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In the summer of 2007, I was following Dr. Beekhuizen at the Northern Navajo Medical Center. Dr. Beekhuizen walked quickly from room to room and I tried to keep up with him. I finished my freshman year at the University of New Mexico and I was shadowing doctors for a summer internship program on the Navajo reservation in Shiprock, New Mexico.  The first doctor I met was Dr. Beekhuizen. He was an Anglo man from Boston. He had a Boston accent I only heard from television or the movies.  His red slicked back hair gave him more speed as he walked through the hospital.
We walked into one of the rooms, and there sat an elderly Navajo couple. The Navajo man sat in his chair with his elbows resting on his knees looking down. He wore a “John Deere” hat and a buttoned up western shirt with cowboy boots. His wife sat beside him looking down wearing a long skirt and a silver button shirt.  A dark maroon scarf was wrapped under her chin.  They reminded me of my grandparents in Tuba City, Arizona. The couple looked up at us as we walked in.


The wife appeared nervous when Dr. Beekhuizen entered. She didn’t seem to notice me. The husband looked up and straightened his posture in his chair. They looked like they didn’t belong in a hospital. Dr. Beekhuizen broke the silence in the room. 
  “Yá'át'ééh Shimá doo Shizhé’é,” said Dr. Beekhuizen which is, “Hello my mother and father.” Clearly, Dr. Beekhuizen and these two Navajo couple were not related.

The Navajo couple looked relieved. They shook his hand with acceptance and trust.  Dr. Beekhuizen had learned the Navajo language and this made the couple feel comfortable with him. The Navajo couple realized that someone that wasn’t Navajo took the time to learn the language and this made them more appreciative of Dr. Beekhuizen. Later after seeing the couple, Dr. Beekhuizen told me, “I really enjoy the culture here. Everyone is warm and appreciative.” 
This made me think. I realize now that Dr. Beekhuizen was right and when I become a doctor, elderly Navajo people will be more appreciative of me.  They will see a Navajo speaking son who is a healer. 
*            *            *

It was winter in 1997. I was ten years old. I was standing outside my grandparents’ house on the Navajo Reservation, in Tuba City, Arizona.  The house was an old red brick house with a porch, which my dad built a long time ago.  Vines clung to the porch and wall. My dad and I were on this porch, standing at the front door. My dad knocked, and seconds later, footsteps approached from inside. The door opened and it was my grandpa, my mom’s dad, standing in front of me. He had his large thick-rimmed glasses on, and he was wearing a long-sleeved striped plaid shirt.  Grandpa’s eyes squinted through his large thick-rimmed glasses, trying to figure out who we were.
“Emmit!” my dad said loudly to Grandpa, because of his hearing loss.

“Ohhhh!” said grandpa in his Navajo accent. “Is that you Herbert? I thought you were a couple of white Mormon boys trying to get me to convert.”

My dad smiled.  Grandpa tilted his head down so he could look at me.

“Yá'át'ééh Shicheii!”(Hello grandfather) Grandpa said jokingly with a smile.  He offered his hand.  Smiling, I shook his hand. I didn’t really say much because I was a kid, and when you’re a kid who hasn’t seen their grandpa since the summer, you’re usually shy. My mom came out of the grey Chrysler, gave Grandpa a hug and we all walked in the house.
The house was a reservation house, which isn’t as nice as a city house, but to me it was home. I walked into the house and it was hot, really hot. I took my jacket off and placed it on the beige couch.  The cushion was flat, so when you sat down you felt the hard springs on your butt.  Across the living room was the fire place, the only source of heat and light. Even though it was daylight outside, the light was blocked from entering the reservation house because the windows were covered by “Navajo curtains,” thick bed sheets. In the living room sat another old beaten couch, and a large TV which looked like it was bought in the 70’s.  A large antenna sat on top of the TV with extra tinfoil wrapped around for better reception.  The TV was placed in the middle of a handmade bookshelf, surrounded by dusty old trophies.  One trophy was titled: “Tuba City Girls Basketball 3A Champions 1978.” Above the shelf were pictures of my mom when she was a teenager and beside her were pictures of her eight siblings.  Everything in this house looked old, but seemed to have a certain meaning to my grandparents. 
*            *            *
Tuba City, Arizona, is a reservation town filled with Navajos. I had come from Columbus, Ohio, which didn’t have any Navajos except for my family; my parents and I. In Tuba City, there is only one grocery store called Bashas’ which doesn’t sell name brand products. The landscape is dirt, nothing but red dirt and sand with a few weeds that have survived. There are a few mesas out on the distant horizon.  It is windy most of the year, and sand blows trash and tumbleweeds everywhere.   The houses are wind breaks, on the side of all the houses you can see trash and weeds piled together. 

