
The Shasta Woman 
 
 

 Picture a valley, deep and wide, 
 Rimmed by mountains on every side. 
 
 Brown people lived there, a thousand strong, 
 As they had lived for an eon long; 
 
 Hunted the elk and the black-tailed deer, 
 Gathered the salmon with net and spear, 
 
 Dug for roots on the grassy plain, 
 Lived through cycles of joy and pain. 
 
 Seventeen villages, blending in 
 With earth and sky and animal kin. 
 
 They were there when Moses carried his load. 
 They were there when Romans fashioned their road. 
 
 They were there in lingering ice-age chill. 
 They were there when Christ climbed the dusty hill. 
 
 
 
 Then the white men came and they dug for gold, 
 Spoiling hunting grounds centuries old, 
 
 Roiling the streams 'til the fish all died, 
 Spreading misery on every side. 
 
 They slaughtered the game to feed their hordes, 
 They cut down trees and they sawed out boards 
 
 
 



 And pretty soon they had made a town 
 And they burned the seventeen villages down. 
 
 The angry voices were quickly stilled, 
 For the browns who fought were swiftly killed, 
 
 And those remaining were humbled down 
 To asking alms on the edge of town. 
 
 Debased, degraded, no longer proud, 
 Afraid to look or to speak out loud, 
 
 And many just shuffled in drunken daze 
 As they learned the worst of the white man's ways. 
 
 
 
 And now we come to the heart of my tale, 
 A brown woman thrown in the white man's jail. 
 
 Debauched and drunken and ridden with sin, 
 A week and day she was kept therein. 
 
 They set her free in a calico dress 
 To cover her "savage nakedness." 
 
 They let her out and she stumbled down 
 To join her friends on the edge of town. 
 
 Then a miner came to hoot and jeer 
 At the browns, who crouched and cringed in fear. 
 
 The woman rose like a bear enraged 
 And leapt at him like a wolf uncaged. 
 
 She ripped a gun from the miner's hand 
 And bashed him down to the trodden sand. 



 The woman brandished the rifle high. 
 She faced her men with a flashing eye. 
 
 Then an eagle's look she fixed on them 
 And she ripped the dress from neck to hem. 
 
 Her face aflame with anger and pride, 
 She flung the calico dress aside. 
 
 Her eyes shot fire as she spoke, and then 
 Her voice rang out, "Are you dogs or men?" 
 
 Then, waving the rifle above her head: 
 "If you will not fight you are better dead." 
 
 She kicked and trampled the hated clothes. 
 She jeered the men 'til they all arose. 
 
 And, splendidly naked, her white teeth shone: 
 "Now follow me, or I'll go alone." 
 
 She did not blink and she showed no fear 
 As back she strode like a grenadier. 
 
 As the miners' guns began to crack 
 She led her men in a last attack. 
 
 Yes, she led a charge on the white man's town 
 But the guns of the miners cut them down. 
 
 In the dusty street, the brown ones died 
 Like men, not dogs, with a savage pride. 
 
 And, firing her rifle, the last to fall 
 Was the beautiful woman…last of all. 
 
 



 It's the kind of story they would have told 
 'Round village fires in the times of old. 
 
 The children's eyes would have gleamed with pride 
 At the beautiful woman's warrior stride. 
 
 But the seventeen villages are no more, 
 Swept off like sand from the ocean shore. 
 
 There, only the lonely coyote wails, 
 And we know that dead men tell no tales. 
 
 No one to hear, no one to tell, 
 No one to guard the legend well. 
 
 No one to tell, no one to hear, 
 No one to wipe away a tear. 
 
 No children to tell the story to. 
 That's why I tell it now, to you. 
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