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In memory of my mother,

Amy Ruggles Steeves,

a godly, loving woman
who taught us to respect all people
regardless of race or color,
and to show that respect
through an honest concern
for their well-being.


JANETTE OKE was born in Champion, Alberta, during the depression years, to a Canadian prairie farmer and his wife. She is a graduate of Mountain View Bible College in Didsbury, Alberta, where she met her husband, Edward. They were married in May of 1957, and went on to pastor churches in Indiana as well as Calgary and Edmonton, Canada.

The Okes have three sons and one daughter and are enjoying the addition of grandchildren to the family. Edward and Janette have both been active in their local church, serving in various capacities as Sunday school teachers and board members. They make their home near Calgary, Alberta.


Foreword

This story has grown out of the early history of our province of Alberta. The history timeline will guide the reader through the actual events. The statistics given, the terms of the treaty, and even the words of the two great chiefs at the time of the signing of Treaty Number Seven have been taken from historical accounts. However, the story itself is totally fictional, and as such I have used some liberty in presenting the characters and their lifestyle.

A number of missionaries came west to work among the tribes and to help establish schools. Accounts tell of their suffering along with the Indian people, sharing what little food they had once the buffalo were gone and medicines in times of epidemics. Their dedication deserves recognition, and I have written this story to help deepen our understanding of all whose lives were touched by that period of history with its dramatic time of great change.
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Characters

Running Fawn—young maiden of the Blackfoot Nation, Blackfoot tribe.

Moon Over Trees—her mother

Gray Hawk—her father

Little Brook—sister

Crooked Moose—older brother

Bright Star—younger brother

Calls Through The Night—a tribal chief

Silver Fox—chief’s son

Martin Forbes—(Talks With Full Mouth—Man With The Book)—missionary

One With The Wind, Laughing Loon—friends of Running Fawn

Broken Tooth, Stands Alone—Indian boys

Mrs. Nicholson, Miss Brooke, Otis—mission school employees

Historical characters:

Colonel MacLeod (Stamixotokon), Crowfoot, Red Crow, Medicine Calf, Bull Shield, Louis Riel, Sitting Bull, and a number of incidental characters.


Historical Chronology of Events







	1837

	•  Smallpox epidemic that wiped out two-thirds of the Blackfoot Nation.




	1855

	•  U.S. tribes signed treaty.




	1866

	•  Trouble in Montana called Blackfoot wars.




	1874

	•  Arrival in the West of the North West Mounted Police.




	 

	•  (Drums of Change begins.)




	1876

	•  Battle of Little Bighorn between Custer’s troops and Sitting Bull.




	June

	•  Alberta Indians petitioned government—concern over number of white settlers.




	August

	•  Treaty Number Six signed with Crees, Assiniboine, and Ojibwas.




	1877

	•  Blackfoot Nation signed Treaty Number Seven at Blackfoot Crossing.




	 

	•  Prairie fires drove remaining buffalo herds into Montana.




	1878–79

	•  Tribes followed the buffalo.




	1881

	•  Buffalo gone, tribes straggled back to familiar grounds and many moved to Reserves.




	1882

	•  Blackfoot Reserve divided into North and South Camp. Missions established, along with schools. Some children sent out to larger centers.




	1883

	•  Canadian Pacific Railroad passed through close to the Reserve.




	1884

	•  234 acres of land under cultivation on Blackfoot Reserve.




	1885

	•  Riel Rebellion




	 

	•  (Drums of Change ends.)




	1889

	•  First coal mine opened by Blackfoot on their Reserve.




	1890

	•  Death of great chief, Crowfoot. Government-appointed Indian agent, located on Reserve, now serving dominant role.




	1995

	•  October 6, Calgary Herald) Chief Leo Youngman, last surviving direct relative of Chief Crowfoot, passed away at his home on the Siksika Nation Reserve. Youngman traveled to London in 1976 to invite Queen Elizabeth to visit Blackfoot Crossing in 1977 and attend the ceremonies marking the 100th anniversary of the signing of Treaty Number Seven. Prince Charles came in her place.






Chapter One

Her World

The small figure silhouetted against the outcropping of granite stone was not leaning on it but just brushing against it, so she knew it was there. Her gaze took in the full scene before her. A contented sigh escaped into the stillness of the morning and brought a hint of a smile to childish lips. Of all the locations for their camps, this was her favorite. Her most favorite spot in her entire six winters. She loved it. Loved it. She wouldn’t have been able to express it in words, but it was more than love. It was a oneness with the surroundings, a oneness she felt in no other place. Like she belonged to the granite rock at her back, to the giant spruce and pine that covered the hillsides, to the call of the loon on the lake to her left, and to the gurgle of the spring that squeezed its crystal water from the rock crevice just up the slope from her. She sighed again, watching her breath in the frosty air, and lifted her face to let the morning sun brush it with gentle fingers of emerging warmth.