There is a McDonald’s, a Chevron gas station, a trading post, one motel, a baseball field (with no grass but weeds), a Navajo flea market (which is a big yard sale in the dirt), and one main street.  In Columbus, Ohio, everything is green with trees and grass. Columbus is a city with tall buildings, skyscrapers and a downtown. Tuba City isn’t a city at all. There are many grocery stores in Columbus, many baseball fields that I played on (with grass), no flea markets, many motels and hotels, and it has paved freeways. In Columbus though, you can’t see the horizon, it is congested and not-open spaced like Tuba City.
*            *            *

Back in the house my grandma, Faye, was making pottery in front of the TV watching the news.  Our commotion broke her concentration and she turned around.  A dark blue scarf covered her head and was wrapped under her chin.  Grandma was wearing a long skirt with white socks and black canvas shoes.  She was also wearing a maroon velvet shirt with silver buttons. Her hands and forearms were muddy from the clay.  Right away Grandma recognized us and a smile grew on her face. Standing up, she cleaned her hands with a white dish towel. My mom and my dad both gave her a hug. She looked at me and leaned down to give me a hug, trying not to get her wet arms on me.

“Yá'át'ééh Shiyázh,” Grandma said, which means “Hello little one.” 

I smiled back at her because I was still too shy to say anything. 


My parents and grandparents started talking.  Mom talked to Grandma in Navajo and Dad had a conversation with Grandpa as they drank coffee. Once in a while my grandparents asked me a question and I answered. 

“How’s school going Justin?” Grandma said.


“Good.”



“You getting good grades?” 

“Yeah.”


“You have a girlfriend yet?” Grandpa said jokingly.


“Nope,” I said with a smile.  My grandpa smiled and the lines in his face showed.
I began wondering when I would see my cousins so we could play outside in the dirt and build tunnels for our Hot Wheels. My cousins were still in school for a week until Christmas break, so I had to entertain myself for the time being. 


When my parents and grandparents finished their coffee, my dad walked outside and I followed. He was planning to transplant a shade tree so he began to dig a hole in the red dirt. I helped him dig for a while but I became bored.  I stopped helping him and walked around the house for a while.  I wish my cousins were on winter break like I was, so we could play. In Ohio I had a lot of friends, but none were Navajo. 
*            *            *
All my family lived in Tuba City while my parents and I lived in Columbus, Ohio. What was a ten year old Navajo boy, like me, doing in the Ohio?  My parents were attending college at The Ohio State University, home of the Buckeyes. My parents, born and raised on the reservation, wanted a college education. They went to Ohio State to receive a Masters Degree in Education.  I remember one year when we were going back to Ohio, we were put in the newspaper.  I guess it was something special for a Navajo family to leave the reservation and get an education. I was small but I remember going to Phoenix, Arizona with my parents so they could talk to an interviewer.  A month later our picture was in the Navajo Times. I was famous at the age of five for one day throughout the whole Navajo Nation.

 During the summer and winter breaks I would go back to Tuba City and live with my grandparents until the semester began.  In Ohio, my family lived in Family Campus Housing with many other families.  I went to an elementary school about two miles away from campus.  At my elementary school, there were mostly black kids, some white kids, and only one Navajo kid-me. My classmates thought I was a Plains Indian who lived in a teepee, had feathers in my hair, and also had a chief that lived with me. They had no knowledge of Native Americans; it was funny. I knew Native Americans didn’t live like this because I lived with Native Americans and I never lived like that. But they were my friends in Ohio. 
*            *            *

As I walked back around the house, I noticed that my grandpa had put a rabbit cage up in the tree. He had put the cage up in the tree because of all the “Rez” dogs that roam the reservation, like African Hyenas, looking for some food to feed their skinny bodies.  The “Rez” dogs sometimes would come to my grandparents’ house to try and eat the rabbits. The “Rez” dogs would go through the trash and take Grandma’s shirts that hung from the clothesline.  After seven dead rabbits, Grandpa put the cage high in the cottonwood tree.
Now excited, I walked over to the tree and saw the rabbits inside the cage. I wanted to look at them and pet them. I remember one of the rabbit’s name was Gizmo. I started to climb the tree. My dad, still with his shovel, said,

 “Be careful, Jus.”
I looked up toward the cage and I was almost there.  Gizmo the white rabbit sat lazily, one ear flopped to the side chewing a piece of straw.  My arms and legs tired as I tightened my grip on the branch.  I climbed about ten feet high. I lifted my arm and saw small scratches from the bark.  I was almost to the cage which sat propped up between the trunks of the trees.  The rabbits looked at me but they sat there calmly chewing their pellets.  My breath increased and beads of sweat started running down my forehead. 

