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At the Crossroads and Spiraling Back: A Mystory 
Experiment in/as Descansos 

 
Rebecca M. Kennerly 

 
This essay is an experiment in ethnographic writing using Bowman and 
Bowman’s (2002) mystory method, based on my research with roadside 
shrines—called descansos in the Southwest—and how these sites perform in 
personal, popular and institutional culture. This essay also explores how my 
work has been influenced by one cross-country road trip to visit my friend 
Dan Vice, who was dying: along the way I come to terms with (among other 
things) our conflicted allegiances to the Catholic Church and eventual turn 
to a Navajo-inflected understanding of being-in-the-world which helped us, 
in our own way, make sense of living in the face of death. I perform my 
transition from a relatively objective, cinematic description of sites of death 
marked primarily by crosses, to a liminal experience of time, place and 
space where memory and meaning began to function differently. I wish to 
evoke what Stewart (2002) calls the “incantatory … power of ritual: 
[whereby] … subjectivity is dislocated and ultimately changed” (p. 330). I 
offer my field work, interrupted with bits of personal memory and sections of 
Vice’s (1996) personal narrative, and the mystory method to invite scholars 
who are interested in studying roadside shrines a research and writing 
process that generates, liberates and connects memories, images, people, 
and scholarship, which then opens the way for a new analysis of the cultural 
performance of cross-cultural and inter-religious practices that often resists, 
or at least complicates, our understanding of institutionally-sanctioned 
death-related rituals.  
 

his work is an experiment in the presentation of material I have 
gathered and analyzed related to how roadside shrines—sites of 

death on the road marked by crosses, wreathes, and other objects 

(called descansos in the Southwest US)—perform in contemporary 
US culture. I use the term “shrine” because of its performative 
connotation.1  Richardson (2001) discusses similar sites as embodied 
material action that invite future interaction and are relatively 
unfinalized, whereas “memorial” connotes a prescriptive process.  

My research and writing practice complements the 
interactive and open “texts” of shrines. I use Bowman and Bowman’s 
(2002) mystory method, which Denzin situates within the “genre” of 
ethnography (1997, p. 91), and a subset of poetic ethnography, that 
“interrogates the realities” of the ethnographic material, and “locate 
the teller’s story in the history that is presented, [... and uses] multiple 
voices in their tellings” (p. 115). Mystoriography includes as basic 
research material the personal text of the researcher as well as 
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popular cultural and institutional discourse and practice related to the 
subject/object of interest.  It crafts a text out of those bits of material 
in order to interrogate and refunction them rather than merely 
represent the research, the purpose of which is to create a relatively 
open unfinalized text. Mystoriography, in both the research and 
writing process, can begin anywhere: sometimes the personal reveals 
itself late in the process.  

In the case of this project, I began with extensive, deep 
descriptive field work before the accumulative force of the sites of 
death on the road pushed me toward an ethnopoetic treatment of the 
material, which then led me toward the necessary interrogation of my 
own personal stake in the work: in this sense this essay is also 
autoethnography. Only recently, and particularly during the 
preparation of this essay, have I come to accept how deeply my on-
going research and interpretation of roadside shrines, indeed my 
world view, has been influenced by my experience on one long road 
trip in the summer of 1999 from Baton Rouge, Louisiana to Salt Lake 
City, Utah to visit my friend Dan Vice, who was dying. Here, I 
perform my ritual transition from my grounded research of and on 
the road, marking roadside shrines on my map, into a liminal state 
and place where memory, meaning, space and place began to 
function differently. Upon my arrival to Dan’s “place” I was 
prepared to give and receive the gift of presence, and in that vibrant 
space Dan said, “There’s something you must see,” and I did. It has 
taken sixteen years, and this writing experiment, to put into words 
how I came to understand Dan’s gift of the spiral as a dominant, 
dynamic metaphor that mobilizes, guides, and reflects my work, my 
worldview, and my path from here, there, elsewhere, and back. But 
first, some background. 

 
 

Back Story 
 
Dan and I met in 1972 at Eastern Michigan University (EMU). We 
were both White but otherwise seemed very different. Dan described 
me to his friends in Utah as a fair-skinned buxom girl with long red 
hair and green eyes (but my eyes only turn green when I cry). Dan 
had ruddy skin, a thin muscular body, long-ish dark hair, and deep 
brown eyes with a penetrating gaze. I went to EMU because it was 
where my mother went to school and because it was only an hour 
from my middle-class home. My mother was a school teacher, and 
both my father and stepfather made their living in the automotive 
industry.  Although an “A” student, the administrators of my high 
school threatened to have my acceptance to EMU revoked when they 
learned that I was one of the editors of our underground newspaper 
(EMU had just suspended the editor of their unauthorized paper): it 
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was one month before graduation so we quit. Danny, whose parents 
lived in a country-club enclave and who worked for the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs in northern Arizona, spent his adolescent years on the 
Navajo and Hopi reservations. Dan, in order to escape his abusive 
father, eventually spent most of his time with his ceremonially 
adopted Navajo family and became assimilated into Navajo culture: 
Dan understood himself to be Dine’ (Navajo). Dan arrived to EMU 
with a scholarship to compete in the forensics program in the 
Department of Speech and Theatre with a specialty in oral 
interpretation. I was in the art program and soon changed to 
journalism, but it was Dan who first introduced me to “oral interp.” 
Oral Interpretation was once the name of the Performance Studies 
discipline to which I now owe an allegiance. In 1972-73 we spent 
many hours drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, and working 
together on his material. His favorite poem to perform was Dylan 
Thomas’s (1971) “Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night,” and he 
won lots of medals for his team with that one. Dennis Beagan, who 
recruited Dan to help him build “the greatest forensics program in 
collegiate history” called Dan “the glue that held us all together” 
(Mortimer, 2014, Spring, pp. 19-20). 

Danny introduced me to lots of “firsts” during our first year 
at EMU: besides introducing me to oral interpretation, he taught me 
about his life on the reservation, sang to me the Navajo Children’s 
Happy Song, and on a snowy night in December, asked me if I 
wanted to “make it,” and at first I didn’t know what he meant, and 
then I did. I swore to myself that I would not fall in love but I did that 
too. Danny also, much to my surprise, “came out in 1972 and became 
a radical fairy” (Vice, 1996, p. 13). My friends and family thought I 
was crazy because I refused to break up with him. He introduced me 
to the Gay Liberation Front, and I went with him to liberation events 
at “straight” bars, hung out at the Flame, the gay bar in downtown 
Ann Arbor, and spent a lot of time worrying that he was going to get 
hurt. Although “gay bashing” was no longer sanctioned due to the 
Movement’s efforts, it was not unheard of by any means (Olson, 
1999, p. 169).  Undaunted, Dan participated in the now famous 
meeting of the American Psychological Association’s (APA) meeting 
in Ann Arbor, Michigan during their deliberation regarding 
homosexuality and its status as a mental disorder. Dan wrote that 
“one of our speakers got up on stage, took over the microphone, and 
screamed: ‘Who in the fuck do you think you are? You Witch 
Doctors and Society Police cannot make decisions about the fags 
without first talking to the fags.’ And then they did talk to us.” (Vice, 
1996, p. 13). That was the meeting where the APA removed 
homosexuality from the list of disorders.  Dan also participated in the 
American Indian Movement, the Anti-war Movement, and helped 
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To me, converting to Catholicism was one of Dan’s most 
radical acts, given the Church’s stance on homosexuality. Becoming 
Catholic was also one of the contradictions that stapled us together, 
as I was raised by my mother to be a “questioning” Catholic. Indeed, 
Dan and my mother talked for hours about this while sitting at my 
family kitchen table. I could not reconcile the doctrine and dogma of 
a religion that did not accept the people we love and eventually 
renounced the Church but kept close, and later sought out, much of 
Dan’s teachings of the Navajo way of life. Dan created his own 
hybrid spirituality, merging his devotion to Mary, the Mother of God, 
while returning to his adopted Navajo “roots.”   

