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This Ojibwuy logo by Del Ashkewe, from Cape Croker symbolizes the content of the book. The large circle at the top with four projections represents Kitche Manitou, the Creator. A circle symbolizes spirit; to denote Great Spirit, a larger circle was circumscribed around a smaller. The four projections indicate universal presence.

The inverted semi-circle below the symbol for Kitche Manitou represents sky and universe. Immediately below is the symbol of the Sun; it represents life and time, linear and cyclic.

Under the Sun is the image of man within a sphere. Together they represent human life and existence and being.

Conjoining the symbol for life to the symbol for Kitche Manitou is the line of life and power: with the two branches on either side sweeping upward and outward denoting the Tree of Life, plantkind upon which all beings are sustained.

The base for the Life-line and the Tree of Life formed by a straight line represents the earth and rock, the substance of Mother Earth. The teepees in different styles image tribes, communities, societies and families and mean different styles and modes of living.

On either side of the figure of the encircled man are other men and women. Those nearest to the central image with wavy lines emanating from their lips reflect speech, history, languages and stories. Next to the speakers are women, symbols of the primacy and constancy of womankind. The figures most remote from the centre mirror sustenance and patterns of life. The four orders of animals, Tree of Life, earth, and men and women represent being, and existence and time.
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Preface

If the Native Peoples and their heritage are to be understood, it is their beliefs, insights, concepts, ideals, values, attitudes, and codes that must be studied. And there is, I submit, no better way of gaining that understanding than by examining native ceremonies, rituals, songs, dances, prayers, and stories. For it is in ceremony, ritual, song, dance, and prayer that the sum total of what people believe about life, being, existence, and relationships are symbolically expressed and articulated; as it is in story, fable, legend, and myth that fundamental understandings, insights, and attitudes toward life and human conduct, character, and quality in their diverse forms are embodied and passed on.

But it is not enough to listen to or to read or to understand the truths contained in stories; according to the elders the truths must be lived out and become part of the being of a person. The search for truth and wisdom ought to lead to fulfilment of man and woman.

It is in the hope that the heritage of the Ojibway speaking peoples and their Algonkian brothers and sisters will be a little better understood that this book was written, though it represents but a small portion of the total fund of unwritten tradition. It is one way of perpetuating and enhancing the bequest of our forefathers as it is a means of sharing that gift with those whose culture and heritage may be very different but who wish to enlarge their understanding.

What is difficult in an undertaking of this kind is retaining the substance of the meaning of the stories while changing the images, metaphors, and figures of speech which must necessarily be done during any translation and interpretation from one language to another —in this instance, from Ojibway into English. Readers are asked to bear in mind that like any other language, Ojibway makes liberal and imaginative use of images, metaphors, and figures of speech to express in the concrete abstract ideas and concepts. The stories recorded are not to be interpreted literally; but freely, yet rationally according to the Ojibway views of life. Readers and listeners are expected to draw their own inferences, conclusions, and meanings according to their intellectual capacities.

Because each Ojibway story may embody several themes and meanings, time and deliberation are required for adequate appreciation. There is no instantaneous understanding. Ojibway stories are as broad and deep in meaning and mystery as are the tales, legends, and myths of Greek, Roman, Egyptian and other peoples and just as difficult to understand as are the parables in the Bible.

Fortunately Ojibway stories are flexible in nature and scope. It is for this reason that they are best narrated. Skill and imagination will enable the story-teller to impart any level of meaning according to the scope and ability of his audience.

Many, if not most of the stories, related in this book will be found to be similar to the stories of the Cree, Abenaki, Black-foot, Micmac, Menominee, and other Algonkian speaking peoples. That this is so ought not to be astonishing. The similarities that exist simply suggest a common view of life.

For the stories that I have recorded I am indebted to innumerable story-tellers in Ontario; for the understandings, I gratefully acknowledge the guidance of Edward Kaghee (deceased); Aylmer Plain; Gregor Keeshig; Tom Medicine; Maria Seymour; Fred Greene; Jane Rivers; Flora Tabobandung; Fred Wheatley; William Meawassige; Mike Trudeau (deceased); Rose McLeod (deceased), my grandmother; Sam Zawamik; for allowing me scope and for their encouragement, thanks to Dr. E. S. Rogers and Dr. H. Fuchs, my colleagues in the Department of Ethnology; for support, to the woman I love and my family; for typing, to Margaret Cozry; for patience and latitude to my employer, the Royal Ontario Museum; and to Anna Porter for considering my manuscript worthy of publication.