 I tried to position my foot for one more step, but I felt myself start to fall.  I lost my grip on the branch. My hand tried to grab another branch but missed. I was falling backwards and there was no one to catch me. It happened fast but it felt that time had slowed down.  The brown dirt was coming closer and closer and one ant ran for its life.  I threw my right arm towards the ground, hoping it would stop my fall. My right arm hit the ground and I heard a POP in my right shoulder.  I hit the ground so hard, it shook the underworld. BAM! I rolled over on my backside not knowing what had happened. 

 Looking up, the tree was above.  The branches created an image of a spider web with the blue sky behind it.  Immense pain rushed through my shoulder.  It felt as if a thousand needles were stuck two inches inside my shoulder.  Tears rolled down my cheek. The pain worsened because a new sensation began to grow. My shoulder felt hot and cold at the same time. I could feel my heart thumping through my body which made the pain worse. THUMP THUMP, THUMP THUMP. I yelled out.
My dad dropped his shovel and ran toward me. He helped me sit up and I positioned my right arm across my chest, where I found a little comfort.  I looked at my hands, knees, and legs wondering if there was blood, instead I saw sand stuck to my arms and hands. I tried to spit out the grainy sand from my dry mouth.  I could hear the crunch in my inner ears as I chomped my teeth together. My dad placed his hands on my shoulder lightly and I cried out. My dad quickly moved his hand. He knew I was in pain. Dad picked me up carefully and took me inside the house. My dad walked through the back door. My grandparents and my mom looked at us, wondering what happened. 

“He fell off the tree” Dad said to Mom, “His shoulder is hurting him.  I’m going to take him to the hospital.”

“Take the truck,” my mom said.

Dad took me outside and carefully placed me inside Grandpa’s brown Chevy. He started the truck and my grandpa’s favorite radio station came on. I didn’t want to listen because I was in pain.  I remember a tune from the Navajo band “Aces Wild” came on and the radio said, “You are listening to KNDN 960 AM, All Navajo, All the Time.” In that noticeable Navajo reservation accent, the announcer said, “Keshmish (Christmas) is almost here!  Come on down and get your Chevy pickup for that special someone.  Bad credit, no credit, no worries!” I was worried though. My shoulder was hurting. I was worried that my arm would have to be cut off.

On the way to the hospital we sped down Main Street passing Bashas’, the Chevron gas station, McDonald’s, and the trading post. I saw the weeds and red dirt blur by out the window. We came upon traffic from the local flea market, known more commonly as the “Navajo mall” or “Mutton Alley,” where people can get anything from a bale of hay to a rack of lamb ribs.
“We’re almost there Jus Boy,” Dad said to comfort me.  

We arrived at the hospital.  Dad parked in the front parking lot.  He carried me out of the truck and walked to the front entrance.  There were many Navajos waiting outside the entrance because an old Navajo woman was selling hot burritos.  She carried them in her blue cooler.  My dad carried me inside and the sliding door opened.  I could smell the “hospital smell,” it was different from outside which smelled like burritos.  Inside the hospital were more Navajos than outside.  Navajos everywhere looked at us curiously. Most of them weren’t even hurt or sick, they just came with their family members who were hurt or sick.  With every sick Navajo you get three more that come along.  With every hurt Navajo, the whole family comes.  My dad got a wheel chair, and I carefully sat down. I looked around; there were huge murals on the walls.  One was a Navajo woman herding sheep in the snow.  Another mural was a Navajo man standing outside his Hogan as the sun started to rise. The beige walls were dirty though. The tan carpet looked like it hadn’t been shampooed in years. Stains were here and there. It was kind of disgusting to me. I could hear the muffled intercom.
“Where is Mr. Begay’s chart number?!”

My dad asked an assistant dressed in blue scrubs with white hospital shoes a question but I paid no attention, the pain was too unbearable.  The assistant took us to a waiting room.  We entered and every Navajo in the room turned their heads to look at us, and then went back to their own business.  We waited for about ten minutes. 

“Justin Boy Kaye,” said another assistant.

