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For Tall Trees,
who asked that I remember.
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This design used throughout the book is based on the Indian pictographs located on the face of a cliff near Onion Creek in Doss Valley of Gillespie County, once deep in the Comanche southern hunting ground. These messages were painted in red, green, and white from six to twenty-five inches in height to tell many stories.
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Introduction
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Imagine ancient myths and legends set to song, drum, and dance. Imagine flickering campfires and the scent of wood smoke on a summer breeze. Imagine twinkling stars and moonlight in a vast dark sky. Imagine the sacred story of your people, your religion, your heritage told by your elders in a language that rings truthfully in your ears.

Now imagine many years ago but not so far away in the land of the Caddo, the Lipan Apache, the Wichita, the Comanche, the Alabama-Coushatta. Texas.

If you can imagine it, then it exists. Now as then. From catching a dance at the Alabama-Coushatta Indian Reservation near Livingston, Texas, to snatching a quick Comanche buffalo burger in Fort Sill, Oklahoma, myths and legends are still told around campfires. I retell many of them right here in this book, and I also include a brief history of each tribe.

I grew up collecting flint arrowheads on Arrowhead Hill deep in the Piney Woods of East Texas, but I also collected stories like the one about Blue Hole. My friends and I were told to stay away from Blue Hole, a former camp of the Caddo, because it was bottomless and a child who swam there might never return. Naturally that made Blue Hole all the better, and many years later I used Blue Hole as the pivotal point in a novel.

As a storyteller, I owe a debt of gratitude to collectors John R. Swanton, George A. Dorsey, Morris Edward Opler, Howard N. Martin, Herwanna Becker Barnard, and the tribal elders who shared myths and legends with them. Their stories open a window into a world of humor, religion, pathos, valor, love, and honor.

The myths and legends in this book were collected between the years 1900 and 1940 on the Alabama-Coushatta Reservation in Texas, on the Mescalero Apache Reservation in New Mexico, in Louisiana, and in post-reservation Oklahoma. Many of the stories were later published in journals and books.

I read through these publications, selected myths and legends that I believed best depicted the people who created them, then rewrote the stories in a more contemporary style. I used only myths and legends that have previously appeared in print because many tribal stories are sacred and secret.

No doubt the myths were altered by storytellers over time in response to a changing world. Tonin, a Caddo male deity, most likely was once Tonatsin, Our Mother. Yet the spirit of the legends remains the same and reveals the distinctions between the tribes. In “Deer Medicine,” the Comanche sense of humor takes center stage in the story of a walk-up fast-food deer cave. I still laugh when I think of this myth, and I’ve been known to pick up a stick and say, “One fat buffalo.”

Millions of indigenous people lived in the Lone Star State before the European and Anglo-American invasions, and they developed diverse cultures over many generations that continue to speak through their myths and legends.

In the following map I indicate general areas for the tribes I include in this book. They all had definite boundaries, but those changed as Eastern Indians resettled west and the Anglo-American invasion intensified. Comanche bands claimed territory from south Texas to the Canadian River in Oklahoma. Wichitas built villages from Waco north to the Red River. Lipan Apaches lived for a time on the Gulf Coast, but they also roamed far west and south into Mexico. And Caddos ruled East Texas until they shared their territory with immigrant Alabama-Coushattas.

As I researched this book, as well as my own part-Comanche heritage, I found so much material that a second volume is already in the works to include other native nations of Texas.
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Caddo Confederacies

[image: image]

This design is based on a common motif in Southeastern Indian water-serpent transport myths featuring Horned Water Snake.
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Myths and Legends
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The Origin of Animals


In the beginning of the world, people and animals lived together in trust and respect. There was no difference between them. Yet after a time their numbers increased until not enough food grew for them all.

They called a council and decided that some should become animals and be hunted as food by those who remained people.

The ones who lived where wildfire burned off prairie grass and who agreed to become animals rolled in the dark ashes until they turned black. They rolled a final time and became bears. They used long shards of white rock for claws and teeth.

The bears received ten lives. After dying the first time, they rose from the ground where their blood spilled for another life. Gentle in the first life, they became more fierce with each death until by the tenth life they fought and ate people.

Others who lived in the tall grass rolled upon the ground and rose up in the form of buffalo. The grass stuck to them and hung under their heads as beards. They also received ten lives to live on the plains where they would be hunted by people.

Deer formed the same way and then one animal after another until all the beasts roamed across the Earth.
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The Prediction of Tonin


After the people came to the surface of the Earth, Tonin joined them. Only four feet tall, Tonin rode a bay horse the size of a dog. He could turn dark to light. If he wished to travel a long distance, he would be there at once. If he wished to kill game, he need only point a finger and the animal fell dead. He could grant every wish, and he could predict the future.

Yet frequently he vanished, and the people sought him in vain. Once they saw him rise high into the vast blue sky.

One day Tonin sent a crier out to the people. He called them to council because he had a great announcement. When the people assembled around him, he talked for half a day. He told them about their world and then explained that he would leave and be gone for six winters and six summers. He wanted them to meet him again in six days to watch him begin his journey.

In six days, the people grouped around him. He sang the song of death, then gradually rose upward into the sky. The people cried when they could no longer see him, for they feared he would never return. Yet they took courage from his promise to come back to them.

