioux culture, people value… 

 Determination means… 

 

Task 4: Making Connections 

“Bird by Bird,” “Nobel Lecture,” and “A Warrior’s Daughter” all appear to be incredibly different pieces upon first read, but 

by taking a closer look similarities can be found. In a paragraph or two (250-500 words) convince the reader of how these 

pieces can be connected. 

 