I would like to state that I have not received any benefit from any patron, fund, foundation, or council in the preparation and writing of this book.


OJIBWAY
HERITAGE
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The Vision of Kitche Manitou

CREATION


Young and old asked:

Who gave to me

The breath of Life

My frame of flesh?

Who gave to me

The beat of heart

My vision to behold

Who?

When to Rose the gift

Of shade, of beauty

And grace of form?

When to Pine the gift

Of mystery of growth

The power to heal

When?

How to Bear the gift

Of sense of time

A place of wintering?

How to Eagle came the gift

Of glance of love

The flash of rage?

How?

Who gave to Sun

His light to burn

His path to tread?

Who gave to Earth

Her greening bounty

Cycles of her being?

Who?

Who gave to us

The gifts we do not own

But borrow and pass on?

Who made us one?

Who set the Path of Souls?

Who carved the Land of Peace?

Who?



As the young asked, the old men and old women thought about these matters.

They gave their answers and explanations in the form of stories, songs, prayers, rituals, and ceremonies.

Kitche Manitou (The Great Spirit) beheld a vision. In this dream he saw a vast sky filled with stars, sun, moon, and earth. He saw an earth made of mountains and valleys, islands and lakes, plains and forests. He saw trees and flowers, grasses and vegetables. He saw walking, flying, swimming, and crawling beings. He witnessed the birth, growth, and the end of things. At the same time he saw other things live on. Amidst change there was constancy. Kitche Manitou heard songs, wailings, stories. He touched wind and rain. He felt love and hate, fear and courage, joy and sadness. Kitche Manitou meditated to understand his vision. In his wisdom Kitche Manitou understood that his vision had to be fulfilled. Kitche Manitou was to bring into being and existence what he had seen, heard, and felt.

Out of nothing he made rock, water, fire, and wind. Into each one he breathed the breath of life. On each he bestowed with his breath a different essence and nature. Each substance had its own power which became its soul-spirit.

From these four substances Kitche Manitou created the physical world of sun, stars, moon, and earth.

To the sun Kitche Manitou gave the powers of light and heat. To the earth he gave growth and healing; to waters purity and renewal; to the wind music and the breath of life itself.

On earth Kitche Manitou formed mountains, valleys, plains, islands, lakes, bays, and rivers. Everything was in its place; everything was beautiful.

Then Kitche Manitou made the plant beings. These were four kinds: flowers, grasses, trees, and vegetables. To each he gave a spirit of life, growth, healing, and beauty. Each he placed where it would be the most beneficial, and lend to earth the greatest beauty and harmony and order.

After plants, Kitche Manitou created animal beings conferring on each special powers and natures. There were two-leggeds, four-leggeds, wingeds, and swimmers.

Last of all he made man. Though last in the order of creation, least in the order of dependence, and weakest in bodily powers, man had the greatest gift – the power to dream.

Kitche Manitou then made The Great Laws of Nature for the well being and harmony of all things and all creatures. The Great Laws governed the place and movement of sun, moon, earth and stars; governed the powers of wind, water, fire, and rock; governed the rhythm and continuity of life, birth, growth, and decay. All things lived and worked by these laws.

Kitche Manitou had brought into existence his vision.

DESTRUCTION

Disaster fell upon the world. Great clouds formed in the sky and spilled water upon the earth, until the mountain tops were covered. All that was left was one vast sea. All men died. All the land creatures perished. All the plants were covered by the sea. Only the water animals and birds and fishes lived on. What was once earth was a huge unbroken stretch of water whipped into foam and wave by the ferocious winds.

The world remained a sea for many generations.

RE-CREATION

At length the rains ceased, the clouds vanished, and the sun shone.

High in the heavens there lived alone a woman, a spirit. Without a companion she grew despondent. In her solitude she asked Kitche Manitou for some means to dispel her loneliness. Taking compassion on the sky-woman, Kitche Manitou sent a spirit to become her consort.

Sky-woman and her companion were happy together. In time the spirit woman conceived. Before she gave birth her consort left. Alone she bore two children, one pure spirit, and the other pure physical being.

The new beings of opposite natures and substances hated one another. In a fiery sky battle they fought and destroyed each other.

After the destruction of her children, the spirit woman again lived in solitude. Kitche Manitou knowing her desolation once more sent her a companion. Again sky-woman conceived. As before her consort left but sky-woman remained content.