 
DV:  I learned the blessing way, and the healing of the yei  
be che of the Navajo. I can still hear the quiet chants of the 
Navajo medicine men hard at the work of gentle healing, at 
their sand paintings. (Vice, 1996, p. 1) 
 
 Later in this essay I will “remember” more of what we 

experienced together, but it is important to note here that after fifteen 
years of separation, Dan and I reunited in 1996 after I finally 
graduated EMU with my BS degree and began my master’s program 
there. That year Danny returned to EMU from Utah, where he had 
settled, to conduct a series of writing workshops with performance 
studies graduates and to perform his one man show Do Not Go 
Gentle…, both of which I attended. Do Not Go Gentle… is his auto-
performance about living with HIV and how it is he came to 
remember, and dance, the Navajo Beauty Way.2 After his return to 
Utah, I also conducted ten hours of oral history interviews with Dan 
about the events that propelled his performance and about how his 
writing and performance helped him make sense of his struggle to 
live with HIV.  In this essay I present excerpts of his script3 (which 
are indicated, as above, in this essay as DV) and some of what I 
learned in our oral history interviews in an attempt to illustrate how it 
is that his remembering, his dance, and the Navajo Beauty Way have 
also influenced—at least in part—my understanding of my own 
dance with death, life, and my search for meaning as I study sites of 
death on the road and elsewhere. 

 
 

Overview 
 
During my road trip from Baton Rouge, Louisiana to Salt Lake City, 
Utah, I mapped roadside shrines on (mostly) two-lane back roads and 
came face-to-face with long-buried memories of my life with Dan 
and our once-held allegiances to Catholicism and its attendant rituals 
and my/our eventual turn to a Navajo-inflected understanding of 
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being-in-the-world. Bakhtin’s (1993) notions of the Benevolence of 
Being help (me) express how it is we (you, I) might participate in 
“once-occurrent” (p. 41) moments of Being and “answerability” (p. 
42) to those moments, “that I, from my unique place in Being, simply 
see and know another, that I do not forget him, that for me, too, he 
exists—that is something only I can do for him at the given moment 
in all of Being: that is the deed which makes his more complete, the 
deed which is absolutely gainful and new, and which is possible only 
for me” (p. 42). And now, in the construction of this open text, it may 
also be possible, perhaps, for you. 

Following Roach (1998), I understand that the roadside 
shrines which I document function as “nodal points in a network of 
common but deeply problematic enunciation—gestures, expressions, 
protocols, manners, habits, and attitudes—whereby a culture 
remembers and reinvents not only its most public relationships, but 
also its most intimate ones” (pp. 50-51). Whereas in previous 
presentation of my work where I perform on the page what Denzin 
(1997) calls “epiphanies” (p. 221), explosive moments of insight and 
flashes of memory incited by my encounter with specific shines, this 
essay performs a slow dawning, an awakening, during my transition 
from a relatively objective stance toward data collection into a 
liminal state/space that is at once deeply introspective and attentive to 
the landscape(s) I am traversing. My journey then and the one 
presented here on the page is not a linear one but functions more like 
a spiral, connecting “nodal points” while moving forward down the 
road in time and space, and also turning and returning, spiraling, into 
memory inspired by images, sounds, smells, and textures in the 
present that present themselves, allowing what will, to come.  

Here I perform the material struggle of what Stewart (2002) 
calls “making form out of the resources available” (p. 12), working 
memory, imagination, and language to, hopefully, evoke what she 
calls the “incantatory … power or ritual: its time and space are 
distinguished from those states of subjectivity that precede and 
follow it, and yet by means of such ritual processes subjectivity is 
dislocated and ultimately changed” (p. 330). On my journey, time, 
place, and space begin to function differently. I use Bowman and 
Bowman’s (2002) mystory method of research and writing to re-
function bits of research material, including my relationship to that 
material, to create a generative text, one that invites you to consider 
your own relationship to the subject(s) of investigation. I will provide 
excerpts of my field description, interrupted with radically 
abbreviated bits of my memories of Dan and with bits of Danny’s 
own scripted personal narrative, to demonstrate my coming to terms 
with my own obsession with roadside shrines, and to demonstrate 
what propels me on this decades-long inquiry into rituals of death, 
grief, and melancholic mourning.4 In this sense, as mentioned 
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previously, I am using the mystory experiment as a form of 
autoethnography. This “interrupted narrative” opens the way for a 
restless conclusion, a temporary resting place in/as analysis of cross-
cultural and inter-religious death-related practices on the road and 
elsewhere that resists institutionally-sanctioned death-related rituals.  

 
 

Method: Documenting and Troubling a Growing Obsession 
 
Since 1992 I have documented—with increasing obsession—sites 
along the side of the road that mark the death of a loved one (or loved 
ones).5 As mentioned above and elaborated here, in this essay, I 
utilize Bowman and Bowman’s (2002) mystory method of 
performative research and writing which, borrowing from Ulmer 
(1989), articulates “the private, public and learned spheres of culture” 
(p. 118), a process that Denzin (1997) situated in/as “a genre within 
ethnography” (p. 91) as a sub-set of ethnographic poetics. This is a 
particularly useful process when conducting ethnography of the 
culture in which one lives—a practice in which “the embodied 
researcher is the instrument,” and in which critical theory unveils the 
political stakes that anchor cultural practice (Conquergood, 1991, p. 
180). In addition, I take heed of Gergen’s (1997) call for alternative 
forms of writing which contrasts objective “mechanical” writing (pp. 
166-168) and put into play Van Maanen’s suggestion that 
ethnographic writing contrast realist descriptions with the “powerful 
potential” of first person and “imaginative” narration (in Gergen, 
1997, p. 182). While the mystory method includes the personal 
“private” text of the researcher, the purpose of doing so is to query, 
destabilize and ultimately reconfigure the researchers’ subject 
position in relationship to the culture(s) with which one identifies in 
order to engage and critique the social and political stakes for self 
and others involved, including the reader/audience.  

When roadside shrines first came to my attention in 1992 
and began to “call” to me for serious investigation in 1998, my naïve 
curiosity soon turned to obsession. Deep secondary research into 
popular cultural and institutional discourses and practice related to 
marking the site of death was deeply satisfying, and ethnopoetic 
“outbursts” helped place my own interest in these sites into a broader 
social and political context. Even so it has taken these many years 
since I “quit the field” in 2004, and spiraling back to revisit my 
previous work, to find new “nodal points” of insight, find my place, 
and come to terms with my personal stake in the research.  

In the case of this essay, I offer my story as an example of 
shifting subject positions in conversation with gender identity 
politics, institutional and emergent poetics of intercultural and inter-
religious death-related practices, and the master symbols that serve as 
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metaphors for often competing world views: the cross and the spiral. 
I also find for myself a temporary relief, some measure of peace, with 
the impossibility of loss and the discovery of connections that live in 
the moment of the telling: a descansos. 

