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Chapter Seven

So I thought we would just go on like this forever, happy,
drowsy, eating grapes; but no. Guess who had to go and
enter the picture?

Death.

I was not prepared. Are we ever?

It is painful even to think about.

I had come down the hill in all my cheerful innocence,
expecting everything to be the same as it had been the day
before. ( Good Morning, Girls, it’s Mommy!) Impossible,
of course, but there are many days when we don’t think
about “impermanence” or how “Everything must change,”
a phrase I always hear in Nina Simone’s voice. Like the
child that I still am I count my chickens every time I see
them; and that is what I started to do. Feeling almost

http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.blogger.com/next-blog?navBar=true&blogID=7293434229001367838
http://www.blogger.com/signup.g
http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/
http://www.alicewalkersgarden.com/
http://www.alicewalker.info/
javascript:void(0)
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/search?updated-min=2010-01-01T00%3A00%3A00-08%3A00&updated-max=2011-01-01T00%3A00%3A00-08%3A00&max-results=46
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/search?updated-min=2009-01-01T00%3A00%3A00-08%3A00&updated-max=2010-01-01T00%3A00%3A00-08%3A00&max-results=45
javascript:void(0)
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009_12_01_archive.html
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009_11_01_archive.html
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009/11/i-have-persistent-thought-about-my.html
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009/11/i-have-persistent-thought-about-my.html
http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009/11/i-have-persistent-thought-about-my.html


Alice Walker Blog: So I Thought We would Just Go On Like This Forever

http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009/11/so-i-thought-we-would-just-go-on-like.html[10/4/10 10:44:02 AM]

Persistent
Thought Ab...

Perhaps You've
Seen Her?

Four Brown
Eggs! Yaay,
Space Nuts!

►  October 2009
(6)

►  August 2009 (2)
►  July 2009 (3)
►  June 2009 (8)
►  May 2009 (2)
►  April 2009 (1)
►  February 2009

(3)
►  January 2009

(2)
►  2008 (23)

Subscribe To 

Search This
Blog

powered by

Hard Times
Require
Furious
Dancing -
Alice
Walker

instantly that somebody was missing. Sure enough, no
matter how many times I counted, trying to reach nine, I
only got to eight. Eight. Where was chicken number nine?
My heart was in my mouth. This is an expression I never
hear these days, and I certainly don’t hear myself saying
it. Still, there it was. I knew something awful had
happened.

The flock, by now, seemed over whatever the shock had
been, and were most curious about what I had brought
them. Today, sunflower seeds, with big yellowing petals
still attached to the circle of seeds. They didn’t know what
to make of this at first, but one or two pecks and behold,
out popped big crunchy seeds, that, from their perspective,
might have been hiding, so cleverly does the flower
protect its seeds from the eyes of birds.

I went inside their house, looking at everything carefully:
their nests, the roosts, the floor. Way at the back of the
coop I saw her: her black and gold feathers, the flecks of
orange on her wings. It was Babe. I tried to pick her up,
but couldn’t. Her head was wedged between the outside
chicken door and the floor. Someone, closing the door
while she was trying to look out or get out, closed the
door on her lovely head. I went outside, opened that door,
and lifted her body out into the sunlight. There was a lot
of blood, now dried, some of it running down the side of
the chicken house.

She was heavy. In her few weeks with me she had gained
weight. But there was also, on my part, an instant
understanding of the expression “dead weight” for she was
not just heavy but leaden. The buoyancy of life had left
her entirely. And she was stiff and hard. Her feathers the
only thing still shining and seeming to have life. Her poor
head was crushed, but the rest of her was intact.

What to do?
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I took her in my arms and expressed my sorrow. I am so
sorry, I said. You met such a frightful fate and I was not
here with you. I hope it was quick and painless; that you
did not suffer. I looked for a place to bury her. It
happened that I was having a new septic system installed
for the guest cottage – a tiny wooden tee-pee like dwelling
I lived in before building my house. There was a deep
hole waiting to be filled, piles of clean earth all around it.
I knew I had to place her deep to keep the bobcats,
raccoons and coyotes from finding her, and so chose this
spot. I dug a deeper small hole inside the larger one and
laid her there, covering her gently with prayers for her
journey. Who knew this would hurt so much?

And it isn’t as if I’m vegan, as Wikipedia claims. I’m just
an ordinary run of the mill mostly vegetarian person who
still eats chicken soup when I’m sick and roast chicken
when I can’t resist. But I could not have eaten Babe.
Though a neighbor, like many folks in this part of the
country, thinks he could have, and that not to eat her was
in some sense a waste. I don’t agree. Nothing good that
goes into the earth is wasted, is my thought. Look what
magical things come out of it! I have never understood
why people choose to be buried so that they don’t touch
the earth. It seems short sighted.