The water creatures observed what was happening in the heavens, sensed the weariness of the spirit woman, and pitied her. In their compassion, they sought ways to provide relief for her. Eventually they persuaded a giant turtle to rise to the surface of the waters and offer his back as a haven. When the great turtle agreed, the water beings invited the sky-woman to come down.

The sky-woman accepted the invitation, left her abode in the skies, and came down to rest on the back of the great turtle. When sky-woman had settled on the turtle, she asked the water animals to get some soil from the bottom of the sea.

Gladly all the animals tried to serve the spirit woman. The beaver was one of the first to plunge into the depths. He soon surfaced, out of breath and without the precious soil. The fisher tried, but he too failed. The marten went down, came up empty handed, reporting that the water was too deep. The loon tried. Although he remained out of sight for a long time, he too emerged, gasping for air. He said that it was too dark. All tried to fulfil the spirit woman’s request. All failed. All were ashamed.

Finally, the least of the water creatures, the muskrat, volunteered to dive. At his announcement, the other creatures laughed in scorn, because they doubted this little creature’s strength and endurance. Had not they, who were strong and able, been unable to grasp soil from the bottom of the sea? How could he, a muskrat, the most humble among them, succeed when they could not?

Nevertheless, the little muskrat determined to dive. Undaunted he disappeared into the waves. The onlookers smiled. They waited for the muskrat to emerge as empty handed as they had done. Time passed. Smiles turned into worried frowns. The small hope that each had nurtured for the success of the muskrat turned into despair. When the waiting creatures had given up, the muskrat floated to the surface more dead than alive, but he clutched in his paws a small morsel of soil. Where the great had failed, the small succeeded.

While the muskrat was tended and restored to health, the spirit woman painted the rim of the turtle’s back with the small amount of soil that had been brought to her. She breathed upon it and into it the breath of life. Immediately the soil grew, covered the turtle’s back, and formed an island. The turtle had given his service, which was no longer required and he swam away. The island formed in this way was called Mishee Mackinakong, the place of the Great Turtle’s back, now known as Michilimackinac.

For his service to mankind and the spirit woman, the turtle became the messenger of thought and feeling that flows and flashes between beings of different natures and orders. He became a symbol of thought given and received. The turtle, slowest of all creatures, represented celerity and communication between beings.

The island home grew in size. As the waters subsided, the animal beings brought grasses, flowers, trees, and food-bearing plants to the sky-woman. Into each she infused her life-giving breath and they lived once more. In the same way were the animals who had drowned revived. Everything was restored on that island home.

At last the time came for the sky-woman to fulfil the promise of life. One cloudless morning she gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl.

The new beings were unlike her first children who had destroyed one another. They were composite in nature, made up of physical substance and a soul-spirit substance. In this respect they were similar, yet at the same time they encompassed vast differences. One was a man; the other was woman. Although they were different, they tended toward union with one another. Neither was complete or fulfilled without the other. Only together did they possess meaning; only together could they fulfil their purposes.

What was unique was the soul-spirit of each. Called “cheejauk” it was made up of six aspects: character, personality, soul, spirit, heart or feeling, and a life principle. This substance had the capacity to dream and to receive vision. Through dream and vision a man would find guidance in attaining fulfilment of self.

For men the vision was necessary for self-fulfilment; for women a vision was not essential. By giving life through the first mother, women were fulfilled. Just as Kitche Manitou had received a vision and brought it to fulfilment, so had men to quest for it and live it out once they received it.

Men and women had yet another aspect. Each possessed his “chibowmun,” or aura. It was a substance emanating from his “cheejauk,” through his body by which the state and quality of his inner being was sensed and felt.

The new men and women were called “Anishnabeg,” beings made out of nothing, because their substances were not rock, or fire, or water, or wind. They were “spontaneous beings.”

The cycle was complete, creation, destruction, and recreation.

In the first year, the animal beings nourished and nurtured the infants and the spirit woman. For all their needs the spirit woman and her children depended upon the care and goodwill of the animals. The bears, wolves, foxes, deer, and beaver brought food and drink; the squirrels, weasels, racoons, and cats offered toys and games; the robins, sparrows, chickadees, and loons sang and danced in the air; the butterflies, bees, and dragonflies made the children smile. All the animal beings served in some tangible way; all except the lowly dog.

Of the animal beings, the dog was endowed with the least exceptional powers. He was less fleet than the fox; he was weaker than the wolf; he was less cunning than the mink. Compared to the fisher, the dog was a poor swimmer; beside the deer, the dog was awkward. Less gifted than his brothers, the dog had nothing to offer. He could not serve. Nevertheless he felt constrained to do something. In his despondency, he pledged to give his love. Others could serve according to their natures and capacities; he to his.