The field description presented here appears for the first 
time in print,6  as well as a prose-poetry treatment of my journey 
which I entitled “Once/Here/Still,” written in response to, or more 
accurately while writing with, John Berger’s (1991) And Our Faces, 
My Heart, Brief as Photos.  I also experiment with Gergen’s (1997) 
multi-vocal approach “by juxtaposing several different forms of 
writing within the same text” in order to “broaden the number of 
dialogues in which the reader (and writer) can subsequently 
participate” (p. 182). 

While the entire round trip covered over 3800 miles through 
six states—Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico, Colorado, Utah and 
Arizona—below I briefly describe the shrines I encountered on my 
way to Utah until I reach New Mexico, the “Land of Enchantment,” 
where the landscape, the descansos, and some half-forgotten 
memories began to influence my experience.  

Traveling across time and space to meet you, here, again, I 
journey down the road, cross the threshold and spiral into another 
world. There, in memory, we may meet, you and I, vibrating in 
bodies that are always already dying, deteriorating. Yet here, alive in 
this writing, we meet. What now? To what end? And then, what 
space will we occupy, together, after/words? 

 
 

Coming to Meet You 
 

Since school let out in May, exhausted after my first year in my 
doctoral program at Louisiana State University, I spent much of my 
time traveling mostly two-lane back roads around southern 
Louisiana, marking roadside shrines on my map, lots and lots of 
them. Mother’s Day, Memorial Day, any day, just to have something 
to do, waiting until I could leave for Utah to be with Dan. I had 
borrowed money to fly there at Christmas to be with him during 
surgery: he had asked me to come. While he was in the hospital I 
stayed in his house, slept in his bed, fed his cat, and felt at home. I 
met his housemates who were excited to meet “the woman Danny 
almost married,” which was a surprise to me. I didn’t remember it 
that way.  

Finally, on July 15, 1999, late Thursday afternoon on a 
surprisingly cool, dry Louisiana summer day, I hit the road and travel 
west to Utah, to be with Danny, who is dying, who says to hurry. An 
accordion file filled with maps, an empty notebook, and a clutch of 
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sharpened pencils—my now-familiar traveling companions—sit in 
the passenger seat.  

 
Once/Here/Still: 
  
Time. I must reach you—in time. 
 
When I first met you, met your eyes, it seemed as if I had 
known you forever.  
But we were young then, and cared little for the length of 
days or years or lives.  
We knew we would live forever. 
 
I see you still, your eyes. 
 
Still, coming to meet you now, I try to make my mind’s eye 
see you as not still.  
I try to make my mind’s eye see you as time has turned 
upon your body, aged you.  
I try to see you as your life choices have ground round and 
upon your body, ravaging  you. But my mind’s eye refuses.  
 
I see you still as I saw you then, when my eyes met yours 
for the first time and I knew that I had known you forever. 
 
When your eyes close for the last time, where will you be?  
Where in time will I meet you, know you, see you? 
 
Space. I must reach for you—in space. 
 
When I first slept with you, laid down next to your body, it 
seemed as if I’d known you forever.  
Now, I must reach you, reach for you, while you still occupy 
that space, your body. 
 
I feel you still, your body. 
 

Louisiana: Baton Rouge to Longview, Texas 
 
I leave Baton Rouge by way of the old US-190 Bridge across the 
Mississippi River. Just west of Port Allen, I take note of a beat-up 
bare wood cross and small metal disk etched with a tiny cross 
wedged into the dinged-up steel guardrail narrowly separating the 
four-lane highway. Later, east of Port Barree, I note a small white 
cross with carved ends decorated with a yellow flowered wreath in 
the ditch at the LA-71 intersection. A mile farther, I note a larger 
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cross covered in purple flowers. Later I take note of a large white 
cross in the median. A scant half mile farther north, I take note of the 
small white cross, first spotted on Memorial Day 1999, still tilting 
into the tall grass on the upper bank of the shoulder of the 
northbound lane. Twenty miles farther I take note of another white 
cross on the shoulder of the road. At dusk, north of Alexandria, I spot 
deer at the edge of the right-of-way near the tree-line, and on alert for 
movement, pass several undocumented white shapes on either side of 
the freeway. Traveling through Shreveport and heading west on I-20, 
I chase the sunset through the gently rolling hills and the piney 
woods all the way into northeast Texas. I am on my way.  
 
Texas: Longview to Amarillo 
 
In the morning I stop to refuel at the combination Texaco/Taco Bell 
and inquire about the tiny white cross with living flowers planted in 
the dirt across the street. “Oh, that’s nothing,’” says the clerk, “you 
should go up to the next intersection, lots of those things—a real bad 
spot with lots of wrecks.” Then, rejecting the interstate for a more 
direct albeit “back road” route, I travel west on US-80 and its 
connectors. At the stoplight at US-380 and US-69, in the grassy ditch 
on the northwest corner of the junction, I note of small white cross 
decorated with a wreath of multi-colored fabric flowers, inscribed 
“Alice D.” A few miles farther I note a white cross inscribed “WILL” 
near the “Slow Speed Ahead” sign, and slow down. Five miles 
farther down the road I take note of a small unpainted cross decorated 
with orange flowers dedicated to “DAWN.” At Denton I take a 
detour. Just east of Texas Route 5, at a stoplight, I consider 
construction workers carefully avoiding the dusty row of six tiny 
pink and blue crosses covered in flowers that lay claim to the only 
remaining patch of grass at the edge of the pavement. Immediately 
west of the old I-35 interchange, I take note of a set of crosses with 
mitered ends planted in the ground near a new utility pole; the 
crosses are inscribed “Father” and “Son,” and the ground is blanketed 
with fresh flowers. Looking down the road a bit, I watch the next 
cross in the ditch grow larger upon approach and in passing notice, in 
my rear view mirror, the small purple bouquet of plastic flowers at 
the base. Just west of Decatur, I turn onto US-287, a widely divided 
four-lane highway that takes me northwest to Wichita Falls, Vernon, 
Childress, and into the Texas Panhandle. Blessedly, I see no roadside 
shrines for nearly three hundred miles.  

Crossing the broad, flat expanse of north Texas, I watch the 
blue-black storm clouds roll across the plains far to the south. Then, 
approximately twenty miles east of Amarillo, I am surprised by 
another row of five tiny crosses, covered alternately in pink or blue 
flowers, planted in the ground on the westbound shoulder of the road. 
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Stuck in the ground at the base of each cross is a multi-colored 
nosegay. The five crosses send me elsewhere: 

 
The last phone call I made that night was to Danny. “Danny, 
they’re all dead. Mom, my step dad, Kim, Claudia, Jane, 
everybody.” Although Dan and I had broken off our 
intimate relationship the year before, Dan was the first 
person who came unbidden to my aid and stayed by my side 
in 1974 when the five members of my nuclear family died 
of smoke inhalation in a house fire.7 He stayed to help me 
through the entire process: it took over a week to lay them in 
the ground. That spring Dan took me to Arizona to meet his 
parents. That fall Dan and I pretended to be engaged so we 
could rent this great big house on Ford Lake in Ypsilanti 
(we were told that the house was built by Henry Ford as a 
wedding present to his daughter). He and a few friends 
helped me move what I could salvage out of my family 
home and stuff it all into that old farm house.  
 

