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In the Arizona desert, Jim Chee,

a young Navajo tribal policeman,
15 staking out a windmill which has
been regularly vandalised at night.
When he hears a light airplane crash
nearby, Chee finds that the landing
lights of a makeshift runway lead
smack into the rocks. The pilot and
another man are dead, but someone
else has driven off in a van, and Chee
hears a fourth man scramble away as
he approaches.

FBI agent Johnson takes over the
case, which is drugsrelated, and is
clearly suspicious of Chee. His superior
at the reservation station, Lieutenant
Joe Leaphorn, tells Chee to concentrate
on the windmill and his other assign-
ments: a ‘John Doe’ discovered rotting
in the hills, and the theft of jewellery
from Jake West's trading post. A white
man with a gift for magic tricks, West
accuses Joseph Musket, an ex-con he
employed as a favour to his son and
whom he fired shortly before the bur-
glary. Johnson and another FBI man
break into Chee’s trailer home and beat
him up, but the young Navajo insists
he knows nothing about the drugs
missing from the plane or the van he
heard drive away. Leaphorn advises
him to take a few days' holiday and
stay well away, but Chee decides to
investigate on his own.

After painstaking tracking, he dis-
covers the abandoned van and the
corpse of a drug runner inside, but no
drugs. He persuades his friend and
Hopi colleague Cowboy Dashee to take
him to the Hopi shaman who tends a
shrine by the windmill. He accuses the
shaman of being the vandal, but hav-
ing proved his own good faith, gets an
eye-witness report to the drugs murder
that leads him to uncover the mer-
chandise - buried on the site of the
wreck. On checking Musket's records at
the penitentiary, Chee learns that
West's son was his partner, and that
the latter was set up to be killed as an
informer by Johnson only a few
months previously.

Later Chee hears that the killer is to
meet the drugs traffickers on a remote
mountain top, a place the Hopis know
as the Centre of Evil. On a stormy
night, Chee fails to prevent the murder
of another trafficker, but he unmasks
the killer: Jake West. Obsessed with
avenging his dead son, West has used
the drugs as bait. Johnson and his »
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4 partner hold Chee and West at gun-
point. But West slips out of his hand-
cuffs and takes revenge on the agents,
though he is fatally wounded in the
process, The next morning, Leaphorn
commends his junior cop, and Chee
performs a blessing ceremony for the

‘John Doe’, Joseph Musket.
. Produced under Robert Redford’s
aegis, The Dark Wind is the first in
a proposed series of films based on
Tony Hillerman's contemporary Navajo
crime novels. As a laconic framing
sequence suggests — a car chase that
never quite gets on the road - Hiller-
man doesn't write thrillers, he writes
mysteries. He presents a puzzle to be
solved, and puts the emphasis irmly
on legwork and deductive reasoning. It
is a classical, rather old-fashioned for-
mula, with the focus very much on the
cop. The difference 1s the way Hiller-
man works out of Navajo culture. Con-
situtional law 1s secondary to tradi-
tional lore; Jim Chee is a cop who's a
singer, a shaman. "They don't know if
you're gonna catch the bad guys or
heal ‘em!" remarks Joe Leaphorn,
Hillerman's agnostic protagonist in an
earlier series of novels, drafted in here
In a supporting role.

Having attracted some initial criti-
cism for the casting of Lou Diamond
Phillips (after spending a vear audi-
tioning Native American actors),
the film-makers scrupulously subtitle
MNavajo and Hopi dialogue. The result is
remarkably faithful to the spirit of the
novel; all but unimpeachable in
respect of Native American culture, It
is appropriate that Errol Morris, a doc-
umentarist fascinated by common-or-
garden eccentricity, should take up
this relatively anthropological Holly-
wood movie. Appropriate, too, that the
film-maker/detective whose Thin Blue
Line freed a convicted murderer should
make his first feature about a
shaman/cop.

Poetic justice is as near as Morris
can get, For Chee, the Navajo concept
of the “dark wind” precludes a justice
system: when a man is doing wrong, a
dark wind is blowing through him. It
will blow over; the only possible resc-
lution is a return to hozro, equanimity.
Morris' transition from a cutting-room
director to a storyboard metteur en scene
is a thoughtful, engrossing, but rather
self-conscious work. Set against the
rich accomplishment of his documen-
taries, The Dark Wind 1s disappointingly
modest, as il Morris were taking cover.

Fluent in the semantics of crime,
and adept at marshalling evidence, he
is still stretched to accommodate the
logic of four complex plot strands - it
might have been better not to try.
Fatally, in a mystery, he tips us the
wink too early. No fan of the genre will
miss the culprit on his [irst screen
appearance. Poetically, the killer feels
himself validated in his own death; the
real villains of the piece are the FBIL
There’s not much conviction in this
dénouement, however, for all that it is
scored by thunder and photographed
by lightning,

Tom Charity
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