My dad got up and rolled me through the door.  On the other side of the waiting room was a hallway.  We went to a room with a table and an x-ray machine. The assistant took x-rays of my shoulder while my dad waited outside.  I got back in the wheelchair and we went back to the waiting room.  I saw my mom and aunt walking in the room with worried looks on their faces.  Pretty soon my whole family on my mom’s side came. 
I learned that my shoulder was dislocated and dislodged from its socket.  The doctors could not pop my shoulder back in place because the x-ray showed that my shoulder was dislocated in a different way and surgery was needed.  Because the Tuba City Indian Medical Center only served the population of Tuba, which is about 800 people, the facility did not have the right equipment to perform surgery on my shoulder.  The only thing the hospital could do was take x-rays and confirm my dislocated shoulder.  The doctors at Tuba Indian Health Service hospital referred me to a hospital in Flagstaff, 70 miles south of Tuba City, off the Navajo reservation.  The doctors told my parents I would have to wait a few days for the Flagstaff hospital to schedule an appointment so they could operate.  I was stuck with my pain for a few more days.  The doctors gave me pain medication which made me feel drowsy.  The pain lessened and I felt okay as long as I didn’t move my arm.  I drifted off to sleep and I later woke up, back at my grandparents’ house.  I still felt drowsy and dazed from the pain medication. My parents told me my operation would be in two days.  I drifted back to sleep.
The next morning before my surgery was scheduled, my parents took me to Uncle Irvin Tso, so he could look at my shoulder.  We got into the car and I was cautious of my arm as I slid carefully inside.  I sat in the back while my parents were in the front. We drove to uncle Irvin’s house passing McDonald’s and the trading post which was only a couple of minutes away.

*            *            *

My mother’s side of the family was raised and brought up practicing the traditional values of Navajo culture. My uncle Irvin is a Hataałii, known as a singing healer or medicine man. All four of my uncles were picked at a young age to become singers.  My great-grandfather, who learned songs and healing ways from his grandfather, passed down his knowledge to my uncles, so the practice of healing could continue its existence into the next generation. 
The traditional practice of Navajo medicine is based on the term Hózhóóji, which means, “To live life in Beauty.” To the Navajo people, to live in beauty is to live in balance, happiness, and harmony with themselves and with all the surroundings.  The practice of traditional Navajo medicine is a large part of the Navajo traditional culture and lifestyle.  To live in Hózhóóji means to achieve balance with one’s self and the world both physically and spiritually.  Leading a healthy life holds much importance and significance in Hózhóóji.  If a Navajo has come down with an illness that is physical or mental they will see a medicine man.  The medicine man will help the patient regain the balance in life they had before the illness.
*            *            *

My parents and I arrived at my uncle Irvin’s house. I gingerly eased my way out of the car. We walked to the house and I saw horses in their wooden corral. The horses, Red and Parrot, whisked their tails and snorted as they ate their hay.  We walked up to the door, and my mom knocked. 

“Wóshdęę’!”(Come in!), my uncle shouted from inside, too lazy to get up. We walked inside.  My uncle Irvin sat in the living room watching the morning news eating spam and potatoes. His house was a Navajo reservation house too, but no trophies. Irvin looked up with a smile on his face. He got up and walked over to us. My parents shook his hand and he looked down at me.  Noticing my right arm in a sling my uncle Irvin held his left hand out.  I gave him my good hand and with a firm shake he said,


“Yá'át'ééh Shinali” (Hello my nephew).

“Yá'át'ééh Shid’ai” (Hello my uncle). 

He smiled and made a fist with his hand.  He rubbed my head ruffling up my hair. “Ouch,” I thought to myself. Still chuckling Irvin asked, “How have you been, Sonny?” I told him, “Okay.”  We talked for a little while about my school and my baseball and basketball teams.

My parents and uncle went on with their conversation getting caught up on family news and if anything exciting happened since they had last seen each other. My mother and uncle started another conversation in Navajo.  I didn’t know what they were saying, but from listening to my mom speak to me and listening to my family talk when I came back to Arizona for summer and winter, I was able to recognize words every now and then. Still I wish I knew what they said. I wish I could talk to them in Navajo and they would be impressed with me. I would be “Justin Kaye, boy who can speak his language.” 
*            *            *

The Navajo Language is complex and harder to learn than English or Spanish. Living in Ohio, I didn’t have many resources to my own language, just my mom.  When I was younger growing up in Ohio I did not think so much about learning the language.  There was no need for Navajo speaking in Ohio.  I was busy with school, going to baseball and basketball practice, playing with friends.  It was also hard because my dad didn’t know the Navajo language either.  He is half White and half Navajo and he never learned the language or the culture because he was raised in the Hopi culture from his step dad, who is Hopi.  As I look back now, I remember my mom tried to teach me some basic Navajo.  She would tell me simple things to do in Navajo like put on your shoes and wash your hands. I knew she wanted me to know my language and culture but living in Ohio, she only got so far.

Now in the year 2007, I am 20 years old. I only know less than a quarter of young adults my age and younger that are fluent in Navajo language.  My cousins that grew up in Tuba City are mostly fluent.  They have been around the language constantly since childhood.  My grandparents were able to talk with them and show them the culture.  My cousins on my dad’s side are more like me in that we grew up everywhere.  They too do not know the language because they lived off of the reservation most of their lives in Mississippi.  