Northeast New Mexico: Tucumcari to Santa Fe 
 
I take I-40 due west through Amarillo and on into Tucumcari, New 
Mexico, get off the road, and bed down for the night. I get on the 
road early Saturday morning and—following the New Mexico 
license plates—look forward to getting lost in America’s “Land of 
Enchantment.” 

Traveling northwest from Tucumcari on NM-104, 
immediately north of a crossroad with one of the rare sections of the 
decommissioned US-66 still in use, I pass a large square state 
roadside marker with small bouquets of flowers attached to the legs.8 
Twenty minutes later I note a white wood cross on the side of the 
road, decorated with one red rose and a tiny US flag. 

Passing through the Conchas Dam and Lake Area, the smell 
of fresh clean water pulls me like a parched animal to a watering 
hole. Breathing deeply, urgently, I continue on, the two-lane ribbon 
of road rising and winding as I approach a massive glacier of red 
rock, a sheer wall of striated rock rising straight out of the canyon 
floor, thrusting itself from the northeast into the undulating volcanic 
tides I was crossing. Where rock wall meets relatively level ground, I 
drive headlong into the tiny ghost town of Trementina, which I later 
learn was (first), the site of an Apache village, (then) a European 
settlement, and (later) nearly abandoned during the Dust Bowl and 
Depression. However, before the last family left in 1959, the 
television series “Rawhide” shot several episodes on location in the 
“ghost town” (Las Vegas/San Miguel, n.d.).  
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DV: When I was six my parents moved [from the Sioux 
Indian reservation in South Dakota] to Fort Apache, 
Arizona. Now this is the real Fort Apache, not the 
Hollywood sound stage. The tourists flocked every summer 
looking for Rin Tin Tin, Rusty, Shirley Temple and John 
Wayne. We had to be the bearers of bad news that none of 
those people had ever set foot in the real fort and point them 
in the direction of Hollywood. [… later we moved to] 
northern Arizona on the Navajo and Hopi reservations. 
(Vice, 1996, p. 1) 
 
At the edge of town I turn 90 degrees to the west, and begin 

climbing the road that winds around the escarpment. I am ascending 
Corazon Hill, climbing 6,270 feet in the course of the next fifteen 
miles. Traffic is sparse. I feel alone in the world on this trail: corazon 
is a Spanish term of affection meaning heart, and the scenery 
ascending the heart-shaped Canyon del Cerro del Corazon is 
“dramatic” (Las Vegas/San Miguel). Thrilled to the point of terror, 
my heart in my throat, I dare to look in the rearview mirror and see 
the relatively level ground I have left behind stretching away over the 
horizon. Out of the driver’s side window across the single and 
equally narrow descending lane, I see a sheer drop into … nothing. I 
look ahead, over the hood of the car, off into nothing but sky. The 
sky is blue, a blindingly beautiful blue against the ever-rising sheer 
cliffs … the blue of Mary’s robes at the top of the stair, our altar. 
Now I remember: 

 
Danny and I placed my mother’s little dressing table in the 
hall at the top of the stairs, put small tools and office 
supplies in the drawers, and built our altar to the Virgin 
Mary on top: my mother’s beautiful blue-draped statue 
presiding over the house. Once I called back to Dan, who 
was working on some project or other, “the stapler’s in the 
altar” and it struck me then that the phrase—a literal and 
telling metaphor for that time—might make a good chapter 
title in my book of life. 
 
The cliffs are a rich reddish-brown, the color of Mary’s 

painted pensive, compassionate face and open arms. The dinged-up 
and at times twisted and broken steel guardrail is held together and 
anchored to the cliff edge with rusted metal poles; the ravaged 
stretches of the rail flash like so many broken teeth, like the broken 
strings of a rosary, the once-blue beads dulled to a pale silver, the 
string rotted by time and the weather, broken, grinning, hungry.  

I beseech the godless sky for a turn-off just to catch a 
breath. Then, there, just before the road turns so radically it threatens 
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to take me hurtling over the cliff, is a nicho carved out of the side of 
the mountain. Inside is a statue of the Virgin Mary, she who is said to 
protect travelers. “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, 
now and forever, and please see me safely to level ground. Amen.” 
Miraculously, I round the last curve, a 90-degree turn to the right 
around the last lip of del Corazon, up and around and into the village 
of Trujillo. At the top, at the edge of town, I encounter a small white 
wood cross planted in the ground for “Mario Artez.”  

On the other side of Trujillo, the road levels out and winds 
across a wide, gently rolling swell of grassland. I pull over, get out of 
the car, and listen to the wind whoosh and thrum the utility wires 
strung diagonally across the road, across the mesa. I spiral back, and 
remember: 

 
We lived in the house on Ford Lake with our friends Benjie, 
Marla, Danny’s sister Pam, and our two dogs Rhett and 
Lucy. The house smelled of coffee, Navajo fry-bread, boiled 
greens and neck bones, hot spicy chili, and occasionally of 
my roast chicken and pot-roast. Dan and I sought counseling 
from the local priest, trying to reconcile our seemingly 
impossible love. At Christmas, I gave Dan a silver St. 
Christopher medal which I had inscribed “I Wish You 
Peace” with my initials.  
 
We lived together as best we could until one spring evening 
on the way to the grocery store, Danny asked me to marry 
him for real. Dan explained to me the concept of being a 
“two-spirit,”9 that he could love both men and women, and 
that he wanted to make a family with me, but I couldn’t do 
it. Two days later Danny announced that he was going to 
marry his boyfriend, and I “lost it.” My shrink suggested I 
move out and check myself into a hospital “for a rest” but I 
said “fuck that” and never looked back (until now). I left for 
Europe, flushing all the pills the shrink had given me down 
the airport toilet. When I came home I bought a house with 
the last of my inheritance money, packed up my shit 
including the altar, and moved. I got custody of our dogs.  
“I still love you,” he said.  
 
Dan and I stayed in touch at birthdays, Thanksgiving and 
Christmas, but when he moved away to Utah we lost touch 
for nearly fifteen years. Sometime in the early 90s, I heard 
from a friend of a friend that Dan was HIV positive.  
 
I see no roadside shrines for the next thirty miles. Then, 

south of Las Vegas, New Mexico on I-25, I see a small weathered 
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cross on the side of the road. The cross is draped with a garland of 
fresh flowers. A few miles farther, I detour into the small village of 
Villanueva on NM-3 and meet a life-sized statue of Mary standing in 
the hot sun by the edge of the road on a sharp curve. Next to Mary is 
a large, white wood cross, and both Mary and the cross are enclosed 
in a short wire garden fence. The ground is covered with bright 
yellow summer blooms. 

  
DV: Hail Mary, full of Grace, the Lord is with Thee, 
Blessed art thou amongst women, And blessed is the Fruit 
of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of … 
 
Look girl, can we just talk? I’ve already hit up on St. Jude, 
patron of hopeless cases. But I thought I should take this 
petition to a Higher source. Just covering bases don’t ya 
know. 
 
Why, Mary, why? What have I done? Am I being used as an 
example? Can’t this be put off just a little longer, say 60-70 
years or so? 
 
I’ll go to mass every day. I’ll go back to confession, and 
confess everything. 
I’ll say my prayers morning, noon and night. 
 
