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Prequel: 

It was one of those still October mornings, the yellow grass swaying gently with the wind, the nip of first frost biting the air. The sun seemed to rise reluctantly on the Shoshone River, and Blue Knife Itaxsca waited outside the teepee; his second son was about to enter the world. Blue Knife stared at the arc of the rising sun and from within the teepee came the cry of a new born baby. Blue Knife heaved a sigh of relief. Marsilla, his wife, had been pregnant with this child forever it seemed, and now he had come. 

Blue Knife pulled back the flap of the teepee, “Have you born me a son?” he asked. 

“Yes, my husband,” came the gentle reply from Marsilla. Blue Knife took the newborn from her arms; the old Crow midwife Bahalli chattered about being careful. The baby screamed loud to the rising sun, wriggling in his father’s arms. 

“Bear, I shall name you,” Blue Knife said as he offered the child to Wakan Tanka. “Bear Itaxsca you shall be called.” 

It was the fifteenth of October 1842, the Shoshone River but a trickle waiting for the fall rain, but life was good for Blue Knife Itaxsca. Soon they would hunt the Yellowstone for Buffalo before moving South to the winter hunting grounds. Blue Knife breathed deeply the morning air and handed the child back to Bahalli. She had helped in the delivery of over one hundred Crow babies. Marsilla was glad to have her. 

The other child, Joseph, was four years older. He peered wide-eyed around the edge of the teepee. ‘What was going on?’ he thought. He didn’t at all like his father paying so much attention to this new thing. His face was dark with suspicion. 

Marsilla carried Bear in a rack, but she did not bind him in. “Better he be free,” she said to herself. She went singing about her chores and her life. It was good. The only thing wrong, she felt, was the Itaxsca. He was a powerful medicine man, Blue Knife’s father. He frightened her, and he would be around to visit soon. 

“Why does he frighten you so much?” Blue Knife asked her. 

“It’s like he can see me,” she said, “the deep inside I only show to you.” 

“Hah!” Blue Knife laughed. “I hope it’s not a wicked plot to scalp me and take my bow and arrows.” 

Then it was winter and time to move from the Shoshone River to the lowlands closer to the Yellowstone. The winter seemed less hard there. There were buffalo, and the deer grew fat in that valley. 

The village prayed to Wakan Tanka and the four winds. The last to leave was the Itaxsca and his family. Winter blew cold from the north and the bitter winds seemed to push them from the valley. 

“It is time to go,” Blue Knife told Marsilla, who was reluctant to leave. The Shoshone River Valley had been a safe place for her. She knew the weather would drive them though, and there was Bear to think of. 

“Wizopeyata [North Wind} is not pleased,” said Blue Knife. “Let’s get out of here.” 

There were fourteen families making the trek. Bear, the new member of the tribe, was intent on nursing from Marsilla. The men dragged their travois over the Eagle Mountain, down into the Yellowstone. Blue Knife and the Itaxsca had gone ahead on horseback to secure and bless the valley. The families came after. Twenty or so warrior rode guard just in case they encountered Lakotas. They did not want to fight with the Lakota when the women and children were with them. Each family had a guardian to watch over them on the journey. Blue Knife had chosen White Pony to be his family’s guardian. He was an able warrior of eighteen summers and had very powerful medicine for such a young brave. 

Blue Knife and the Itaxsca secured their camp near the big geyser that shot up every hour. The smoke and steam kept the snow away and the grass remained green even in the dead of winter. The geese crowded the landscape and on the far plain they had seen buffalo and deer. It was a paradise to hunt there and all you had to watch for were the Arapaho. They were mean Indians, with no respect for other tribes and considered the Yellowstone theirs, while the Crow also considered it theirs. They often fought over this territory. 

The Itaxsca blessed the camp and his wives set up his teepee on the top of a hill overlooking the small valley. He was the Eagle Mountain holy man, well known for his medicine, and he was Bear’s grandfather. He was old, but still hale. Tribal members whispered to one another that he could call down the lightning upon his enemies. He was tall for a Crow Native, about six-foot one inch, and his muscular body seemed twisted like and old root, tough and weather worn.  

“The valley is good this year,” he would say, “and we will hunt with the spirit of our ancestors.” If the Itaxsca said it, it must be true. 

It was ten days of travel when finally, Marsilla and the other women and children topped the ridge and started down into the camp. The road had been hard, and Bear was restless; it had been a difficult journey for one so small. Joseph was out of sorts too, just four years and he had learned to swear. “Damn,” he cursed in relief. “Finally got here.” 

“Thank Wakan Tanka {Great Spirit],” Marsilla said. “Do not curse him.” She said to young Joseph. 

“You know nothing, woman,” he said under his breath. Joseph was an angry and disturbed child. 

The camp was set up comfortably for the incoming people and Marsilla met Blue Knife at their teepee with a smile; it would be good to feel a strong man in her arms again. Then there was Bear. He wriggled and wanted to be fed. Thus, life went on for Bear and his family, even as the men anticipated the Elk coming into season. 
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Nine years after Bear Itaxsca’s birth, he was a strong boy with fire in his eyes, proud and stern. This year though, he would experience sorrow. His grandfather, the Itaxsca, was dying. He lay in his teepee and his clan’s people were around him, singing his death song; it would not be long. 

Suddenly, Blue Knife, Bear’s father, appeared from behind the teepee. “You are called for,” he said to Bear. “The Itaxsca wants to see you before he goes.” Blue Knife’s sorrow was apparent, but he was trying hard not to show the signs of weakness that he felt. 

Bear followed his father’s lead dutifully to the teepee of Grandfather Itaxsca. It was all he could do to drag his feet across the threshold of the open flap.  

There, lying on his Buffalo skins was the old Holy Man. 

“Come here, Bear,” he said weakly. “You have earned your medicine bag.” Grandfather took the small leather bag from around his neck and placed it in Bear’s outstretched hand. “Honor the Ancestors,” he said weakly. “You of all my children have earned the right to wear the medicine of the Ancients.” 

“Yes, Grandfather,” Bear said. He looped the leather thong that held the medicine bag over his head and saw the old man smile. “I go with Wakan Tanka,” he whispered. He lay back as his eyes fluttered a little, then he was still. Bear saw a shadow rise up from his body, stretch itself and then fade into the distance; the Itaxsca was dead. 

Death was a common experience for the Natives in the 1850’s, but the Itaxsca had been the strong Holy man of the tribe and he had been depended on to keep straight with Wakan Tanka. Now they would have to depend on Bahalli, the Itaxsca’s third wife, to interpret the ceremonial words and do the ceremonies. She was strong, but on this day, there were tears in her eyes. 

The fact that Bear, a nine-year-old boy, now wore the medicine bag of the Itaxsca, was odd to the people; they would reverence him for that, but he was so young. 

The Itaxsca was put on a rack high off the ground and open bare to the four winds beyond Eagle Mountain. His spirit would wander freely. 

It was a year before Bear got over the experience of the Itaxsca’s death. As Bear grew, he hunted with the men. His frame was solid, and he killed his first buffalo in his tenth year. 

As the 1850’s were fading away, Bear became tall and muscular, the perfect picture of a man by the time he was sixteen. It was at this time that the White men began showing up in great numbers. He had seen them, scruffy types, that came to trade with the Crow, but now whole families came with their wagons. He rode out to greet them. 
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