The End of My Childhood
N. Scott Momaday

At Jemez I came to the end of my childhood. There were no schools within easy reach. I had to go
nearly thirty miles to school at Bernalillo, and one year I lived away in Albuquerque. My mother
and father wanted me to have the benefit of a sound preparation for college, and so we read
through many high school catalogues. After long deliberation we decided that I should spend my
last year of high school at a military academy in Virginia.

The day before I was to leave I went walking across the river to the red mesa, where many times
before I had gone to be alone with my thoughts. And I had climbed several times to the top of the
masa and looked among the old ruins there for pottery. This time I chose to climb the north end,
perhaps because I had not gone that way before and wanted to see what it was. It was a difficult
climb, and when I got to the top I was spent I lingered among the ruins for more than an hour, I
judge, waiting for my strength to return.

From there I could see the whole valley below, the fields, the river, and the village. It was all very
beautiful, and the sight of it filled me with longing. I looked for an easier way to come down, and
at length I found a broad, smooth runway of rock, a shallow groove winding out like a stream. It
appeared to be safe enough, and I started to follow it. There were steps along the way, a stairway,
in effect. But the steps became deeper and deeper, and at last [ had to drop down the length of my
body and more. Still it seemed convenient to follow in the groove of rock. I was more than
halfway down when I came upon a deep, funnel-shaped formation in my path. And there I had to
make a decision. The slope on either side was extremely steep and forbidding, and yet I thought
that I could work my way down on either side.

The formation at my feet was something else. It was perhaps ten or twelve feet deep, wide at the
top and narrow at the bottom, where there appeared to be a level ledge. If I could get down
through the funnel to the ledge, I should be all right; surely the rest of the way down was
negotiable. But I realized that there could be no turning back. Once I was down in that rocky chute
I could not get up again, for the round wall which nearly encircled the space there was too high
and sheer. I elected to go down into it, to try for the ledge directly below. I eased myself down the
smooth, nearly vertical wall on my back, pressing my arms and legs outward against the sides.
After what seemed a long time I was trapped in the rock. The ledge was no longer there before me;
it had been an optical illusion. Now, in this angle of vision, there was nothing but the ground, far,
far below, and jagged boulders set there like teeth.

I remember that my arms were scraped and bleeding, stretched out against the walls with all the
pressure that I could exert. When once I looked down I saw that legs, also spread out and pressed
hard against the walls, were shaking violently. I was in an impossible situation; I could not move
in any direction, save downward in a fall, and I could not stay beyond another minute where I was.
I believed then that I would die there, and I saw with a terrible clarity the things of the valley

below. They were not the less beautiful to me. It seemed to me that I grew suddenly very clam in



view of that beloved world. And I remembered nothing else of that moment. I passed out of my
mind, and the next thing I knew I was sitting down on the ground, very cold in the shadows, and
looking up at the rock where I had been within an eyelash of eternity.

That was a strange thing in my life, and I think of it as the end of an age. I should never again see
the world as I saw it on the other side of that moment, in the bright reflection of time lost. There
are such reflections, and for some of them I have the names.