I’ll start doing charity work.  
I’ll start cooking and feeding the homeless, 
I’ll even start letting them stay at my house. 
I’ll give all my clothes to St. Vincent de Paul.  
I’ll give all my money to the Church. 
 
I’ll go on pilgrimages to all the shrines in the world… 
 
Oh, Mary Queen of heaven, pray for us all. (Vice, 1996, p. 
20) 
 
I meet Mary again on the other edge of the village. This 

time she is in a grotto-style nicho built of small stones rising on three 
sides to a rounded roof. Four short red glass votive candles, a small 
pile of stones, and a large bowl of water are at her feet. I resist the 
urge to stop, to dip my fingers in the bowl and cross myself; the first 
two fingers of my right hand, wet from the holy water, touched 
briefly to my forehead, the center of my chest, then my left and right 
shoulders. The embodied rituals of Catholicism, once thought to be 
exorcized, continue to live in my body. I resist the urge to kneel in 
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front of the grotto and plunge both hands in the bowl to splash my 
sweaty face and tired eyes. I drive on. 

Winding my way into Santa Fe on US-285, between the 
villages of Clines Corners and White Lake, I encounter two crosses 
attached to a fence on the side of the road.  I stop for the night at a 
friend’s house, a welcome respite from where I have been and where 
I am going. That evening on the way into town for dinner and drinks, 
she gives me a tour of a few urban roadside shrines. In town we park, 
eat dinner, drink too much at a hippie/biker bar, and then walk 
around window-shopping to sober up. A replica of one of Georgia 
O’Keeffe’s “cross” paintings takes me by surprise, vibrates there 
behind the layers of glass. Of these crosses, O’Keeffe (1976) wrote:  

 
I saw the crosses so often—and often in unexpected 
places—like a thin dark veil of the Catholic Church spread 
over the New Mexico landscape. 
 
One evening when I was living in Taos, we walked back of 
the morada toward a cross in the hills. I was told it was a 
Penitente cross but that meant little to me at the time. The 
cross was large enough to crucify a man, with two small 
crosses—one on either side. It was late light and the cross 
stood out—dark against the evening sky. If I turned to the 
left, away from the cross, I saw the Taos mountains—a 
beautiful shape. I painted the cross against the mountains 
although I never saw it that way. I painted it with a red sky 
and I painted it with a blue sky and stars. 
 
I painted a light cross that I saw often on the road to Alcade. 
I looked for it recently but it was not there. I also painted a 
cross I saw at sunset against the hills near Cameron—hills 
that look small until you see telephone poles like toothpicks 
going up and down and you know they are high. The hills 
are grey—all the same size and shape with once in a while a 
hot-colored brown hill. That cross was big and strong, put 
together with wooden pegs [(Plate 64: “Black Cross, New 
Mexico, 1929”)]. For me, painting the crosses was a way of 
painting the country. (para. 1-3) 
 
We take a road home where, thankfully, there are no 

roadside shrines. I sleep fitfully, get up early, hug and kiss my friend 
goodbye. “Be careful” she says, waving as I drive away, as I make 
my way to Utah, and to my love, who says to hurry.  

 
I come to meet you. 
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In this vehicle, my body, I journey moving through space  
as I come to meet you. I come bearing gifts gathered along 
the way, my eyes, my heart (pried) open and present as I 
move through space coming to meet you. Along the way I 
gather what presents itself to me: take me, they say, take me 
with you.  
 
I must reach you in time, while you still occupy space— 
your body. 
 

Northwest New Mexico: Santa Fe to Shiprock 
 
Continuing on in the Land of Enchantment, I encountered more 
shrines than I could have anticipated. Along US-285 North on the 
thirty odd miles between Santa Fe to just north of Espanola, I take 
note of fifteen descansos, many of them finely crafted crosses of 
wrought iron and decorated with brightly colored flowers. These 
shrines are attached to fences, appear on the legs of a stop sign 
located between the ditch and a driveway, and stand starkly against 
the golden cliffs. Eight shrines perched precariously on the edge of 
the cliff which dropped away to a riverbed on my right, hundreds of 
feet below. At one point, I take note of the rusted remains of a car 
stuck in a tree as I glance over a relatively newer section of steel 
guardrail. 

North of Espanola, US-84 branches off and continues 
northwest through the San Pedro Mountains between the Santa Fe 
and Carson National Forest. Along this winding stretch of mountain 
road, I encounter fourteen descansos, some of which are grouped 
together. At two separate sites, two crosses are situated side-by-side, 
their “arms” touching. At another site, a “family” of crosses: one 
large, one medium-sized, and one small cross, standing in a row as if 
holding hands. Another cross is attached to the mountainside on a 
winding, ascending curve. Another cross is made entirely of flowers 
attached to the “Do Not Pass” sign. Just before US-84 intersects with 
US-64 at Charma, I am greeted by a bare wood cross decorated with 
flowers and a large carved, painted butterfly. The butterfly is attached 
but is not fastened down, its wing span is about two feet across, and I 
wonder if a strong wind might take the whole thing airborne. I 
wonder, borrowing from Pope (2004), if the “butterfly” will break 
“upon the [steel] wheel” of language, analysis, and criticism (p. 307) 
when I turn to that phase of my work. 

US-64 winds west along a mountain pass, following a 
rushing river. Traffic on the road is eerily absent. However, proof 
that others have passed this way is apparent as I approach the 
northeast edge of the Jicarilla Indian Reservation at Dulce. The 
border is marked with a community shrine site. Several small wood 

Volume 47, Number 1, Fall 2015, pp. 96-123                                              Kennerly 111 
 

  

crosses clustered together under the large sign announcing the border 
of the reservation: one cross is adorned with red roses, another with 
straw flowers, and several others—small white crosses, one large 
black iron cross—display what appears to be a mandala or medicine 
wheel, a red Ojo, or Eye of God, and tiny prayer flags. “Bobby Jo” 
died here—his name is hand-written on another small white iron 
cross close to the road. 

I turn left and travel due west across Navajo land on US-64. 
An hour east of Farmington, I encounter a large white iron cross, the 
name worked in iron.  Minutes later I meet a large cross draped with 
deep pink and purple flowers. Later, just before “Trading Post: 
Navajo City,” I encounter a large wood cross decorated with red 
roses. Odd, I think: according to Danny, traditional Navajo do not 
tolerate reminders of death in their living spaces. At the eastern edge 
of Shiprock, I encounter a wood cross painted white, inscribed “IN 
LOVING MEMORY.” 
 
Colorado: Shiprock, New Mexico to Dove Creek 
 
I turn north at Shiprock onto old US-666 and drive north into the 
rugged southwest corner of Colorado, the Ute Mountain Indian 
Reservation, on into to Cortez, and then northwest to Dove Creek just 
east of the border with Utah. At the crossroads at the top of a hill that 
is Dove Creek, I take note of a large wood cross, painted white, 
inscribed “CAGEY,” decorated with a small bouquet of multi-
colored flowers. I briefly consider traveling northeast to visit 
Littleton, Colorado, to participate in some way in the shrine-making 
processes taking place at Columbine High School. Instead, I continue 
west into Utah. 
 
