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When you have successfully completed this lesson, you will be able to
· compare the detectives in A Thief of Time as individuals and as a team to the characteristics of the typical detective,
· talk about the Navajo and Anasazi peoples,
· identify the clues that led to the solution of the novel’s mysteries,
· compare and contrast the Navajo religion to the Christian religion as presented in this novel,
· write a recommendation for or against this novel.
[bookmark: _4kczpovwti1l]Reading Assignment
· A Thief of Time by Tony Hillerman
[bookmark: _nre9q1ea63c]Overview
Does the author’s name sound familiar? Hillerman is the editor of your short story book, The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century. To be chosen to select the best mystery stories of the century is quite an honor, but it is not his only accolade. He has won the Edgar and Grand Master Awards from Mystery Writers of America, the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Oklahoma Center for the Book, and the 2001 Agatha Award for Best Nonfiction Book for his memoir Seldom Disappointed. The Navajo tribe has honored him as a Special Friend of Dineh (Navajo) for his accurate portrayal of Navajo life.
Hillerman was born in Oklahoma in 1925. His father was a farmer and storekeeper. He and several other farm boys attended a boarding school for Native American girls. There he learned with and played with Seminole and Potawatomie kids whose families also had farms. In 1945, after World War II, he drove oil field equipment from Oklahoma City to the Checkerboard Reservation. He met some Navajos who allowed him to attend a healing ceremony for Navajo Marines to welcome them home. That was something he never forgot.
In 1948, he graduated from the University of Oklahoma, got married, became a father of six children, and worked as a journalist covering crime and politics. He eventually became the editor of a Sante Fe, New Mexico, newspaper. Over the years his desire to write stories and, later, novels grew. He returned to school for a master’s degree in English at the University of New Mexico, where he taught for twenty years and served as chairman of the journalism department.
When he started this mystery series, he chose to write about the Southwest, so if people didn’t like his stories they could still enjoy the setting. Hillerman based his fictional detective Joe Leaphorn on a Texas county sheriff who impressed him as a smart, humane person who blended commonsense with the law. Leaphorn’s sidekick, Jim Chee, was a blend of over a dozen young men he knew through teaching at the University of New Mexico. He decided to have his characters be Navajo because the more he learned about the Navajos, the more he liked them, especially their values: being nonjudgmental, having respect for their families and for women, and having a sense of humor.
Two of Hillerman’s Leaphorn mysteries have been made into movies for PBS. You might want to go to PBS’s website on Tony Hillerman
 (Links to an external site.)
 to see what you can find out about these films. You may also enjoy visiting the Harper Collins web page on Hillerman
 (Links to an external site.)
. If you type “Tony Hillerman” into the search section of your browser, you’ll find other sites too. Have fun!
According to The Tony Hillerman Companion (New York: Harper Collins, 1994), A Thief of Time is Hillerman’s own favorite among his novels. You will meet not only Navajos but also the Anasazi (or “Anicent Ones”), a tribe of very early North American Indians, who around 1250 A.D. moved from open land into caves in the mountains, and then moved again to no one knows where—a real-life mystery! You will become caught up in several subplots woven into the fiber of the main plot, creating a complex tapestry. You will become better acquainted with the Navajos, their religion, the Anasazi, and anthropology. To the dig! To the dig!