When I would go back to the reservation in Tuba, City during summer and winter breaks my grandparents and the rest of my family would always speak in Navajo.  I liked listening to everyone talk in Navajo.  It made me feel like I was home.  But I still wanted to know it.  I wanted to speak it.  I wanted to feel it in my blood.   
*            *            *

“What happened to your arm?” Uncle Irvin asked.


“I broke it. Fell off a tree at Grandma’s,” I responded.

“Oooh,” Uncle winced, “Let me see.”

I stood up and my uncle walked over.  I stood still as he slowly removed the sling. My bare skin showed a brownish purple color.  Squinting and leaning closer my uncle said, “It looks like it’s all swollen up.” I winced in anticipation as Uncle Irvin lightly touched my shoulder with his fingertips.  I sat back down on the couch.  Uncle Irvin left the room and returned with a cedar box. The cedar box held all of Uncle Irvin’s ceremonial items.  There were sacred prayer feathers, eagle feathers, corn pollen, and prayer bundles. He turned off the television and set two Pendleton blankets down on the floor.  The blankets were nice and colorful with colors of the sunset.  I sat down on one of the blankets as my uncle prepared to start a ceremony.  He took out two prayer bundles and placed one in my right hand.  I held on to the bundle tightly.  Sand from the six sacred mountains, a turquoise bear fetish, corn pollen, jet stone, white shell, abalone, and turquoise were wrapped in the bundle.  The bundle would bring balance, harmony, and protection.  My uncle began to sing in Navajo and the ceremony started.  The words sounded like a chant but it wasn’t.  My uncle was singing.  I tried to follow along, but I couldn’t comprehend everything he was singing.  I could see the hard concentration of my uncle when he sang each word with the right precision and tone.  His deep loud booming voice penetrated the air and my body.  The prayer held much meaning and significance, but I didn’t understand anything my uncle was singing.


I wanted to know what my Uncle was singing about. Maybe if I knew then I would feel more of the prayer in me.  I would feel what people call “spirits” or the “sense of holiness.” I felt handicapped, because I’m a Navajo person who does not know their own language.  I felt that every Navajo in the world (or in the Navajo Nation), was disappointed in me for not knowing my language.
My uncle continued singing, and I continued not knowing what he was saying.  My back and legs started to ache but I tried my hardest to sit still.   I caught a word from the prayer, “náhookos” (north) which meant the prayer was on its last verse.  After an hour of singing my uncle finished and we both stood up.  To end the prayer, we both took a pinch of tádidíín (corn pollen) from a pouch.  I placed a small pinch of pollen in my mouth to replenish my well being, and a small pinch on my forehead for good thoughts and a clear mind.  I followed my uncle as we took another small pinch and sprinkled the pollen tracing a path to the east.  In unison we repeated “hoozhoni hasli, hoozhoni hasli, hoozhoni hasli, hoozhoni hasli,” which can best be translated, “with beauty before me may I walk, with beauty behind may I walk, with beauty above me may I walk, with beauty all around me may I walk.” My parents and I left my uncle’s house.  My uncle returned to eating his spam and potatoes.            

 Uncle Irvin performed the ceremony to address more than the physical aspect of my dislocated shoulder.  Instead the blessing way ceremony was meant to heal my shoulder as well as my well being and pathway in life.  The prayer would restore the imbalance that had caused a disruption in my life.  I would be protected from any complications that I might face, including the surgery that awaited the next day.

The next morning, the day of my surgery, my mother woke me up.  It was 5 am, my arm felt stiff and sore but it didn’t hurt that much.  I got a little brave and tried moving my arm.  I realized very quickly this was a stupid mistake because I felt a sharp pain shoot through my shoulder.  I felt tired but my parents were wide awake. I walked to the kitchen and my dad went outside to warm the car. The cold winter breeze blew in as he opened the door.  The breeze woke me up.  Grandpa Emmit and Grandma Faye told us to be careful.  We left quickly because my surgery was scheduled for 8 am in Flagstaff.  We got into the car and I lied down in the back carefully, still wary of my arm.  The inside of the car was warm.  I looked up at the windows and saw the frost that looked like little stars.  We drove to the hospital that was 70 miles away and off the reservation.
*            *            *

