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When as a young man I tried writing a novel it opened with a scene from my
childhood, a visit to the Cabazon dinosaurs, two life-size models of enormous
extinct beasts standing sentinel in a lonely desert near Palm Springs. Imagine my
surprise when a few years later I picked up Sam Shepard’s Motel Chronicles and
discovered it began with a version of the same scene! Although Shepard perhaps
misremembers their location or is thinking of something else, this coincidence
started me thinking about setting some texts from Motel Chroniclesand its
companion, Hawk Moon, each with its own evocative character.

There are six sections: “9/1/80 Homestead Valley, CA”, about a trip to the
dinosaurs with the narrator’s mother, “1/13/80 Petaluma, CA”, a useful a cappella
description of sticking your arm down a horse’s throat, “10/14/80 Coachella,
CA” and “Heaven’s Fist”, two desert poems, followed by an instrumental interlude,

and “Sea Sleep”, a story about a man and his ocean.

©2007-2016 Eric Shanfield (Enterprise Research Institute Council, ASCAP)



BADLANDS
from Motel Chronicles and Hawk Moon

by Sam Shepard

9/1/80 Homestead Valley, Ca.

In Rapid City, South Dakota, my mother gave me ice cubes wrapped in napkins to suck on. I was
teething then and the ice numbed my gums.
That night we crossed the Badlands. I rode in the shelf behind the back seat of the
Plymouth and stared out at the stars. The glass of the window was freezing cold if you touched it.
We stopped on the prairie at a place with huge white plaster dinosaurs standing around in
a circle. There was no town. Just these dinosaurs with lights shining up at them from the ground.
My mother carried me around in a brown Army blanket humming a slow tune. I think it
was “Peg a” My Heart”. She hummed it very softly to herself. Like her thoughts were far away.
We weaved slowly in and out through the dinosaurs. Through their legs. Under their
bellies. Circling the Brontosaurus. Staring up at the teeth of the Tyrannosaurus Rex. They all had
these little blue lights for eyes.

There were no people around. Just us and the dinosaurs.

1/13/80 Petaluma, Ca.

Jack Montgomery put his arm all the way down my horse’s throat. I watched him do it. I stood
right there and watched the arm disappear up to the elbow. A little river of green alfalfa drool
spilled down on my boots. I watched it run. I watched my horse’s eyes roll back in his head and
stare at me like a frightened demon. I watched the sun go down behind his head.

Petaluma was turning pale orange.

10/14/80 Coachella, Ca.

Black cloud shadows

on the Orocopia Mountains

Gigantic Date Palms

Brown bags protecting their fruit



Alfalfa trucks

orange trucks filled with tires

Tangerine groves

ladders leaning on their trunks

Roofless stone foundations

made from river rock

Single burned Palm

nothing around it burned

Giant chunks of road tires

frying on the road

Trailered racing boat

solid chrome pipes

Dust blows

all over Blythe

Heaven’s Fist

Far shooting star

Scar branded night

Car light snakes a trail

On earth

Far far heaven’s head
Opens up its bony skull
Shows a flash of secret sight
Then fast the fist slams shut



Sea Sleep

The bed was an ocean to him even when he was awake. The blankets swirled like the waves. The
sheets crashed like the white caps. Seagulls dove down and fished along his back. He hadn’t been
up for days and the people in the house were getting worried. He wouldn’t talk or eat. Just sleep
and wake and fall asleep again. When they called the doctor he pissed all over him. When they
called a psychiatrist he spit. When they called a priest he puked. Finally they let him be and just
slide carrots and lettuce under the door. These were the only things he’d eat. The people in the
house started a joke about their pet rabbit and he overheard it. His hearing was getting very keen.
So he stopped eating altogether. He slid the bed in front of the door so no one could get in and
then fell fast asleep. At night the people would hear hurricane sounds coming from the room.
Thunder and lightning and foghorns. They banged on the door. They tried to break it down but
the door held firm. they put their ears to the door and heard gurgling underwater sounds. Moss
and barnacles started to grow on the outside walls of the room. The people were afraid. They
decided to have him committed but when they went to get their car they discovered the house
surrounded by ocean on all sides as far as they could see. Nothing but ocean. The house tossed
and heaved all night. The people huddled together in the basement. From up in the room came a

long low moan and the whole house sank into the sea.
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