Utah: Dove Creek to Salt Lake City 
 
I cross the border into Utah and drive northwest for a long, long time. 
I encounter only one descansos, on US-6 just north of the Wasatch 
County line: a tiny white cross decorated with red flowers attached to 
a cattle fence on a hill. I continue on. I make it to Salt Lake City, in 
time. It will be years before I remember: 

 
You took me to a place I “needed to see.” “Go on,” you  
said, “I’ll wait for you here. I can’t make it any further.”  
I stood on the banks of the Great Salt Lake at Rozel Point. 
Looking north, I watched the breeze gently move the heavy 
red water over the black basalt mounds of Robert 
Smithson’s Spiral Jetty; looking down, I peered into the 
depths of the water pushing on the bones—the steel 
pylons—of an abandoned oil rig;10 looking south, I looked 
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back at you standing on the top of the hill in stark relief to 
the blue, blue sky.  
 
DV: I learned that we are all one with nature. I learned most 
importantly about the living circle. At the center of that 
circle is each one of us. Out from the circle are the six 
cardinal directions [north, south, east, and west, and as 
above, so below], which always lead back to our place of 
origin, but on a spiral [of change]. What exists within us 
also surrounds us. (Vice, 1996, p. 1) 
 

Performing Loss without Regret 
 
There you are.  
 
On the couch on the porch attached to your house that you 
call home,  
You are surrounded by the garden you have so carefully 
tended.  
You’ve been there longer than anywhere, you say.  
 
How long was I there?  
An eternity, not long enough.  
 
We meet again, eye-to-eye, face-to-face. We drink each 
other in, and in that willful act, relax in each other’s space. 
Meeting you in time and space, willfully merging, 
journeying into another time and space that is boundless— 
a crack between the worlds.11 I am here to see you off,  
to see you in and of this other-worldness.  
My living vibrating being matches the rhythm of your 
slowly beating heart, slowing down, and simultaneously I 
am in my own body, a second rhythm. 
  
I lost track of time.  
I dared to believe in the Benevolence of Being.  
The gift returned. 
 
I am with you matching the rhythm of your life, and 
simultaneously I am in my own body, a second rhythm, 
inhabiting a mutual landscape. I see your horizon, our 
mutual horizon—not a ribbon of road running to an 
inevitable vanishing point, but a broad vista of blooming 
desert—the sunlight slanting sideways as it does between 
the time of darkness and light, setting the landscape ablaze 
with deep shadow and scarlet fire, shimmering in the heat. 
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From this distance, this fully engaged distance, I know 
Beauty—a vibrating stillness. In a not unpleasant morphine 
haze, your toes curl and uncurl, slowly, sensuously, the way 
they have always done as you fall asleep. 
 
We sit together, not speaking, on your porch that is attached 
to your house that you call home. Bird song. Warm breeze. I 
make our morning coffee, and later, tuna salad, and later 
still, baked chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy. It is 
the best food we’ve ever tasted. So much pleasure, to be 
alive. Your garden. The garden speaks to us of cycles, of 
seasons, assuring us, now that we do care for the length of 
lives, of years, of days, of moments. At the feet of your 
beloved blue-robed and ruddy-skinned Mary, the yellow 
rose with the flaming coral center takes its time, budding, 
swelling, daring to open, winking back at us as tiny 
raindrops fall on the petals on the ground, fall on what 
bloomed the day before and is now gone. The grass needs 
cutting again. 
 
Dan did not “Go Gentle” (Thomas, 1971). He would agree 

with Cyr’s (1998) contention that Thomas’ poem was more about the 
rage to live than a negotiation with death. Dan said this reflected his 
way of “Walking with Beauty,” of living the Navajo Beauty Way.  
 

DV: I have returned to the center of the living circle, back to 
my place or origin. I have completed this journey in spite of 
what the doctor told me twelve years ago. I find that there 
are other journeys before me. For now …. (Vice, 1996, pp. 
32-33) 
 
Danny had gotten his life in order, but he wasn’t ready to 

leave. Dan had a new boyfriend, Dave, and they were deeply in love. 
And he had his grandson Malachi, who called him “Papa.” Malachi 
was the grandson of his former lover, who had been excommunicated 
from the Mormon Church and shunned by his family. Unable to 
withstand the isolation from his blood and church family, he left Dan 
and returned to his faith, but graciously allowed Dan to continue to 
see his beloved Malachi. Dan wrote: 

 
THE HONEY NUT CHEERIOS POEM 
(to Malachi, my grandson, and our morning dance) 
 
[…] Suddenly, the silence is broken by the slapping of tiny 
feet on hard wood floors down the hall. Slowly at first this 
familiar sound comes to me. The sound of the feet stops, but 
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this is temporary as he crosses the long rug down the 
hallway. 
 
There they go again! 
 
[…] He is not of my blood. He is not of my lineage. But 
sure as there is a universe I know that my guardian angel has 
put him here in my path to dance this morning dance with 
me. 
 
As sure as there is a universe 
The gods created honey nut cheerios just for us. 
Today is a good day! (Vice, 1996, pp. 30-31) 
 
I gather the gifts that make themselves known to me, that 

reach for me, that cry see me, feel me, take me with you. Image me, 
imagine me. Remember me. Do not let me go, “gentle.” 

 
Dan’s last utterance was “No!”  
 
 

Re/turning 
 

Cunkle, an anthropologist who has conducted years of research on 
the ground and in the archives about Native American spiritual 
practices in the Southwest United States, told a reporter for an 
Arizona newspaper that the stone circle, sometimes found at roadside 
shrines creates a sacred space and “represents your center …. It is 
also a horizon line, symbolic of looking at Earth in all four directions 
from a point in the center of the circle” (in Ropp, 1995). 

It is important to note here that, according to my 
conversants and teachers—Harely “Swiftdeer” Reagan, a 
controversial figure who combines many traditions in his teachings,12 

Adam Fortunate Eagle, an Anishinabe elder who married into his 
wife’s Navajo clan, and Danny Vice, a ceremonially adopted 
Navajo—that the center to which Cunkle (in Ropp, 1995) refers does 
not indicate that the human being is the center of the universe (what 
Freudian and other Euro-modern interpretive frames might refer to as 
solipsistic, narcissistic, or infantile).  Rather, it indicates that a 
centered human being is connected to the universe, is connected to 
the material and ephemeral web of life of which the human being is a 
part, of which the human being does indeed play a part. This 
centeredness is an internal/external dynamic exchange of energy or 
life force, a state of being that moves and changes with/in the living 
world—what the Navajo call The Beauty Way, or Walking in Beauty. 
Therefore, Cunkle’s reference to a cross that marks a “horizon line,” 
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from certain North American indigenous perspectives, does not mark 
a vanishing point on a horizon line (as in a straight road running off 
into nothing): from a centered, interconnected, and interdependent 
perspective, one stands in the center of a dynamic circle of life and 
upon turning can “see” in all four directions, while being connected 
with the “as above, so below,” a world view from which one 
understands the horizon as a circle—a multi-dimensional sphere—
always already all around. The ceremonial Navajo (Dine’) coil 
basket, often used in traditional weddings and generally referred to as 
the Wedding Basket, symbolizes the living circle and the Beauty Way 
or Walking in Beauty. The “strikingly beautiful” Navajo Wedding 
Basket “start the coiling process with a central knot … the flexible 
bundled rods of sumac twigs are spiraled around and bound together 
with strips of sumac”: the “circular stepped designs” represents the 
Navajo’s journey through this world and into the next (Prindle, 1994, 
para. 3-6).  