Consequently, the dog settled down by the side of the bed in which the sleeping infants lay, alternately sitting or lying down. He gazed into their eyes, placed his head near their feet, or played to amuse them. The babies smiled. From that time on the dog never left the side of man.

The first winter in the life of the Anishnabeg was an ordeal. Food was scarce; the winds were harsh. The infants grew sick and lost strength daily. It seemed that they would not survive the winter. The spirit woman was disconsolate, and the animals and birds were alarmed that the babies they had grown to love would die. The bear, fearing the death of the infants, offered himself that they might live.

With the bear’s sweet flesh, the infants survived. The death of the bear encompassed life for the new beings. Thereafter, the other animals sacrificed their lives for the good of men. When the infants grew into manhood and womanhood, they bore a special love for the bear and honoured him in their ceremonies. In gratitude and fondness they dedicated a prayer to the other animals, “I had need.” Men and women survive and live because of the death of their elder brothers.

Many years later when the first Anishnabeg had grown up and spirit woman was certain of their survival, she called her children to her. She told them that she was returning to the Land of Peace, to her proper place of abode. She also told them that when they had lived out their term of life and had done sufficient good in life, they too would leave their bodies in the Land of the Living and go to the Land of Peace as soul-spirits, and live there in another way.

Then the spirit woman ascended into the sky to return to her home. Thereafter the Anishnabeg remembered the first of Mothers, Nokomis (Grandmother) whenever the moon gave light. At the same time, they remembered the primacy of women, who bore the unique gift of life, for it was through woman that the cycle – creation, destruction, re-creation – was completed. For her special gift of giving life and being, women had a special place in the order of existence and were exempt from the vision quest.

After the spirit woman returned to her own realm, the Anishnabeg prospered and increased in numbers. Animals and men and women laboured readily and happily together. Michilimackinac was a happy home to all.

This happy state did not last. A strange and fatal disease afflicted the Anishnabeg and threatened to wipe them out. For this dread disease there was no medicine; from this affliction, no relief or escape was possible. Many died. Fear and sadness prevailed among those who had not yet become ill.

One of the victims of this plague was a young boy, Odaemin. After a short illness he died, leaving his father, mother, brothers, and sisters. At death his soul-spirit travelled westward for four days along the Path of Souls before coming to a fog enshrouded ridge. At the entrance to the Land of Souls the boy interceded for life for his people. Restored to life, he related the conditions for admittance into the Land of Souls and delivered the promise made by Kitche Manitou that an intermediary, who would teach the Anishnabeg what was essential for their existence and well being would be sent.

In the meantime they had to await the coming of the teacher before their miserable condition could improve.

Kitche Manitou sent Nanabush to teach the Anishnabeg.

NANABUSH KITCHE MANITOU’S EMISSARY

Nanabush was born of a human mother, sired by a spirit, Epingishmook, (The West). Like his older brothers, Mudjeekawis, Papeekawis, and Chibiabos, Nanabush possessed supernatural powers and was a spirit in nature.

By the time that Nanabush was born, his older brothers had left home. He knew them only by name. Not long after his birth Nanabush’s mother died, although some said she had been destroyed. Nor did Nanabush know his father. Without parents Nanabush was raised and nurtured by his grandmother.

During his early years, Nanabush was like any other boy. He had much to learn. What learning and wisdom he acquired came from his grandmother.

As he grew older, he often questioned his grandmother about his origin and about his father and his mother. Nanabush did not get any explanation. “Later,” said Nokomis. “When you are older,” she promised.

By the time he grew into manhood, Nanabush came to realize that he possessed powers not possessed by others. It was at this point that his grandmother told him about his mother and her death. She also disclosed to Nanabush that his father was still alive and living in the west.

Angry, Nanabush set out to find his father and avenge his mother. He decided to test his own powers and those of his father in spite of his grandmother’s objections. Nanabush made his way westward toward the Land of the Great Mountains, carrying only his bow and arrows and a small medicine bundle which an old man had given him.

At last, after many months, he came to mountainous country. Tired, and not certain how to find or recognize his father when he met him, Nanabush encamped under a great tree.

As he sat, pondering how he might find and meet his father, Nanabush heard someone call his name.