It had been a chilly night. She had buried herself in her furs against the cold and snuggled up closely to the back of her older sister. But she could tell today would be fine. Already the sun was making the steam rise from the cold ground and frigid stream water. Today she soon would stop shivering and perhaps even toss aside her heavy woven shawl. Perhaps … perhaps there would be many warm days before the deep snows wrapped the camp securely in blankets of winter white. She hoped so. She wanted time to become reacquainted with the place she loved. To wander through the woods and wade in the cold stream. To lie on her back in the tall meadow grasses and watch the vees of geese pass overhead on their way back to their southern homes. To pick the few remaining berries from the wild chokecherry bushes and search for the last remnants of summer wild flowers. She dared to hope there would be many nice fall days remaining, even though the limbs of the birch and poplar were already close to being bare, their summer’s green cloaks now spread like rustling gold on the forest paths.

Her eyes took in a nearby poplar whose bare limbs were, for the moment, lavishly decorated with a colorful flock of migrating goldfinches. It was an awesome sight and one that made her heart beat faster. For an instant she imagined joining them and flying off on buoyant wings to wherever they were flying, gaily chattering at one another as they went on their exciting journey—and then she remembered where she was and quickly changed her mind. There was no place in the entire world that she would rather be.

Suddenly she tensed and shifted her body. She lifted her head, tilting it slightly to catch a faint sound that reached her on the gentle wind that played with the loose dark hair against her cheek. She had not, as yet, redone her black braids. She pushed the strands of hair aside with a small, bronze hand so that her full concentration might be given to the sound. Yes. Yes, it was the call of a black bear. Not so much a call as a grunt. Likely a mother, urging her first-year cubs to hurry in their meandering forage for food before they would follow her to the den where she would spend one more winter with them.

She smiled in delight. Wise beyond her years, she knew her people would be very pleased to know that a bear lived close by. Their food supply was assured. If food was scarce in the area, the bear would have moved elsewhere with her growing cubs.

Suddenly she was in a hurry to complete her task and be off. She wanted to tell her family the good news. She would come back to her place for daydreams later. Later when the tasks around the tent home had been completed. Then she would enjoy the pleasures of the warm fall day and dream to her heart’s content.

She reached down to retrieve the skin bucket she had placed on the ground at her feet and moved silently forward. The spring was filled with leaves and twigs of the summer months and would need to be cleared again before water could be scooped from the small pool at its base. She was too small to tackle the job herself, and that would be done quickly by one of the young boys. For now she would need only to dip from the flowing stream.

Lightly she hurried back down the trail, her buckskin garments brushing silently against her bare ankles, her moccasins leaving soft feathery imprints in the brown dust of the path. She must get home with the water before her mother came looking for her. She already had earned the reputation of The Dreaming One, a title that she did not carry with honor, for there were many tasks to be done daily in the camp, and it took all hands to care for the needs of the people. She did not wish to be negligent in her duties—she just forgot to be diligent at times. Mother Nature beckoned and called to her. Pleaded with her to come and feast on the beauties and wonders that were spread before her ever-searching eyes.

She had feasted her soul enough for one day, even though she longed to stay and enjoy the return to her favorite camp.

But her mother would be waiting for the water, and her father would be pleased to hear that a bear shared their mountainside.

[image: logo]

Her mother lifted her face from the fire she was tending with small dry sticks. There was a hint of reproof in her dark eyes, but she did not raise her voice. In fact, it was several minutes before the woman spoke at all.

The heavy kettle, purchased with beaver pelts from trappers who passed through the area, balanced on three stones over the dancing flames and now held the water from the stream. Already the bannock was cooking. Just looking at it made the little girl’s stomach rumble in anticipation.

“I think we will make a name change,” said the mother in the soft tones of their simple native tongue.

The girl frowned.

The mother did not look up from her task.

“Your father calls you Running Fawn. I think we should call you Three-leg Porcupine.”

She knew her mother was teasing, yet there was enough truth to the comment to make her cheeks warm. With all four legs in good condition, a porcupine was the slowest creature of the forest. A three-legged porcupine would be slow indeed.

But her mother quickly changed the topic of discussion. “Is the spring good?”

It was a question of great importance. They needed the spring.

“Yes.” She could not keep the enthusiasm from her voice. Her dark eyes had an even brighter sparkle. “And I heard a black bear—calling to her cubs,” she hurried on, happy that she was the one to first discover such an important fact.

Her mother lifted her face, her own eyes reflecting the sparkle of the young girl’s.

“That is good,” she said with a nod, almost as though she was now commending her daughter for lingering in the woods to bring the good news. “That is good,” she said again, turning back to the bannock.

“Shall I tell Father?” asked the child eagerly.

“He is with the horses,” replied her mother. “Will be here soon. And hungry.”

“And Crooked Moose?”

“With Father.”

Running Fawn shifted lightly from one foot to the other. She was impatient to share her exciting information about the bear with someone else. Maybe her older sister.