The Navajo Courts Common Law Project (1999) tells us 
that the significance “of the Dine’ traditional basket” in its spiral 
construction and design “is crafted from the center and proceeds in 
the footprints of life in the opposite path of the sun and the shadow” 
to the outside rim: the rim represents the Universe (para. 7). “The 
color prints or figures” woven into coils “are the formations of the 
earth surfaces, water, and the sky [...]. The black designs that appear 
outward from the center, often appearing like jagged ‘mountains,’ 
represent the path through the darkness and the light on one’s journey 
of life. Black designs also represent the Holy Spirit and the Holy 
People, and the medicine people, who are always ready “to listen, 
assist, protect, and to guide” the people through the dark times (para. 
7). The red stripes, appearing next in the spiral, “are the rainbow” 
(para. 7) and represents the Dine’ people and the tools of everyday 
life to accomplish the future of the people, including marrying a mate 
and making a family. However, “the color prints are not completely 
enclosed [in the spiral design, as] there is an [unpainted] opening that 
represents an entrance and exit” (para. 7) from the center to the rim, a 
pathway always already present, between this world and elsewhere. 
Being open to these energies and life ways is to be centered and 
interconnected to all there is, as above, so below: this is to live the 
Beauty Way, and to Walk in Beauty. 

The place of death is not, then, a vanishing point, but a place 
of re/turn to a dynamic universe, whence one becomes, again, an 
integral, effortless part of the circle of life. When the site of death is 
marked as Cunkle (in Ropp, 1995) notes, it is perhaps hoped that the 
person died in a state of “Beauty.” However, as Cunkle notes, 
traditional practices of Navajo, Zuni, and Hopi people would not 
include marking sites of death and would avoid sites of death if at all 
possible.  
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My documentation of roadside shrines at the border of the 
Jicarilla Indian Reservation and on the side of public roads running 
through the Navajo Indian Reservation in northern New Mexico, as 
well as interviews with Navajo people familiar with what they would 
call traditional and modern death-related practices, attest to a meeting 
of these cultures. In a series of uneasy conversations about the 
subject with Danny’s brother, a man with a Christian family 
background now married into a traditional Navajo community, he 
expressed personal distress regarding the practice of marking the site 
of death on the road in areas where one must pass, preferring instead 
the series of shamanic rituals and ceremonies that maintain a 
separation of the living and the (perhaps) uneasy spirits of the dead. 
This separation includes the strict avoidance of places where the 
spirit left the body as well as avoidance of the lifeless body itself, 
even (or especially) that of an intimate family member: indeed Dan’s 
brother did not enter the room where Danny was “laid out,” but gave 
me something wrapped in leather to place in Dan’s pocket, which I 
did. Cunkle and Jaquemain (1995) also note a similar avoidance of 
the dead, as well as avoidance of talk about practices and symbols 
related to death, by “modern” Hopi and Zuni Indians (p. 73). 
However, according to Griffith (1992, 1995) in some contemporary 
Native American spiritual groups there are practices that combine 
select traditional North American indigenous and Spanish Catholic 
beliefs and practices. These individuals may have a more ambiguous 
relationship with the dead and so may tolerate roadside shrines. 
According to my conversants, this may account for the roadside 
shrines on or near Navajo, Hopi, Zuni, and other Indian Reservations 
in the southwest US (and elsewhere), although it should not be 
assumed that these shrines were built by Native Americans, even 
when prayer flags, medicine wheels, or an Ojo are present. Therefore, 
as scholars mentioned previously note, while some indigenous and 
post-colonial practices have syncretically evolved over time and/or 
transferred from one practice (or location of practice) to another, this 
confluence is not inclusive, nor is it without contest. 

Today, in some parts of the southwest US and Mexico, sites 
referred to as descansos, or “resting places,” characterized by crosses 
and sometimes nichos (enclosures surrounding shrines on three 
sides), mark the site where a person died suddenly (Griffith, 1995, 
pp. 16-17), often without last rites that ensures a Catholic’s safe 
passage into heaven. While descansos may bear some form of the 
inscription “Rest in Peace,” the use of the term descansos does not 
indicate a belief that the deceased is “resting in peace” or merely 
sleeping. These last sentiments, as suggested by Jorgensen-Earp and 
Lanzilotti (1998), are more closely related to northern European 
Protestant or non-Catholic Christian notions. Arellano (1986) writes 
that the term descansos is used to describe “the mark of an 
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interrupted journey” (p. 42) of the dead from the church to the 
cemetery, where stones or crossed sticks are placed on the ground to 
mark and make sacred the place where pall-bearers set down the 
heavy coffin to take a rest and reflect upon their loss. The term 
descansos is also used to refer to roadside markers where the literal 
and ritual journey of the deceased was interrupted (Arellano, 1986). 
The inscription “R.I.P.” or “Rest In Peace” is not then necessarily a 
descriptive statement—does not constitute a state of affairs for the 
dead—whether it is etched in stone on a marker in a graveyard, or 
carved, painted, or in some other fashion marked on a cross or wreath 
on the side of the road. However, “Rest in Peace” may refer to a wish 
or prayer that the soul or spirit of the deceased might one day rest. 
Here, in this writing, I dare to offer that a roadside descansos may 
also manifest a wish or a prayer that those who mourn might one day 
find at least a provisional peace with the impossible loss of the 
beloved.  

Whereas many shrine-builders create ritual spaces on the 
side of the road as an act of resistance to institutionally-sanctioned 
death-related rituals, other mourners insert their own eclectic rituals 
into more traditional settings. Indeed, cross-cultural and inter-
religious death practices may also find their way “back” into 
institutional funereal rites, much to the dismay of officiates. Henzel 
(1991) was told “unofficially” by a spokesperson for the Diocese of 
Tucson that Indian and Hispanic populations do “not always follow 
strict Catholic doctrine” (p. 95).  To illustrate and expand on 
Henzel’s work, I offer for example the series of events which were 
interjected into Dan’s High Funeral Mass at the Cathedral of the 
Madeleine in Salt Lake City, Utah. Ramazani (1994) asserts that 
these eclectic, elegiac mourning practices are “astonishing 
innovations” (p. 361) in contemporary mourning arts, as well as 
“inventive forms of mourning practice” that, like the NAMES Project 
AIDS Memorial Quilt, “make visible the ambiguity of contemporary 
death and grief” (Kennerly, 2002, p. 239), and “evoke the mourners 
along with their dead, in contrast to the remote, concealed authorship 
of the potted obituaries and “sympathy” cards. Lovers, friends, 
families and organized groups thread themselves into panels 
alongside their dead” (Ramazani, 1994, p. 364).  

Without forewarning to the Cardinal, Dan’s family and 
friends put together a patchwork of performative “readings” that 
reflected several of his group memberships. Some of these groups 
were freely chosen, others were familial Christian traditions of Dan’s 
“blood” family—what Dan’s adopted Navajo family would call his 
“born to” affiliations—and yet other group affiliations were 
borrowed from his extended family ties—African-American and 
Hispanic traditions that his brothers and sisters had married into. This 
eclectic mix also included other group affiliations that Dan identified 



118 Kennerly              Iowa Journal of Communication 
 
himself with/as: HIV/AIDS Survivor, Gay-Rights Activist, Forensics 
Champion, Performance Artist, and other memberships that made up 
his chosen family of colleagues and friends. And I sang the Navajo 
Lullaby in the cathedral after reading the eulogy written by Ray 
Quiel, one of Dan’s colleagues from EMU.   