I remember stories that my grandparents have told about western medicine doctors and the mistrust they have towards hospitals.  The doctors seemed to be more stuck up because they worked in a “real” hospital.  My grandparents told stories of feeling uncomfortable and out of place when they had to go to the Indian Health Service hospital. I could see why they felt this, reflecting back on my experience even though I was raised more in the non-traditional world I still felt a little scared and nervous at a “real” hospital.  Grandpa Emmit was a diabetic but never went to the hospital because he did not trust the hospital.  In my grandparent’s generation, the mistrust is more prevalent.  Stories have been told of physicians using the Navajo people for practice and experiments.
 In the late 1950’s, my cousin’s Grandma, Juanita was diagnosed with diabetes and needed surgery to remove her gallstones. She relied on traditional healing practices because the western medicine practice was still new to her.  After the surgery Grandma Juanita was sent back home. Grandma Juanita had pains in her stomach for three weeks. She told the doctors but they just gave her more medication. At the end of the third week, the doctors finally decided to take an x-ray of her stomach. She was in so much pain it hurt to lay down. The doctors took x-rays and saw there was a surgical tool in her stomach. After her experience, Grandma Juanita was very cautious about going to the hospital that practiced western medicine.
Back then, my grandparents were in the middle of a transforming world. New lifestyles were being adopted by the western world.  Non-traditional foods were being introduced, and western medicine was replacing Navajo healing practices.  Before my grandma Faye knew western medicine, she was a traditional herbalist.  She went out and collected herbal plants from the area.  She learned from her parents, the different uses of each plant and the names of each plant.  Like western medicine, the herbal medicine has specific Navajo names.  Different medicines are able to relieve headaches, arthritis, and colds.  Similar to pharmaceutical medicine, the herbal plants are separated into specific male and female categories, like most things in Navajo Tradition. 
*            *            *

My parents drove up to the Flagstaff hospital.  We parked in the parking lot and snow was everywhere.  My parents helped support me as I walked towards the hospital taking small shuffle steps, being careful not to slip on the ice that had formed on the road over the night.  We walked into the hospital.  The familiar “hospital smell” made me nervous and my shoulder started to hurt as I tensed my muscles. The Flagstaff hospital was cleaner than the hospital in Tuba City.   As we walked past the emergency waiting room I noticed a mother trying to comfort her little boy who was crying.  This made me more nervous.  We continued walking to the surgery waiting room.  A man with a white uniform passed by rolling a cart that gave off the scent of cafeteria food.  Adults dressed in white gowns walked by quickly. I guess they were doctors but I don’t remember seeing much of their faces because they were always looking down reading some kind of paper.  We arrived at the waiting room.  I sat there nervous about seeing a doctor and nervous about getting my shoulder fixed. This was my first surgery and I was scared. I was scared that something would go wrong during surgery or a surgical tool would be left in my arm. The word “surgery” frightened me. 

 After waiting 20 minutes, my name was called, and a lady asked me to follow her.  My parents followed to make sure I was taken care of. The lady first took measurements of my weight, my blood pressure, and height. The white walls seemed eerie, like I was in a place that knew no color. There were pictures of feet that were being decomposed by the affects of Diabetes.  A small red spot was on a foot, it grew to a dark blue spot, and soon the whole foot was purple. A poster of the human anatomy looked frightening as the layers of skin and muscle were exposed. The lady was quiet as she wrote on her paper. She then led my parents and I into one of the hospital rooms.  

We waited in the room for five minutes. The same posters of Diabetes and the human anatomy were in all the rooms. I was scared to be in the hospital. The doctor arrived.  He was tall with a large beard like Santa Claus, but not as fat. He walked in with a smile, which made me feel more comfortable. He asked how I hurt my shoulder and made small talk.  He asked me where I went to school and if I played sports. I became comfortable with this doctor.  He was surprised to know that I went to school in Ohio, being that I’m Navajo.  He confirmed the x-ray of my dislocated shoulder and began the preparation for surgery. I was scared again knowing that I still had to go through surgery.
 The doctor told me to put on scrubs.  I took off all my clothes to my bare butt.  It was cold again.  I put on the scrubs and I tried to tie the back part so my butt crack wouldn’t show.  An attendant took me to the operating room.  We went through a door and there stood a hospital bed.  I got on top of it and laid down. The doctor took my right arm and placed it on an extended stretcher.  My arm was strapped down with a belt.  I cringed as they stuck the IV line in me. I was afraid.  I was alone with a bunch of doctors hiding behind their masks. 
“Justin,” the doctor said, “I’m going to give you a prick in your armpit.”

He gave me a prick in my right armpit where my shoulder was dislocated.  I felt scared; the needle looked long and it glistened.  I closed my eyes as the doctor carefully raised my arm just enough to stick my armpit.  Surprisingly, I only felt a little pinch.  In a short time my right arm was lazy and loose as spaghetti.  I tried to clench my fist but I couldn’t; my arm felt weak.  The doctor put a breathing mask and warm blanket on me.
“Ok, Justin, now count back from 10.”
 “Ten … nine…” I could barely open my mouth. “Eight.”
 