“Little Brook?” she inquired.

“Gathering wood for fire,” replied her mother without lifting her eyes or her voice.

There was silence for a few moments. Running Fawn shifted her weight again. Her mother did raise her eyes then. She even smiled her quiet smile.

“You run,” she said good-naturedly. “Tell of bear.”

Running Fawn did not stop to daydream or dawdle. On swift feet she ran toward the meadow where the horses were grazed.

Her mother looked after her and shook her head as she chuckled softly. The young girl was now living up to her name. Perhaps they would not need to change it after all.
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During the daylight hours, the weather remained warm and sunny long enough for the camp to be well settled before winter began. There were many things that needed to be done so the people would be ready for the cold and snow. The work proceeded rapidly with every able pair of hands assuming the various tasks. Running Fawn felt as though she spent all her days on the path that led to the spring, carrying pail after pail of water for her mother’s use. It turned out that she had little time to dream or to bask in the color of the pleasant fall. Every day the calls of the geese and the persistent tugging of the brisk autumn wind reminded them that time for winter stores was soon coming to an end.

The hunters had verified Running Fawn’s report that they shared their area with a mother black bear and two healthy cubs. The news brought much chatter around the campfires. It was the first time a bear had been seen at this location in the last three years. A fact that had been causing concern among the elders. They feared that their sure food supply was threatened and that wintering in the area might bring hardship to the group. But now with the presence of the mother and her offspring, who were still feeding on nearby grubs and leftover berries, the camp was in an almost jovial mood. Daily hunting parties went out and most often returned with game to be roasted over open fires or dried for future use.

For Running Fawn the bear was more than good news. It was a wondrous reprieve. She had heard talk around the campfires indicating the possibility that this campsite no longer was able to meet the needs of the small band. The chief had even talked of searching for a different site when the camp moved from the summer grazing ground. Running Fawn had been stricken when she heard the words. Her favorite spot. Not to see it again. She had wept silently when she went to her blankets that night, fighting to keep her sobs from waking her older sister.

It was true that all the land was “good.” But this place—this place where she had first opened her eyes to look out upon a new world, this place of her birth, was especially dear to her heart. She had spent every one of her six winters in this camp. She couldn’t imagine life without it.
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With the small clearing near the spring occupied by a cluster of scattered tent homes, the bear moved her cubs a short distance downstream. Many times a day she lifted her long, sharp nose to check the wind for threatening scents. She carefully scanned a meadow before every appearance from the bush. Daily she grew a bit more nervous, a little more cautious, and coaxed her adventuresome cubs to stay a little closer to her side. They had grown well on the abundance of summer and were less attentive to her voice, so her patience was often worn thin, and an occasional cuff sent one or the other crying out in pain or rage. They could not understand the change in her behavior.

Had the mother known, she would have relaxed her vigil. The nearby tents with their chattering occupants posed no threat to her existence. Indeed, they would have been willing to guard her against other intruders. She was a good omen. A “sister” in the wild. They kept their distance but read her signs and movements as thoroughly as one might read a book. The time when she would decide to forsake her feeding and retire to her den for the winter would give them indication of the kind of winter they too would face.

The evenings were becoming increasingly chilly, and the she-bear had the urge to seek out a safe den and curl up with her growing cubs. But something drove her on, feeding and foraging for her cubs and adding more fat to the already thick layer that would be their winter insulation and nourishment. That, too, was noted.

“Long winter,” voiced one of the hunters around the evening fire. “Mother Bear still feeds. Squirrels still store. Even on cold days. Rabbit has long, thick fur. Long winter.”

Others nodded.

“Birds all go,” observed another, his weathered face proclaiming that he had watched many winters come and go and thus was authorized to speak. “Beavers build high dam. They want deep water.”

Faces sobered and daylight activity increased. All signs led to a long, cold winter, and once it arrived there would be little the camp could do to increase the food supply. Their time would be taken with finding enough wood to keep the tepee fires going.
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True to prediction, the cold north winds drove Old Man Winter into the area. The sharp sting of the storm soon had the horses in the meadow bunched together, heads down, backs to the wind. The few leaves stubbornly clinging to the poplar and birch trees were soon off on a twisting, reeling journey, helpless against the strength of the current that snatched them from the branches.

Running Fawn was sent along with Little Brook to hurriedly gather an armload of wood for the inside fire. There no longer would be any fire built outside of the tepee. Every scrap of wood and hint of warmth was hoarded. The season of stinging eyes and huddling in furry robes was once again upon them.

Running Fawn was thankful she had been born a girl child. She would not need to hunt in the cold or care for horses that unreasonably resisted attempts to ease their discomfort by tethering them close to the sheltering trees.

She did have to venture out for water from the ice-covered stream. The spring would now be locked away behind ice and snow until warm weather returned to release it from winter’s grip. And she had to help Little Brook with the gathering of firewood. On the coldest days the task would not be an easy one, but it would be a chance to look out at the world she loved in its new white dress.