I limped back to my stool in the corner of the chicken
yard. I blamed myself. For, isn’t this what mothers do?
The day before, following a book on chicken raising, I had
done something that might have caused Babe to rush to
the chicken door that leads outside, rather than to the door,
always open, that leads into the yard. According to my
book, I was supposed to keep the chickens in the chicken
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house and yard for at least two weeks, without letting
them out into the garden or the unfenced space around
their house. This was to make sure they knew where they
lived, and could return there, and to keep them from
straying off into the woods, which they would do, since
chickens are known to follow any bug anywhere,
completely forgetting where they live and are loved or
who is waiting impatiently there. I did this. The day
before Babe’s death the two week period ended and I
happily opened the never before opened door to the wide
world outside their chicken yard and, with cracked corn
and human clucks, showed them how to descend a ladder
that extended from that door. They were excited to be
free. Who wouldn’t be?

Together we went over to an arbor covered by grape vines
and wisteria. Wisteria getting the upper hand. In the shade.
And, bugs without number, just beneath the moist wood
chip covered ground beneath the canopy. The chickens
were in Paradise. I was too. There’s a nice wooden bench
to sit on and I sat watching them enjoy their freedom.
Overjoyed as they were they would occasionally, Babe
and Gertrude Stein especially, come over and hop up on
my lap or shoulder, just to thank me, I guess. We stayed
out for an hour, which seemed long enough, and then I
coaxed them back to their house with corn and more
clucks. They were reluctant to leave but came willingly
enough when I threw in a few grapes. Rufus and Agnes of
God tried to hide around the other side of the chicken
house, but of course I could still see them. Which they
didn’t seem to believe.

Before leaving the chickens I sat for a quarter hour
holding Babe; her resplendent black and gold neck in the
crook of my arm, the festively feathered rest of her
snuggled comfortably in my lap. This may be the last
time, this may be the last time, this may be the last time, it



Alice Walker Blog: So I Thought We would Just Go On Like This Forever

http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009/11/so-i-thought-we-would-just-go-on-like.html[10/4/10 10:44:02 AM]

may be the last time, I don’t know. This old song that my
parents and grandparents sang in church comes back to me
now. It was a sad song, melancholy to a child, and even
though we attended a funeral almost every month,
sometimes twice a month, I was too young to understand
the deep compassionate sorrow in their voices. They were
people who had been through a lot together, and, because
of poverty, the young people were leaving the countryside
to go North, or to live in the cities. The community they’d
built was coming apart. There was as well much sickness
and disease. And some of the old people died after long,
mostly invisible to the world lives of sacrifice and hard
work. Yet, in this song, they were honored in the singing
of people who knew them, appreciated and loved them.
This may be the last time, it may be the last time, I don’t
know.

Maybe when a human came and mistakenly opened the
outside door she’d come through for the first time only the
day before, Babe had rushed toward the light. Perhaps she
dreamed of more bugs and cracked corn and grapes, more
snuggles in the arms of a warm, soothingly breathing,
human. Maybe the door closed on her head so quickly she
had no time to think of anything else. I hope this is the
case. She’d probably never experienced a headache, so
maybe she didn’t experience her pain as “pain.”

On one of his tapes, my teacher Jack Kornfield talks about
what we are likely to think about as we’re dying. The
most important question we will ask ourselves – having
long given up asking such questions of others –is “Did I
love well?” After all, we’re the only ones who could
know. I think an acceptable answer is: I loved as well as I
could.

What helps me with Babe’s death is that the day before,
not knowing the future, I sat with her on my lap, stroking
and admiring her. It delighted me that her experience of



Alice Walker Blog: So I Thought We would Just Go On Like This Forever

http://www.alicewalkerblog.com/2009/11/so-i-thought-we-would-just-go-on-like.html[10/4/10 10:44:02 AM]

being a chicken on earth among humans was a loving one.
That she ate only the best food, slept in a clean chicken
house, had a nest ready for her and her eggs, should she
ever happen to lay any. If someone had tried to tell Babe
about the cruelty done to chickens by humans, and she
could understand the language, she would not have
believed them. Her experience, until a human accidentally
closed the door to the outside world on her head, was that
we are ok. Decent creatures to have in the service of
chickens. For that, too, is how she had experienced
humans.

                  ***
Posted by Alice Walker Blog Administrator at 4:13 PM  
Labels: change , chickens , death , impermanence , veganism ,
vegetarianism

1 comments:

 Cheyelle Omar said...
Oh no, poor Babe...and to think, she'd made it past
Thanksgiving too! Boo to death...

"One short sleep past, we wake eternally, 
And Death shall be no more: Death, thou shalt die!" -
John Donne

im. Babe.
November 30, 2009 5:13 PM
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It is with infinite hope that I offer these thoughts from the internal road.

Alice
alicewalkersgarden
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