Review of Sky Changes On the Kuskokwim, Brenda Jaeger

A rewarding glimpse into life on the Kuskokwim River. Sky Changes On the Kuskokwim—is an in-depth look into the life of a man named Kim-boy Jon. We follow him as he lives through the challenges of surviving in a land filled with contradictions and complexities. Bates depicts the struggle for education in a rapidly changing Alaska. He carefully draws a picture of the grace of some teachers who understood how to encourage young people unfamiliar with the classroom.

The novel describes the cycles of living and the poignancy of unexpected loss as the protagonist Kim-boy Jon, the Little Lion, experiences family losses that fill his life from youth to old age. We learn of the changes that have occurred on the Kuskokwim in the past decades through the stories of those who live on the river.

Bates accurately depicts the challenges occurring to those of the Kuskokwim when facing cultural and economic transitions. He shows the need for knowledgeable and understanding educators. Through his writing we understand the support the community gives each other, the elders and widows, children and animals, and how the old traditions help keep people alive.

The details of the landscape and the stories presented in this work paint a memorable picture of Alaska. His words speak with accuracy and a stirring of the future emerging. I found myself imagining being there with Kim-boy, drinking tea, and watching the river. Now when I hear the ravens call, I think of this novel. I am glad that the author took the time to bring these words to us, to savor, to guide.

—Brenda Jaeger, Alaska artist and author whose poems have appeared in numerous journals, including Cirque, Calyx, Fishtrap Anthology, Northwest Magazine/The Oregonian, Musher Monthly/Bethel, and 8th Annual Collection of Haiku/WPA