But for the most part, she would be happy to remain in the tent, close to the warmth of the fire, adjusting her stinging eyes to the dim light so she might help with the sewing. Or squatting before the fire as she stirred the cooking pot, head turned slightly away from the smoke that always eventually made tears trickle down her soft, dark cheeks.

Running Fawn felt only contentment. She had no concerns for her future or her safety as she listened, in welcoming silence, as the north wind, day after day, tore at the tent poles and piled the heavy, white blanket of snow against the walls of the tent skins.


Chapter Two

The Decision

“What do you think?”

“He’s young.”

The gray-haired man at the head of the table seemed to reflect on the words for some minutes as he gently stroked the trimmed beard that covered his chin. “Yes,” he agreed at length. “Very young.”

“But he has passion,” put in the man in the dark brown suit as he turned to the elderly chairman. He spoke the words with exuberance, force, as though he too had passion.

The gray head nodded and the owner lifted up his face, revealing the spark in his steely blue eyes. Though an old man, his face still reflected a passion of its own.

“He certainly knows the Scriptures,” interjected a man with horn-rimmed glasses, obviously the scholar of the group, and his words denoted that he felt strongly concerning the need for such knowledge.

“He is young,” the chairman mused aloud, leaning back in his chair and making a bridge with his long, tapering fingers.

“Even for someone older—more experienced—it will not be an easy task,” spoke the man to his left. He was a rather rotund person with a full face that appeared to want to smile and found it hard to show the proper solemnity for this serious occasion.

“No,” agreed the chairman. “No, it will not be an easy task.”

His bridge played a little tattoo as the fingers parted and came back together again and again like the soft, distant rhythm of beating drums.

The other man at the table cleared his throat in preparation to speak. He seemed hesitant to even ask the question. “Why—” His voice still objected to being heard. He cleared his throat again. “Why the—Territory Indians?” he managed to say through his constricted throat.

Four pairs of eyes turned to the questioner. For one moment he looked like he wished to withdraw the query. Then the drumming fingers stilled, and the chairman leaned forward and fixed blue eyes on the speaker.

“I asked him that very question myself,” he said, and the others turned their full attention back to him.

He stopped to shuffle a few papers before he went on to answer. When he spoke again, his eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“He has—a real—burden, if you will. An intense love. A desire to take to them the Gospel.”

He blinked as though to rid himself of the unwanted tears, then looked evenly at the four men about the table. “It’s genuine. I could sense it. He made me … made me long to be young again so that I, too, might go. I have never seen such—intensity.”

“But he hasn’t even met the—”

“No—there you are wrong. He grew up in the West—until the age of ten. At that time he lost his father, and his mother moved back to the East. But he knew them—as a child. Played with the Indian boys. His father ran a local Post. Used to trade them knives and guns and cooking pots—for furs. He knows them all right. He’s been—longing to get back to them. It’s been the sole purpose in his training—his preparation. To go back.”

“I didn’t know,” someone whispered and others nodded their agreement. It seemed that the new knowledge would affect the decision to be made.

They sat in a few moments of silence while they thought about the young man’s “call.” At last the man in the brown suit spoke.

“So what is he proposing?”

“He wishes to go as soon as we can send him.”

“And that will be?” asked the bespectacled man.

“Well, certainly not now—with winter closing in. Perhaps first thing in the spring. I know he’s chafing to be on his way. But it isn’t even practical to expect to cross the prairies at this time of year. And there will be much to be done to prepare for the journey. In the spring, I’d say. Even that will not be easy travel.”

“And he’ll go—?”

“By boat mostly. He said he is sure he can find some Hudson’s Bay trappers going west. He’s willing to travel with them. Says that will be the cheapest and most assured way. I think that’s the way he and his mother made their way back east.”

Heads nodded. “If he can do that, it would certainly be the most practical,” agreed the brown-suited man.

“What are his plans?”

“He wants to get established with a local tribe. Prove he is coming as a friend. There is still a bit of mistrust there. More … hesitation than hostility. But he feels it will take a bit of time for them to accept him—and his God.”

Heads nodded again.

“He is most anxious to start a school. Feels that if he really is to make an impact on their lives, he must train their young so they can read the Scriptures for themselves.”

“That will be a slow business,” said the scholar, “even though most necessary. I understand that none of the tribes have their language in written form.”

“He will teach them English,” responded the gray-haired man.

“English? Then he certainly will need a school. Does he think they will allow their children to attend?”

“It will take dedication—and diligence—to make them understand that it is for their good. He will need to win the confidence of the elders in order for the task to be accomplished.”

“And he thinks he can?”

It was a candid, direct question. Terse, but intent. On this fact the whole mission was dependent.

