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“ T H E  K I L L  H O L E ”  

L i n d a  H o g a n  

 

In New Mexico there were an ancient people called the Mimbres. They were 

skilled potters. What they made was far superior to the work of later potters in 

the Southwest. The Mimbres formed bowls out of rich, red clay that held 

generations of life, and they painted that shaped clay with animals, people, 

plants, and even the dusty wind that still inhabits the dry New Mexico land. 

Like the Anasazi and other ancient nations, these were people of the 

mystery, having abandoned their place and vanished into a dimension that has 

remained unknown to those of us who have come later. But before they 

disappeared into the secret, the Mimbres "killed" their pots by breaking a hole in 

the center of each one. It is thought that the hole served to release the spirit of 

the pot from the clay, allowing it to travel with them over land and to join them 

in their burial grounds. It is called a “kill hole.” 

At the third death I attended, I thought of these earlier people, and 

wondered about the kill hole, how life escapes the broken clay of ourselves, 

travels away from the center of our living. It’s said that at death, the fontanelle in 

the top of the skull opens, the way it is open when we are born into the world. 

Before her spirit escaped through the crown, I wanted to ask that dying woman 

what she could tell me about life. But dying is hard work and it leaves little time 

for questions. That afternoon, there was time only for human comfort as the 

woman balanced those last hours between the worlds of life and raspy death. 

That woman died in California, not far from the place where Ishi, the last 

Yana Indian, was found in 1911. Ishi came from a small group of Indians who 

lived undiscovered for over fifty years in the Mill Creek area, concealed by forest. 

They knew the secret of invisibility. Not even a cloud of smoke had revealed their 

whereabouts. But as the settling of the continent expanded to the West, and as 

the logging of the forests continued, Ishi was found, finally, by surveyors who 
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must have believed he was not a man in the way they were men, for they carried 

away his few possessions as souvenirs for their families. 

For the next four years Ishi lived in a museum as a living exhibit. He offered 

scholars his tools, his crafts, and his language. His was a tremendous gift to the 

people who were near him, but during that time he was transformed from a 

healthy man into a wasted skeleton. He died from tuberculosis, one of the 

diseases of civilization. But sometimes death has such a strange way of turning 

things inside out, so that what is gone becomes as important as what remains. 

Such an absence defines our world as surely as a Mimbres pot contains a bowl 

of air, or as a woman's dying body holds a memory and history of life. This is 

especially true in the case of Ishi; his story illuminates the world of civilization 

and its flaws. It tells us what kind of people we are, with our double natures. It 

speaks of loss and of emptiness that will never again be filled, of whole cultures 

disappeared, of species made extinct, all of these losses falling as if through a 

hole, like a spirit leaving earth's broken clay. 

In our own time, there have been events as striking as the discovery of Ishi, 

events that, in their passing, not only raise the question of what kind of people 

we are, but give us reason to ask what is our rightful place within the circle of 

life, we beautiful ones who are as adept at creation as we are at destruction? 

 

One of these events, one that haunts us like a shadow from the dark 

periphery of our lives, is the recent research where apes were taught American 

sign language. Through that language of the hands, a dialogue began between 

signing chimpanzees and human beings, a dialogue that bridged the species 

barrier for perhaps the first time. Within a relatively short time, the chimps 

learned to communicate with humans and with one another. They asked 

questions, expressed abstract thought, and combined signs and symbols to 

create new words they had not been taught by their human teachers. With 

their hands, they spoke a world of emotion, of feelings similar to our own. One 

angry chimp called his handler, "dirty." Another one, Ally, developed hysterical 

paralysis when separated from his mother. Later, one of the subjects had to be 

tranquilized as he was taken away, distraught and protesting, and sold into 

scientific research. 

From these studies, we learned that primates have a capacity for love and 

resistance, that they not only have a rich emotional life, but that they are able 
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to express their pain and anguish. This is an event whose repercussions 

astonish us with their meaning, whose presence throws us into an identity crisis 

equal to that in Galileo's time when the fabric of belief was split wide open to 

reveal that earth was not the center of the universe. This event bespeaks our 

responsibility to treat with care and tenderness all the other lives who share 

our small world. Yet the significance of this research has gone largely 

unheeded. Many members of the scientific community played down the 

similarities between apes and humans, ignoring the comfort of such 

connections. They searched instead for new definitions of language and 

intelligence, ones that would exclude apes from our own ways of speaking and 

thinking. They searched for a new division, another wall between life and life. 

In itself, this search sheds light on us, and in that light, we seem to have had a 

failure of heart. 

But perhaps this armor of defense comes from another failure, from the 

downfall of our beliefs about who and what we are as human beings. One by 

one, in our lifetimes, our convictions about ourselves and our place within the 

world have been overturned. Once the use of tools was considered to be 

strictly a human ability. Then it was found that primates and other species 

make use of tools. Then altruism was said to be what distinguished us from 

other species, until it was learned that elephants try to help their sick, staying 

the long hours beside their own dying ones, caressing and comforting them. 