The last memory I had was looking at my doctor imagining Dr. Santa Claus.  
I woke up again.  I must have fallen asleep.  I slowly gained consciousness.  My eyes were still closed, but I could hear distant voices carrying on conversations. This time I could hear my parents and the doctor calling my name. “Justin. Justin.” I recognized my mom and dad’s voice.  I opened my eyes and noticed I was in a different room.  I was lying in a warm bed with a warm blanket.  My mouth felt really dry.  Dry to the point where not only my mouth was dry, but inside my throat as well.  My parents gave me some water.  The doctor gave me an orange Popsicle so I could regain the saliva in my mouth.  My doctor told me that I did a good job and the surgery went great.  I looked down at my arm, it felt better and the smell of the new cast reminded me of the time my class made paper-maché for piñatas.  When I had enough energy to stand from the bed, I fell into the wheelchair.  Hours later, my parents took me back to Tuba City. 
*            *            *

Before Uncle Irvin held a ceremony for me that day when I hurt my shoulder, I was more exposed to western medicine practice.  I lived in Ohio through most of my childhood, and I could see, everywhere, doctors practicing on people in hospitals.  When I was sick, I would go to a doctor at a “real” hospital.  But when I went to Tuba City that day when I was ten years old, I felt foreign to my own culture.  My grandparents lived their whole life practicing their traditional Navajo culture.  They also felt foreign to the culture of western medicine and the new view that it had brought.  They had a different viewpoint of healing.  That day at my uncle’s home, I was finally exposed to a real Navajo healing ceremony.  I was introduced to my own Navajo culture. 

Through the healing of my shoulder, I feel as though I had an experience knowing how both sides of medicine could heal me.  My Navajo culture helped me improve my mental state of mind while the western medicine practice helped with my physical healing.  Gaining this knowledge, it is now my desire to help heal people. My uncle inspired me; he gave me a vision, a motivation to help people. The doctor that performed surgery on my shoulder showed me the physical aspect of healing. 
There was still a problem.  I was still not fluent in the language. I needed to be fully immersed in the language in order to learn the songs and prayers.  Looking back at my shoulder dislocation, I recognize that both the holistic traditional medicine and western medicine were needed for my cure.
*            *            *
I was fifteen years old back in Tuba City, Arizona. It had been five years since my shoulder surgery.  My family had moved back to the reservation, to Tuba City, when I was thirteen.  Both my parents graduated from Ohio State and they received their teaching certificates.  We missed home, so my parents got a job teaching at the High School in Tuba City.  During the five years since my shoulder dislocation, my Navajo had improved and I learned new words from being around my grandparent’s and my family more often.  I was still far from fluent but I could understand my family more when they talked in Navajo.  I understood simple sentences from conversations, but I still couldn’t respond back or carry on a conversation.   Since I now lived in Tuba City I was able to go to more ceremonies that my family held.  I began to understand the ceremonies more every year from being around my culture.  I was interested in the traditional healing ceremonies.  When I turned fifteen, Uncle Irvin explained the significance of Navajo ceremonies to me.

“All of the songs and prayers are sacred,” said Uncle Irvin.