The older man nodded and his eyes misted again. “He has such a—love—such a passion—that he sees no reason why they shouldn’t respond to him in kind. He keeps … keeps repeating Scripture verses that promise him the Lord’s presence—that promise the victory, through Christ Jesus. Oh, he has no doubt that his mission will be successful.”

Each showing the emotion of the moment in different ways, five pairs of eyes looked down at five pairs of folded hands. The jolly man spoke and this time his voice held the proper solemnity for the serious occasion. “Then I think we should send him—with our prayers and blessing,” he said, and four voices followed his words with a soft but heartfelt “Amen.”

It was decided. The Mission Society would ordain and send forth the young Reverend Martin Forbes as soon as the spring thaws deemed the land fit for travel.
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The long, cold winter would have been a harsh one had not the tribe had plenty of warning and been diligent in their preparation. Mother Earth had cooperated in sending game back to the winter campsite. Remarks were heard around campfires about the blessing bestowed upon them and their thankful response to the spirit in charge of their well-being.

Running Fawn pondered the comments. She too felt thankfulness, but in her youthful innocence she wondered what had brought about the change. Had they been extra good or extra wise over the months of the past summer? Had they been bad the years before? Why was Mother Earth and the great Sun God smiling on them again, even in the midst of the cold darkness of winter? Why was the strength of the North Wind not able to penetrate the walls of the tents no matter how fiercely it blew? Why was game found where none had been in previous years so that the cooking pots were never empty or stomachs pained with hunger? What was the secret of plenty, and how could they guard it for the future?

Whenever Running Fawn approached her mother with one of her puzzling concerns, Moon Over Trees shrugged off the question and cast a glance nervously about the tepee. “Do not question the gods,” she cautioned. “Do not make them angry. Someday, when you have a spiritual journey, they may tell you in vision. Maybe not. For now—walk with head bowed.”

So Running Fawn buried her questions. Or at least she tried. But they stayed in the back of her mind to haunt her.
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To the impatient young man who paced back and forth in his small one-room apartment, it seemed that spring would never come. He had been accepted by the Mission Board, and had made his arrangement with the three trappers who would be traveling west as soon as the spring thaws freed the rivers from their wintry, icy grip. He had purchased and stored his supplies for the long trip. He had his plans in place, his destination well in mind. But winter dragged on and on.

He tried hard to fill his days with practical things. Studying the Scriptures, memorization, mapping out his plans carefully on sheets of precious paper from his scant supplies. He walked the streets to encourage those in need, preached on the street corners, established a local prayer group, and shared his daily bread with those less fortunate. Yet he still longed to be off on the journey that would take him west. Longed to start the mission work that he had trained himself for. Each storm that blew through the area, each new scattering of snow and sweep of frigid wind, made his impatience more evident. Would spring never come?

But at last it did—as it always must. And with a great deal of enthusiasm, he carted his carefully chosen stores over to the small local wharf and joined his travel-mates in loading the canoes until they were low in the water. They would become lighter and lighter as they traveled, for many of the supplies would be used en route. And, undoubtedly, even when one tried to guard against it, they would have their losses to river, rapids, thieves or elements. He prayed that his Bible and other books might be spared. He would rather go without food.

Yes, their physical loads would lessen, but his spiritual burden, his great desire, would only grow and grow as they paddled the many miles that would take them to the West.
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Standing at the base of the spring, Running Fawn gazed with mixed emotions at a small stream bubbling to the surface through cracks in the ice and snow. Spring was coming. She could not but be glad to be released once more from winter’s deep chill, yet the return of warm weather would soon mean that the people would be breaking camp and traveling to the plains to a summer campsite.

Already she had spotted returning crows and watched as geese honked their winged way northward overhead. The banks of snow were receding along the path to the stream, and the rabbits were slowly getting back some tinges of summer brown on their fur.

But it was the water that was the sure sign winter was leaving the area. When the spring began to bubble, and then to flow, winter had surely lost its grip on the land.

Though it had been a long winter, it had not been a particularly difficult one. Still, the mood of the camp lightened with the promise of another summer. Women left the comfort of their tents and called to one another as they cooked over outside campfires, glad to stretch their legs and rest their eyes. Young boys challenged one another to games of skill while young girls shyly watched. Older folks were helped to a place in the midday sun so that arthritic bones could be warmed from winter’s chill. But it was the men of the tribe who reacted with the most enthusiasm. The long days of winter had mostly shut them in, except for the occasional hunting parties that brought in the fresh meat or the trappers who worked over the pelts of beaver or fox. The young men in particular were relieved to be more freely around and about again. Voices filled the air as they challenged one another to mount the horses that had been idly feeding over the winter months, or tested their bows to see if their arrows still flew with swiftness and accuracy.

Running Fawn loved the springtime. Yet she did wish they could forget about the move to the plains and just stay on where they were. It was a perfect place. The wild game had lasted well through the winter months. There was meat for the cooking pots. The spring waters were flowing again. They were secluded, almost hidden from the rest of the world. On the plains would be many people. Some viewed as old friends. Many others as a part of their great Blackfoot Nation. A few known as longtime enemies. But now … now there were also those who were strangers. They were the ones who disturbed her, even as they roused her curiosity.