Dan had his exit from this life covered: he pre-arranged with 
the Cardinal of the Catholic Church in Salt Lake City to say his 
funeral mass. He told me days ahead that he wanted the priest to 
administer last rites “in case anything happened” while I was there. 
He also returned to me the St. Christopher medal I gave him twenty-
five years hence, the “I Wish You Peace” inscription nearly worn 
from daily contact with his skin. And he charged me to use his script 
to “do something” after he was gone. I offer that this mystory, using 
the gift of the spiral to coil together excerpts from his scripted 
narrative, and own my research and personal reflection, serve as 
Danny’s—and my—descansos. 

When I reach you, I reach for you with words. I have 
attempted to gather together what I have gathered along the 
way, coaxing meaning out of an exquisite journey.  Image, 
imagine, memory, vibrating, still. What now? To what end? 
What space do we occupy, together, after/words? 
 
 
Postscript: Marking Monumental Change 

 
Danny Vice (1996) wrote that in 1977 his cohorts in the Gay 

Liberation Movement in Ann Arbor started Guerilla Queen Theatre, 
and together they performed “in-your-face, radical street theater in 
front of the Justice Building” (p. 13) during the Movement’s first 
March on Washington in 1979. Would that he were here today, along 
with so many brothers and sisters who have gone before, to celebrate 
the June 26, 2015 Supreme Court decision legalizing same-sex 
marriage in all 50 states, “handing a historic triumph” to the 
Movement (Hurley, 2015, para. 1). It seems appropriate that 
#LoveWins immediately became one of the most popular hashtags on 
Twitter (Aslam, 2015, June 27), tweeted by millions of people not 
only in the United States but also around the world. This essay also 
celebrates the recent cross-cultural and cross-religious move toward 
acceptance of gay people by some religious institutions, specifically 
the monumental gay rights and religious liberties bill which passed 
the Utah legislature in negotiation with the Mormon Church 
(Winslow, 2015). Furthermore, in a world-wide campaign of 
acceptance, Pope Francis is encouraging outreach to gay and lesbian 
Catholics, has given personal audience to people rejected by their 
local churches for their sexual orientation, and has invited pilgrims of 
the New Ways Ministry, a gay and lesbian Catholic activist group, to 
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VIP seats at one of his weekly general audience meetings (Sposito, 
2015). In addition, according to Turkewitz (2015) “the national 
debate over gay marriage … is prompting some Navajos to re-
examine a 2005 tribal law [… which] prohibits same-sex unions on 
the reservation” (para.2). In fact some tribal politicians are in favor of 
repealing the law, while others favor legalizing same-sex marriage, a 
turn of events that Laframboise and Anhorm (2008) could hail as a 
re/turn toward recognition, acceptance, and respect for two-spirit 
people. Indeed, the Beauty Way, symbolized by the coiled Navajo 
Wedding Basket, is open to all the people. 
 
 

Notes 

1 As I have noted previously (Kennerly, 2002, 2008), the term 
“roadside shrine” refers to material artifacts that mark the site of 
unexpected, violent death, placed by individuals on the side of public 
roads to mark the death of a loved one. I use the term “cross” to 
describe the general shape of specific objects.  I also include the 
specific details of cross construction, one of which is height, which I 
have categorized here for greater readability—ranging from tiny 
(under twelve inches tall), to medium (two and a half to three feet 
tall), to very large (over five feet tall). 
2 See Davis (n.d.) for an adequate explanation—an English 
translation—of the Dine’/Navajo concept and practice of the Walking 
in Beauty. 
3 Daniel L. Vice wrote and performed Do Not Go Gentle… in 1996, 
directed by Craig Rich. I have written permission from Vice to use 
his script for publication and performance. The work is otherwise 
copyrighted by Vice (1996). 
4 As I argue elsewhere, literary critic Jahan Ramazani (1994) posits 
that popular psychologies of grief view mourning as successful when 
the death of loved ones is accepted in a specific time frame, putting it 
in the past so that one can move on with the business of life. “Unlike 
Freudian melancholia, which is characterized by a pathological 
resistance to solace,” Ramazani’s “melancholic mourning” is 
characterized by mourning that is in process and therefore 
unresolved, and like the modern elegist, may scorn ‘recovery and 
transcendence’—melancholic mourning practices ‘neither abandon 
the dead nor [necessarily attempt to] heal the living’ (Ramazani, p. 
4), and as such is unfinalizable. Thus, modern elegists and 
melancholic mourners not only resist inherited conservative forms, 
they also resist certain social codes of containment” (Kennerly, 2002, 
pp. 249-250). 
5 As noted elsewhere (Kennerly, 2008; 2009) Emerson, Fretz, and 
Shaw (1995) guide my field documentation practices which call for 
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me to account for the processes of turning field notes into 
ethnographic accounts—some of which appear in this essay. To date 
I have conducted sixty-four interviews, mapped the location of 335 
individual shrines at 241 shrine sites on 6,356 one-way miles in thirty 
states, photographed over one hundred sites, some of them over time, 
and ritually revisited a dozen shine sites. 
6 The field description in this essay and my poetic treatment of it 
entitled “Once/Here/Still” appear in my 2005 dissertation. 
7 See Hennen and Teutsch (1974) for confirmation of this event. 
8 Roadside shrines are illegal on interstate highways and in most 
states in the United States, but officials often allow some shrines to 
stand undisturbed (Kennerly, 2002, 2008, 2009). However, many 
states have established policy that removes private shrines and 
replace them with state-sanctioned markers, often for a fee: 
regardless, individuals often personalize the signs with flowers, 
notes, and small crosses (Kennerly, 2002, 2008). For a discussion of 
current legal standing, and constitutional arguments in terms of 
roadside shrines, free speech and religious speech, see Reid (2014). 
9 See Laframboise and Anhorn’s 2008 treatise “Native American 
Concepts of Gender and Sexual Orientation” for an extensive 
historical and contemporary perspective of “two-spirited” people 
(para. 1). The authors’ work supports much of what Dan told me, and 
reflects an identity that Dan took on as his own, particularly Roscoe’s 
1988 work discussing pre-colonial ancient teaching: “these 
individuals were looked upon as a third and fourth gender in many 
cases and in almost all cultures they were honored and revered. The 
two-spirit people were often visionaries, the healers, the medicine 
people, the nannies of orphans, the care-givers” (in Laframboise & 
Anhorn, 2008, para. 3), although contemporary tribal practices do not 
reflect these ancient teachings, much to the contrary, there is hope 
(see Turkewitz, 2015).       
10 See Dia Art Foundation’s (2014) Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, for 
an extensive description of the artist and his 1970 earthwork in the 
Great Salt Lake. See Atlas Obscura (2015) for a discussion of the 
2012 re-emergence of the Spiral Jetty, images of the earthwork over 
time, and for direction of how to get to the site. 
11 See Baron (1983) for a discussion of the theory of multiple 
realities. 
12 See Wahlberg (1993) for a biography of Harely “Swiftdeer” 
Reagan, and Weaver (2001) for a harsh critique of much that Reagan 
professes to be true about him. While Reagan’s life story may be in 
question, his teaching about the medicine wheel or the sacred circle 
and his understanding of the Navajo concept of Walking in Beauty 
have proven to be sound in/as they correspond to my other 
conversants, teachers, and readings (see Davis, n.d.). 
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