“Nanabush, beware of Epingishmook. He has great powers. He knows that you are here, and he means to come to destroy you. Go to the place of flint. Gather the pieces. Collect them and put them into a bag. Sharpen them; give them another force. They, in turn, will give you another power. They have within them the element of fire. Carry them with you always. Use flint. It is the only substance your father fears. It will injure him, but it cannot destroy him.”

Nanabush looked up into the tree and saw only a woodpecker chipping away at the tree. Nanabush knew that it was woodpecker who had delivered the warning and given the advice. Grateful, he thanked the bird.

Immediately Nanabush went to the place of flint, gathered as many fragments as he could carry, and bundled them up. On his return to camp Nanabush sharpened the pieces.

While Nanabush was busy sharpening and polishing the flint, his father arrived. Nanabush greeted his father with respect but, at the same time, with fear and suspicion. Nanabush’s father was massive, and appeared still young and unafraid.

Together they talked all afternoon and far into the night. When the east was beginning to show the dawn, Nanabush told his father the purpose of his journey. “Father, I have come to avenge my mother’s death. I have come to punish you for killing my mother, whereby I have been denied a mother’s love.”

Epingishmook looked at his son sadly and warned him, ‘My son, you may harm me, but you cannot destroy me. Neither my injury nor my death will restore your mother or allow you to know a mother’s love. You are more spirit than man. Beware, your own powers are limited and may betray you.”

Nanabush, though fearful, was not cowed. Rising up, he answered, “What you say may be true, but tomorrow I will fight you.”

The next day, as agreed, Nanabush met his father on the great plain. The battle began. Epingishmook fired arrows that sizzled like bees; Nanabush hurled flints that whistled. All day the battle raged, with no advantage gained on either side. The missiles darkened the sky like clouds. That evening, the contestants, having exhausted their arrows and flints, (although Nanabush, mindful of woodpecker’s warning kept one small piece tied around his neck with a thong), met in hand-to-hand combat. Such was the violence of the fight that great clouds of dust rose into the skies and the earth trembled. When it seemed that the fight was going against him, Nanabush took out the flint he had concealed and slashed his father’s head with it, cutting him deeply. As soon as the blood began to flow, Epingishmook conceded. Nanabush ceased fighting.

Epingishmook addressed his son, “My son, you have great powers. You are my equal, not more, not less. For all your powers you cannot vanquish me, nor I, you. Let us make peace. I shall remain in my place. Return to the Land of the Anishnabeg. Teach them until they are strong. In this way you and your purpose will be fulfilled and you will know love. As a remembrance of our contest and peace, take this pipe; carry it with you always. It is the emblem of peace and goodwill. Give it to the Anishnabeg.”

Nanabush took the pipe and thanked his father. Together they smoked the Pipe of Peace, and composed their hearts and minds. After smoking, Nanabush returned to the Great Lakes to serve the Anishnabeg and to carry out his purpose.

Nanabush had much to learn about the nature, extent, and limitations of his powers. Not only had he to learn what they were, he had to develop them, and foster their growth.

Nanabush was a supernatural being. As such he possessed supernatural powers. Of all the powers he possessed, none was more singular than his power of transformation. As a tadpole changes into a new being with a new form, as a caterpillar becomes a butterfly of dazzling beauty, so could Nanabush assume at will, and in an instant, a new form, shape, and existence. Nanabush could be a man, and change to a pebble in the next instant. He could be a puff of wind, a cloud fragment, a flower, a toad. And though Nanabush could become a physical being, essentially he was a supernatural being.

It was the only way that Nanabush could accomplish his purpose. As pure incorporeal being he would be neither accepted, nor understood. He learned this early in his association with the Anishnabeg. Beings accept and understand only their own kind. A man understands and accepts another man, an eagle, another eagle. Whatever form or shape he assumed, Nanabush had also to accept and endure the limitations of that form and nature.

If he were to become an eagle, Nanabush could soar among the clouds, but he could not swim or dive as a duck. He could become a pine, stately and enduring, but then, he could not sing or run. A pine he was in form and nature. Were he to become a man or woman, he could be as courageous or fearful as a man or woman could be; he could be generous or miserly; he could be true or he could be false; loving or hating. As an Anishnabe, Nanabush was human, noble and strong, or ignoble and weak.

For his attributes, strong and weak, the Anishnabeg came to love and understand Nanabush. They saw in him, themselves. In his conduct was reflected the character of men and women, young and old. From Nanabush, although he was a paradox, physical and spirit being, doing good and unable to attain it, the Anishnabeg learned. For his teachings, they honoured Nanabush.
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