They were white of skin and wore strange clothes and talked a strange language and had strange ways of doing things. There was much discussion around the campfires about these people. Some saw them as intruders, a threat to the supply of beaver or buffalo. Others saw them as curiosity pieces, amusing and harmless, unable to withstand the harshness of the new land. There were those who saw them as an advantage, for they brought with them pots and blankets and bright knives with shiny sharp blades. These foolish white men bartered those treasures for a mere pelt or two—and pelts were plentiful.

But already the people had come to realize that there were good and bad among these strangers. Some were willing to live by the code of the land, others seemed intent upon destroying everything in their wake as they swept their way westward. Some were silent in their approach into the Indian’s world. Others noisily thundered their way across the prairies, shooting their loud guns and chopping at trees with angry sticks fastened with sharp blades that rang out in the stillness and flashed brilliantly in the sunlight.

Many of the women were deathly afraid of the white men. And children, driven by fear of the unknown, often ran to hide among the bushes, then peered out from cover, curiosity overcoming their good judgment.

Moon Over Trees, Running Fawn’s mother, was not terrified by the white newcomers, but she did still favor a bit of caution. They liked her beadwork and paid her well in pots and trinkets, but she was careful to always be in the company of her husband and son when she did her bartering, and she cautioned her daughters, with dark glances from her knowing eyes, to stay within the circle of the family.

So part of Running Fawn wished that spring had not come, even as she exulted in the fact that it had surely arrived. She didn’t like the thought of breaking up camp and heading out into the larger world. She didn’t like change. She longed for things to stay just as they were.


Chapter Three

Summer Camp

They began their journey on a warm spring day. Already the early flowers were poking from the ground, and birds were calling excitedly from the limbs of newly leafed branches, eager to get at the task of building the yearly nest.

The tent skins had been removed and the tent poles lowered. Cooking pots and bedding were bundled and stacked on the backs of pack animals or arranged on travois. Old people and small children settled among the blankets and rolls, and the long procession began to move out from the small meadow where they had been securely tucked for the winter months.

Horses, too long allowed freedom from burdens, were frisky and skittish as they were pressed back into service. Running Fawn knew that after a few days on the trail they would settle into a more sensible frame of mind.

She sighed and hoisted the small bundle that was hers to carry. She joined a small group of chattering girls, far more eager than she to be on the trail that would take them over many miles, away from the tucked-in arms of her beloved Rocky Mountain Valley, to the wide sweeps of the open plains. A trail that would take many days and result in aching backs and tired feet. But a trail that would join them together with many of their own people, people scattered over the vastness of the land in smaller bands. People who shared their tongue, their nomadic way of life, and their intense religion. Running Fawn knew that she should feel the excitement the others evidenced, but she could feel only sorrow. She would miss their winter camping grounds, the place of her birth. It would be such a long time until she saw it again.

Her heart heavy, her eyes fixed straight ahead, she found a place in the line of young girls. Though every part of her being longed to turn and run back to the familiar site, she lifted a stubborn chin, shifted her little pack more securely, and refused to glance back even for one final look.
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The letter arrived near the end of October. The first communication from the Reverend Martin Forbes brought a sigh of relief from those who received it. It had been a long time since the young man set out for the West. It began,


August 14, 1875

Gentlemen and Esteemed Brothers,

I have reached the “Land of Promise” after a difficult and arduous journey. We had many obstacles to overcome. Twice we were capsized in the river rapids. One canoe of supplies was totally lost to a band of marauders. Severe dysentery kept us confined to our camp for ten days. Swarms of mosquitoes and blackflies threatened to overtake us. We nearly lost one of our fellow travelers by drowning. But God was good and we are now safely on the plains.

I have been welcomed at the fort manned by the North West Mounted Police. They do not claim to share my religious concern for the Indian nation but have been kind and courteous nonetheless. I have been advised that I may stay and rest and recuperate until such time as I feel fit to move on.

My first endeavor will be to scout out the area and discover just what will be the most advantageous approach in reaching out to the people. I will also begin to learn the language of the Blackfoot tribe. I covet your prayers as I seek the direction of Almighty God.

I will report again as soon as I have further news.

Yours in His service,
Martin D. Forbes,
Minister of the Gospel



A collective sigh followed the reading of the letter. Then heads bowed as the chairman of the Missions Board led the group in prayer for the young man out on the western plains.
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Even Running Fawn felt the excitement as the straggling little band came in sight of the large camp. The tents of the Blackfoot tribe stretched along the banks of the Bow River at the place known as Blackfoot Crossing. Many had arrived there before them. Such meetings of the whole nation were always charged with energy, filled with days of feasting, games, and dancing—all interlaced with lengthy discussions by chiefs, great and small, and liberally sprinkled with solemn religious ceremonies.

