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August 18, 2022 7:30PM-8:30PM

We are thrilled for you to join us at the observation 
deck of the Chester Hill Lookout for a communal 
reading to the ravine. Tonight we will read selec-
tions from texts on and around the Don to the 
expansive valley: texts in an ongoing bibliography 
that have been both guiding forces and sources of 
wonder in approaching the intricate network of the 
river. 

As the sun sets and lends way to night, we will 
follow this reading with a workshop on the moving 
nature of oration considering the power of words, 
writing and narrative as forces of enchantment, 
mythology and imaginaries. 

-Chris Mendoza and Parker Kay
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Ioannou, Susan. “Don Valley Day.” Where the Light Waits. Victoria, 
B.C: Ekstasis Editions, 1996. 



11

DON VALLEY DAY *
Susan Ioannou 

First appeared in Toronto Life, February 1992. 
Reprinted from: Where the Light Waits. Victoria, BC: Ekstasis Editions, 1996

* An annual spring event where volunteers clear litter from park lands in Toronto's Don Valley.

I 

Helping to heal 
the green valley, the greener river, 
by harvesting what haste has tossed, 

I bend and rise, 
hand in a damp cotton glove, 
mendicant monk of litter, humble work, 

and heal myself, 
scooping and rising 
in rhythm with ancient planter and gleaner, 

in rhythm with a small child 
clinging to mother, 
stroking her belly’s warmth. 

II 

Apes, cats, many small creatures 
pick nits from each other’s fur, 
a mutual tending and care, 

symbiosis: the native respect for nature, 
thanking a seal, a deer for giving its life 
to be our cover, our food. 

Can we mend the rents in the air, 
lift stains from the ground, 
bring Earth full circle again? 

By doing so, 
can we also make ourselves 
whole? 
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Dark Pines Under Water
Gwendolyn MacEwen

From: The Shadow-Maker. Toronto: Macmillan, 1972

This land like a mirror turns you inward 
And you become a forest in a furtive lake; 
The dark pines of your mind reach downward, 
You dream in the green of your time, 
Your memory is a row of sinking pines. 

Explorer, you tell yourself, this is not what you came for 
Although it is good here, and green; 
You had meant to move with a kind of largeness, 
You had planned a heavy grace, an anguished dream. 

But the dark pines of your mind dip deeper 
And you are sinking, sinking, sleeper 
In an elementary world; 
There is something down there and you want it told.
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The First Water Is the Body
Natalie Diaz 

The Colorado River is the most endangered river in the United States—
also, it is a part of my body. 

I carry a river. It is who I am: ‘Aha Makav. This is not metaphor. 

When a Mojave says, Inyech ‘Aha Makavch ithuum, we are saying our 
name. We are telling a story of our existence. The river runs through the 
middle of my body. 

So far, I have said the word river in every stanza. I don’t want to waste water. 
I must preserve the river in my body. 

In future stanzas, I will try to be more conservative. 

→

The Spanish called us, Mojave. Colorado, the name they gave our river 
because it was silt-red-thick. 

Natives have been called red forever. I have never met a red Native, not 
even on my reservation, not even at the National Museum of the Ameri-
can Indian, not even at the largest powwow in Parker, Arizona. 

I live in the desert along a dammed blue river. The only red people I’ve 
seen are white tourists sunburned after being out on the water too long.

←

‘Aha Makav is the true name of our people, given to us by our Creator 
who 
loosed the river from the earth and built it into our living bodies. 

Translated into English, ‘Aha Makav means the river runs through the 
middle of our body, the same way it runs through the middle of our land. 

This is a poor translation, like all translations.
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In American imaginations, the logic of this image will lend itself to sur-
realism or magical realism—

Americans prefer a magical red Indian, or a shaman, or a fake Indian in a 
red dress, over a real Native. Even a real Native carrying the dangerous 
and heavy blues of a river in her body. 

What threatens white people is often dismissed as myth. I have never 
been true in America. America is my myth.

→
 
Jacques Derrida says, Every text remains in mourning until it is translated. 

When Mojaves say the word for tears, we return to our word for river, as 
if our river were flowing from our eyes. A great weeping, is how you might 
translate it. Or a river of grief. 

But who is this translation for and will they come to my language’s four 
night funeral to grieve what has been lost in my efforts at translation? 
When they have drunk dry my river will they join the mourning procession 
across our bleached desert?
 
The word for drought is different across many languages and lands. The 
ache of thirst, though, translates to all bodies along the same paths—the 
tongue, the throat, the kidneys. No matter what language you speak, no 
matter the color of your skin.

←
 
We carry the river, its body of water, in our body.
 
I do not mean to imply a visual relationship. Such as: a Native woman on 
her knees holding a box of Land O’ Lakes butter whose label has a pic-
ture of a Native woman on her knees holding a box of Land O’ Lakes 
butter whose label has a picture of a Native woman on her knees ...
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We carry the river, its body of water, in our body. I do not mean to invoke 
the Droste effect—this is not a picture of a river within a picture of a river.
 
I mean river as a verb. A happening. It is moving within me right now. 

→
 
This is not juxtaposition. Body and water are not two unlike things—they 
are more than close together or side by side. They are same—body, being, 
energy, prayer, current, motion, medicine. 

The body is beyond six senses. Is sensual. An ecstatic state of energy, al-
ways on the verge of praying, or entering any river of movement.
 
Energy is a moving river moving my moving body. 

←
 
In Mojave thinking, body and land are the same. The words are separated 
only by letters ‘ii and ‘a: ‘iimat for body, ‘amat for land. In conversation, 
we often use a shortened form for each: mat-. Unless you know the con-
text of a conversation, you might not know if we are speaking about our 
body or our land. You might not know which has been injured, which is 
remembering, which is alive, which was dreamed, which needs care. You 
might not know we meant both.
 
If I say, My river is disappearing, do I also mean, My people are disappearing? 

→

How can I translate—not in words but in belief—that a river is a body, as 
alive as you or I, that there can be no life without it?

←

John Berger wrote, True translation is not a binary affair between two lan
guages but a triangular affair. The third point of the triangle being what lay 
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behind the words of the original text before it was written. True translation 
demands a return to the pre-verbal.
 
Between the English translation I offered, and the urgency I felt typing ‘Aha 
Makav in the lines above, is not the point where this story ends or begins.
 
We must go to the place before those two points—we must go to the third 
place that is the river.
 
We must go to the point of the lance entering the earth, and the river be-
coming the first body bursting from earth’s clay body into my sudden body. 
We must submerge, come under, beneath those once warm red waters 
now channeled blue and cool, the current’s endless yards of emerald silk 
wrapping the body and moving it, swift enough to take life or give it.
 
We must go until we smell the black root-wet anchoring the river’s mud 
banks. We must go beyond beyond to a place where we have never been
the center, where there is no center—beyond, toward what does not need
us yet makes us.

→

What is this third point, this place that breaks a surface, if not the deep-
cut and crooked bone bed where the Colorado River runs—a one-thou-
sand- four-hundred-and-fifty-mile thirst—into and through a body? 

Berger called it the pre-verbal. Pre-verbal as in the body when the body 
was more than body. Before it could name itself body and be limited, bor-
dered to the space body indicated. 

Pre-verbal is the place where the body was yet a green-blue energy 
green ing, greened and bluing the stone, red and floodwaters, the razor-
back fish, the beetle, and the cottonwoods’ and willows’ shaded shadows. 

Pre-verbal was when the body was more than a body and possible.

One of its possibilities was to hold a river within it.
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