“These songs have been with us since the creation of the universe.  It is these songs and prayers we sing that help us communicate with the holy people.  The prayers are a blessing that the holy people have given us to heal and live in balance with everything.  It is the connection and belief between the healer, patient, and the holy people that allow blessing and healing.”          
It was a cold December night in Tuba City, and I was participating in a ceremony for an older lady that came to my uncle for healing. I didn’t know who she was, but she was Navajo and she knew my uncle.  The elder lady was having this ceremony on her because she was having problems with her heart.  She recently had heart surgery and she had a new pacemaker put in to help her heart.  I was fighting to stay awake all night to show that I was able to sit and sing with my uncle.  
I was inside a Hogan, which is a traditional Navajo home. It’s nothing like a city or a reservation house. Hogans are octagonal, made out of wood and mud.  The Hogan is almost circular, and in the middle sits a stove for the fire. The warmth given off from the stove was relaxing which made it harder to fight off the involuntary blinks that could bring sleep. Most of us sat cross-legged, while others had their legs stretched out.  The men sat on the south side of the Hogan while the women sat on the north side. Everyone was singing in harmony, in one voice, in one tone.
 It was the last night of the nine day, nine night healing ceremony, called a Yei'bi'chai (pronounced Yay-bii-chay).  This was my first ceremony trying to stay up all night.  The Yei'bi'chai healing ceremony is one of the major ceremonies that the Navajo people have.  Yei'bi'chai cermonies occur every year during the winter months.  The ceremony restores Hózhóóji, the balance of the patient’s life.  On the last two nights of the ceremony, the holy people called the Yeiis dance to bless the people and the patient. Tonight, the patient was going to be healed fully by the holy people.  I was participating in the ceremony because my uncle wanted me to learn and be apart of the prayer and songs.            
I couldn’t imagine how uncle Irvin felt since he had been up for most of the nine consecutive nights and days.  Uncle Irvin sat there singing with his voice carrying through the Hogan above everyone’s voice.  He wore a red headband, with a striped button up blue long sleeve shirt.  Uncle Irvin wore a big turquoise necklace.  He had blue wranglers on with new red moccasins.  His eyes were closed.  Uncle Irvin was concentrating to remember each word in the song that was passed down to him by his ancestors.  The elder lady patient sat next to Uncle Irvin.  She was sitting there wrapped in colorful Pendleton blankets.  She was dressed traditionally.  She was wearing a dark blue velvet shirt and a black skirt.  A silver Concho belt was around her waist and buckskin was wrapped around her legs with moccasins.  She sat there falling in and out of sleep like my uncle looked, but they were both concentrating.  She was praying and following the songs.  The songs were helping her; they were a prayer to heal her and everyone that was singing. 
   The Yei'bi'chai songs carefully explain each step in the creation of the universe and world, along with what is brought to this world so people can live in harmony with the surroundings present.  The songs are sung in precision and order to cure a patient’s illness which has been caused by an imbalance in life.  Gaining Hózhóóji, balance in harmony, well being, and health connects the patient, healers, and family.  The patient is connected with all patients who have gone before. The singer is connected with all singers.  The families are connected with all families. And all are connected with the Holy People, the world-creators. 
As I was singing, I felt enlightened.  Looking around I could see my uncles, aunts, grandparents, and parents together singing.  My family was all together.  They were all united to heal the patient.  The Hogan was alive with shadows that reflected the red glow from the stove.  The feeling of warmth entered my body and I could feel the prayer.  I believed, my uncle believed, my family believed, the patient believed, my ancestors believed.    
 As the sky began to whiten and the stars appear fainter, the last verse of the ceremony ended in the Hogan. The lady was healed after nine days and nine nights of singing and prayer. She looked peaceful like she had the best sleep of her life and was ready to live again.  As I sat there, I knew I had helped in curing the patient.  At that moment, I knew I wanted to be like my uncle and become a singer.  I wanted to become a healer. I wanted to help people get better and live their lives knowing that nothing could bring them down. I wanted to be a Navajo doctor, one that could talk in the Navajo language. 
*            *            *
It is the year 2007 and I am twenty years old. I am a second year college student in the BA/MD program at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque.  I am honored to be a part of the BA/MD class which is a program for incoming college students that want to pursue a career as a physician and serve in underserved communities in New Mexico.  I am in the right position to achieving my goal in becoming a doctor and I have realized my weaknesses, I know what I want to do in my life. It’s still going to be hard learning my Navajo language and culture. But I’m well on my way to learning. I plan to take a Navajo language course in the near future of my college career.  During breaks I still go back to the reservation in Tuba City, Arizona to visit my family.  I try my best to continue practicing my culture and tradition. 
Just a few weeks ago I was back in Tuba, City visiting my family for Thanksgiving.  All of my family was there including, my uncle Irvin, my aunts, and my cousins.  My Uncle Irvin and I had a walk after we finished eating turkey.  We walked around my grandma’s house towards a hill.  I could see the red mesas out in the distant.  
“I want to tell you that I am very proud of you,” said Uncle Irvin.  “Don’t let up and continue your goal in becoming a doctor, a healer. I know it is challenging for you to be a pre-med student and a student of your culture.  But you have to learn both.  Being a healer takes sacrifice.  It takes that connection with your patient.”

 I think about the conversation with my uncle, and I have realized whether I am a doctor on the reservation or off the reservation, becoming a healer is about belief.  The relationship between traditional Navajo medicine and western medicine are not different, they are the same.  Uncle Irvin and Dr. Beekhuizen were both healers that formed trust and belief in their patients.  Living in Columbus, Ohio and Tuba City, Arizona has helped me see why my grandparents were scared of “real” hospitals.  From these experiences, I will continue to learn how to become a healer and form that trust with my patients.  The treatment of a patient is sacred and there is a special connection of balance (Hózhóóji), trust, understanding, and most importantly belief between the doctor and patient.   
 My experiences with my dislocated shoulder, my grandparents, my uncle Irvin, my culture, Dr. Beekhuizen and the BA/MD program have all inspired me to become a doctor.  It makes sense and I feel my experience with traditional Navajo healing and western medicine will help treat the whole patient.  Someday, I will be a healer, I will live in Hózhóóji.  I will be Dr. Kaye.