Running Fawn knew the younger ones would be invited to share in only a few of the major events, but she still would hear scatterings of talk and sense the pulse of her people. She and the others her age would be allowed to feast and to dance and to watch some of the ceremonies as the leaders performed the religious rites. That was exciting. And she would be able to become reacquainted with young girls from the other bands.

Even though their numbers had been depleted by the smallpox epidemic that had swept through the land before she was born, the size and strength of the nation filled her with awe and pride. The Blackfoot were a great people, just as her father and mother were constantly reminding her.

Yet it was a bit frightening, too. There were so many she did not know, so many important elders. For a shy six-year-old from a small band it was almost overwhelming. She was tempted to bury her face in her mother’s long skirts and cling to her for safety and assurance.

Little Brook did not seem to share her concern. Already Running Fawn’s sister was dashing ahead with a group of older girls, shouting to a welcoming committee of girls their age who were running to meet them. Running Fawn did not even recognize any of the faces.

She cast a glance around for reassurance that her mother was not far away and gradually retreated from the little group with whom she walked. Slowly, so as not to be conspicuous, she eased into her mother’s circle of chattering women.

Her friends did not seem to miss her as they hurried on to mix with children from the other bands.

Running Fawn fell into step just behind her mother. She longed to reach out and grab a handful of the shawl’s fringe that fluttered softly in the prairie wind, but she held back. She was no longer an infant, even though she was the youngest member of the family. At least for the present. Her mother was with child again and excited over the fact. Running Fawn was uncertain as to her own feelings. She knew that her mother had already lost four children and had three that lived. It was not a bad average for a mother in the band. But this new child could even the tally. That would be better than average. Moon Over Trees fervently hoped to make her husband proud by bearing him four living children, and Running Fawn knew her mother longed for the new baby to be a son. Watching her mother grow big with child caused fear to gnaw away at the insides of the small girl. Once the new baby was born, what would be her place, her position, in the family circle? She had the feeling that she would never be able to reach for her mother again. The thought made a strange coldness in her chest, even though the noonday sun was hot in the prairie sky.
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The days of feasting and merrymaking began each morning soon after the rising of the sun and carried on until long after the moon had risen at night. There was much talking and visiting from lodge to lodge. Frequent gatherings around a neighbor’s fire. Many contests to test the young braves’ skills, while onlookers noisily expressed opinions over the outcome. There were a few squabbles and evidence of long-carried grudges, when chiefs had to intervene and settle down hotheaded young men. But for the most part the days passed without major incidents. Running Fawn was even beginning to feel that she could fit in with this large mass of people.

She was assigned her usual duty of water carrier and spent many hours on the dusty trail that led to the riverbank.

But this trail was not good for dreaming. It was always busy with other young girls, water buckets in hand, as they too provided water for their families. Chattering boys crowded the pathway as they made their way to the river for an afternoon swim, and womenfolk or older girls, laundry bundles in hand, also shared the trail. There was no time for Running Fawn to stop and feel the gentleness of the quiet. The air was filled with noise and motion and the smoke of many fires. Running Fawn often longed for the quiet and peace of their mountain camp where she could feel at one with the openness, the solitude, the vastness of the sweeping hills around her.
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Ten days into the festivities a meeting of chiefs and important elders was held in the Sweat Lodge. Running Fawn had taken no particular interest in the meeting. The men of the tribe were always holding powwows that seemed to have little bearing on her life. But she could not help but hear the talk as the women chatted about the open fires. There was something different about this meeting. Something stirring the blood of everyone in the camp. Running Fawn, curious and a little frightened, found herself easing toward the group of women rather than running to play with the other girls her age.

Over and over the discussion made reference to the white man. Running Fawn found herself shivering every time the words were mentioned.

“Too many. Too many have come,” said an elderly woman as she stirred a large pot of venison stew.

“Some are good.” The comment came from Moon Over Trees, Running Fawn’s mother.

“Some are bad,” said an old woman with a seamed, weathered face. She spat in the dust to accentuate her words. “Bring death. Sickness. Whiskey. Bring death.” She spat again.

“Too many,” reiterated the first speaker. “Too many. Take too many buffalo.”

Moon Over Trees nodded. It was true. The buffalo were getting more scarce. But, still, there were many of the large beasts feeding on the grassy plains. She was not worried.

“Some good,” she said again. “The Red Coat are good.”

There were many nods about the fire. One young maiden dropped her eyes and even blushed at the mention of the North West Mounted Police in their scarlet coats. Running Fawn puzzled over the flushed cheeks.

“I like their trade,” said a smaller woman whom Running Fawn did not know. “They like beadwork. They pay good.”

Many nodded. It was true. Their life had become much easier since the trading fort had been established.

“Too many,” insisted the first woman. “Too many have come. They never stop. They come and come. You will see.”