And we can't even say that art is an activity that sets us apart, since those same 

compassionate elephants also make art. In fact, when the artist de Kooning was 

shown anonymous paintings by elephants, he thought the artist to be a most 

talented individual, one who knew how to "finish" and compose a drawing. On 

hearing that the artist was an elephant, he said, "That's a damned talented 

elephant.” Jane Goodall, also on the subject of art, says that not only do 

chimpanzees make and name paintings, but that when shown their artwork as 

much as a year later, they remember the title they originally gave it. 

 

Even humor is not entirely limited to humans. Recently Jane Goodall also 

related an exchange between the signing gorilla Koko and trainer Penny 

Patterson. A researcher was visiting them, and Penny wanted Koko to exhibit 

her intelligence. 

Penny held up a piece of white cloth. 
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"Koko, what color is this?" 

Koko signed, "Red." 

Because the gorilla made an error, the woman asked again. "Koko, what 

color is this?" Koko again replied, "Red." 

Exasperated, the trainer said, "Koko, if you want to eat supper, you'd better 

answer the question. What color is this?" 

Koko leaned forward and picked a tiny piece of red lint off the white cloth, 

looked her caretaker in the eye, showed her the lint, and laughed. "Red, Red, 

red, red!" 

Still wanting a place of our own, a place set aside from the rest of the 

creation, now it is being ventured that maybe our ability to make fire separates 

us, or perhaps the desire to seek revenge. But no matter what direction the 

quest for separation might take, there has been a narrowing down of the 

difference between species, and we are forced to ask ourselves once again: 

what is our rightful place in the world, our responsibility to the other lives on 

the planet? It's a question of crucial importance as we live in this strange and 

confusing time, when so many of our scientists prefer to meddle with the 

creation of new life forms rather than to maintain and care for those, even 

human lives, who are already in our presence. Oren Lyons, Iroquois 

traditionalist, has said, "We forget and we consider ourselves superior, but we 

are after all a mere part of this creation. And we must consider to understand 

where we are. And we stand somewhere between the mountain and the ant, 

somewhere and only there as part and parcel of the creation.” 

We are of the animal world. We are part of the cycles of growth and decay. 

Even having tried so hard to see ourselves apart, and so often without a love 

for even our own biology, we are in relationship with the rest of the planet, and 

that connectedness tells us we must reconsider the way we see ourselves and 

the rest of nature. 

A change is required of us, a healing of the betrayed trust between humans 

and earth. Caretaking is the utmost spiritual and physical responsibility of our 

time, and perhaps that stewardship is finally our place in the web of life, our 

work, the solution to the mystery of what we are. There are already so many 

holes in the universe that will never again be filled, and each of them forces us 
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to question why we permitted such loss, such tearing away at the fabric of life, 

and how we will live with our planet in the future. 

 

Ishi is just one of those losses. Ishi was what he called himself, and the word 

meant only "man.” Ishi kept his real name to himself. It was his only possession, 

all that remained for him of a lost way of life. He was the last of a kind of 

human being. His absence left us wondering about these lives of ours that 

unfold in the center of a tragic technology. When we wake up in the night, full 

of fear, we know the hole is all around us, pulling at even our dreams. We learn 

from what has fallen through before us. It's why we study history. It's why I 

wished a dying woman would balance between the worlds a moment, 

teetering there, and gaze backward in time to tell me any wise secret of 

survival. The kill hole where everything falls out is not just found in earth's or 

the body's clay. It is a dusky space between us and others, the place where our 

compassion has fallen away, our capacity for love failed. It is the time between 

times, a breached realm where apes inform us of a truth we fear to face. It is a 

broken mirror that reveals to us our own shady and dualistic natures and lays 

bare our human history of cruelty as well as love. What we are lives in that 

abyss. But we have also to ask if this research is not a great step in creating a 

bridge across that broken world, if these first explorations between humans 

and apes are not hands held out in welcome. Some of us have reached out 

across the solitude of our lives with care and mercy, have touched away the 

space between us all. 

There is a Mandan story that tells how the killed buffalo left through a hole 

in the sky. From that hole, it's said, the grandmother still looks down at earth, 

watching over her children. 

Today in San Diego, a young California condor is breaking a hole in an egg, 

pecking its way through to life. There are only twenty-eight California condors 

left in the world, all of them in captivity. They've been dwelling on the brink of 

extinction. But how amazing it is, this time a new life coming in, turning 

another way through that hole. A mending is taking place, a life emerging like 

the thread out of the labyrinth, the thread leading out of a Navajo rug's 

pattern of loss. The old woman in the sky is looking down on us, keeping 

watch. 