It was an ominous thought. Running Fawn shivered again and drew back into the shadows. She did not wish to hear any more.
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The second report arrived a short two weeks after the first had been received.


Dear Christian Brothers,

After several trips out into the country round about, I still am uncertain as to where I am to begin my work. The Indian people are, for the most part, quite open and accepting. I have felt no hostility. In fact they have been courteous and hospitable. On several occasions I have been invited to share a meal and even a tent. For this I thank the Lord, and I thank you for your prayers.

There are some concerns. As you know, the whiskey traders caused much trouble in the area a few years back. Thank God, due to the North West Mounted Police, that problem has now been dealt with. But the aftereffects have remained. Many of the Indian people have discovered strong drink to be to their liking and seek ways to get the bootleg whiskey from other sources. This is of great concern to the North West Mounted Police force, as it is to us all. Many have succumbed to the ill effects of the illegal liquor. In one winter alone, seventy members of the noble Bloods, a division of the Blackfoots, were killed in drunken quarrels at just one of the posts. Others, poisoned by the evil brew, were frozen to death while intoxicated or shot over altercations caused by the evil trade.

Although the trading centers that promoted the transactions in illegal whiskey have been cleaned up, I fear that the effects will be with the people for years to come.

There is also much concern regarding diseases that have come to the area with the white man. In 1837–38, two thirds of the Blackfoot Nation was wiped out in a smallpox epidemic. Since that time many others have died from various diseases, though never to that great extent again. But each year more lives are lost. We have no way to bring medicines or treatment to the people. It causes me much grief to hear of the great losses. It is little wonder that some of the chiefs are concerned regarding the great influx of settlers and trades people. Please pray that the door will not be closed even before we have a chance to influence them for Christ. Already rumblings are reaching us from south of the border, and we feel that the Canadian tribes might be greatly influenced by the unrest.

I do covet your earnest prayers.

In His service,
Martin D. Forbes,
Minister of Christ
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Running Fawn awoke to the beating of the drums. There was something different about the rhythm. Something strange about the intensity. Something challenging in the tone of the voices that offered the chants. She shivered in her blankets, even though the night was still warm. She stirred and moved to crowd closer to Little Brook. But the shared pallet was empty of her sister. She was alone. She called out softly in the darkness, seeking some assurance from her mother. There was no answer to her cry.

Frightened, she pushed the blanket aside and crawled across the hard dirt floor on all fours. She felt her mother’s bed. There was no one there. Heart pounding, she crawled the rest of the way to the opening of the tent and pushed back the heavy flap. In the sky she could see the reflection of the fire. It was larger than a cooking fire would be. Even brighter than the usual communal fire. She could hear the drums plainly now, and the earth beneath her reverberated with the beating of many feet against the hard-packed ground. The voices rose and fell with a strange eeriness that made her spine tingle and her hair pull at the base of her neck. She wanted to crawl back into her blankets and bury her head, but she could not bear to be alone.

She ran the short distance toward the fire, her heart pounding even harder within her chest. An enormous group of people spilled out over the prairie. She had never seen such a large gathering all in one place. Even the women, sitting on the sidelines with blankets wrapped around their shoulders, sang and swayed as the drums beat and the men danced and the feet continued to thump thump thump against the trembling ground.

Running Fawn looked around the gathering with wild eyes. She would never find her mother in such a press of people.

And then she spotted Little Brook and some of the fear left her. At least her sister was there. Her sister would know where their mother was.

Running Fawn pushed through the cluster of young girls until she was able to reach out and tug at Little Brook’s long shawl.

“Where is Mother?” she questioned loudly. The thundering of the drums made it hard to be heard.

Little Brook turned. Her eyes widened as they acknowledged her younger sister, but it was clear she had not heard the girl’s words.

“Where is Mother?” Running Fawn shouted again, fear making her voice break.

Little Brook just gave a careless shrug of her shoulders and waved a hand toward a large group of women.

Running Fawn’s heart again thudded with fear. She would never find her. Never. Not in the tangle of swaying bodies and waving shawls. With a look of despair she pushed herself forward until she was close to Little Brook’s side and stubbornly took her position. She reached out one small hand and gathered folds of Little Brook’s shawl in a tightened fist, determined to hang on despite whatever came. She would not find herself alone again.

“What happened?” she asked Little Brook, with a sharp tug at the shawl.

Little Brook’s eyes were shining with excitement, reflected by the bright full moon overhead.

“The chiefs have spoken,” she said hoarsely.

“What? What have they spoken?”

“They are going to the White Fort. They are in agreement. They wish to stop the many white men from coming to our land.”

Running Fawn let the breath ease from her body. Some of the tension began to seep away from her. Her small shoulders drooped in relieved acceptance. There was nothing wrong. The chiefs were taking care of the people. They were restoring their world to what it had always been. From now on she would not need to feel terror at the change any longer.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Drums of Change

The Story of Running Fawn

Janette Oke






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