After three summers and three winters, the people began to forget Tonin and his words. As time passed the world changed, and even the stars grew bigger and brighter.

One of Tonin’s six brothers knew it was time for Tonin’s return, so he beat six times on his drum to remind the people. Yet not everyone remembered the meaning of the signal.

That evening a bright star rose in the east, and the people gathered to watch it. Tonin descended, pleased to see the people waiting for him. He talked to them half the night, telling them about the future.

Tonin warned them that a strange race of people would come into the land and frighten away the buffalo, the deer, and the bear.

He stayed on Earth awhile, then assembled the people again. He explained that he would leave as he had before, but he would never return.

Blessing the people, he rose into the sky.
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Evening Star and Orphan Star

Orphan wanted to hunt and play with the other boys, but he was poor and alone. He lived with a large family who tolerated him only so long as he did all the hard work. Every time the people moved camp his family tried to leave him behind, but he always found them because he had no other place to go.

One day Orphan rode with several families on boats to an island in a large lake. He hoped this special invitation to hunt eggs meant they were finally accepting him. He had a good time playing and gathering eggs. Later he listened with the others to stories as they ate eggs around a campfire.

In the morning Orphan awoke to find the others gone. He searched the island for them, but he knew they had filled their boats with eggs and left him behind to starve.

He was more alone than ever before in his young life, but he was determined to survive. He realized he had no bow and arrows to hunt. He tried to catch fish with his hands, but they swam away. As days passed, he ate scraps from the campfires, found a few eggs, and sat by the water’s edge. He looked toward the mainland in despair, because it was too far away for him to swim and no boats made their way toward him.

After a time he noticed ripples in the water, then Horned Water Snake, known as Horned Monster, broke the surface in a loud splash. The creature glided close. Orphan sat still, too frightened to move.

“I am here to save you,” Horned Monster said.

Orphan stared at the huge creature, too frightened to speak.

“I saw those people leave you here, but I take pity on you. Get on my back, hold onto my horns, and I will carry you safely to the mainland.”

Orphan could hardly contain his joy. Someone finally cared enough to save him. He no longer felt fear. He climbed onto Horned Monster’s back, clutching two of the three horns.

“One request,” Horned Monster said. “Keep watch on the blue sky. If you see a star, quickly tell me.”

“I will watch,” Orphan said.

They started out across the lake, but they had not gone far when Orphan saw a star.

“Up there! I see a star in the west.” Orphan pointed upward.

Horned Monster raised a mighty head, looked up, then turned around and swam swiftly back to shore.

“We will try again tomorrow,” Horned Monster said.

Orphan reluctantly stepped back onto the island and watched the creature disappear under the water.

Bright and early the next morning, Orphan returned to the shore to await Horned Monster. Soon he rode on the mighty creature toward the mainland. They were only a little farther than the day before when he saw a star again.

“There!” He pointed toward the sky. “I see a star in the west.”

Horned Monster turned around and swam back to the island. Orphan jumped off and watched the creature disappear beneath the water.

Discouraged but still hopeful, Orphan found a few seeds and nuts and an egg to eat, then he sat down to wait.

The next day they started out again and got father than they had the day before. Orphan watched the sky, hoping not to see a star. Soon he saw the star again. He thought about not telling Horned Monster, but the creature was his only way to leave the island and he did not want to take a chance on losing his ride so far from either shore.

He slowly raised his arm and pointed. “Up there. I see a star in the west.”

Horned Monster turned around and swam faster than ever back to the island. Orphan hopped off and watched the creature disappear beneath the surface of the water.

Orphan scrounged a few more bites of food, then sat down to wait, lonely and hungry.

Horned Monster arrived the next day and again the next four days. Each day they swam closer to the mainland shore, but each day they returned to the island at the first sight of the star. Orphan slowly starved, hope fading a little more with each return to the island.

On the sixth day they were within a few feet of the mainland shore when Orphan saw the star. He was so anxious to reach land that for the first time he said nothing, because he knew the creature would take him straight back to the island.

As Horned Monster swam almost into shallow water, Orphan watched the star. He saw a huge black cloud roll in front of the star. Frightened, he jumped off, but just as he did something struck the creature and Horned Monster rolled over dead.

Orphan swam to shore and saw a handsome young man standing there.

“You did me a great favor,” the man said. “Horned Monster made the lake dangerous for people, so for a long time I tried to kill the creature.”

“Horned Monster saved me.”

“You lured Horned Monster out so I had a chance I never had before. Thank you.”

Orphan looked down at his only friend, now dead because of him. “I want Horned Monster’s sacrifice to live on in people’s stories.”

“The creature will not be forgotten.” The young man looked up at the sky. “For your help, I will take you to the sky with me. Would you like to go?”

Orphan looked at Horned Monster then at his new friend. “Yes. I have no one else here.”

The young man clasped Orphan’s hand, then they sailed into the sky.

After that day the people looked up into the bright blue sky to see Orphan Star standing without fail beside Evening Star.
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Maiden’s Wish Upon a Star


Once long ago, Maiden, a beautiful young woman, wanted something more in her life. She longed to travel, for she was lonely even with her family and her people. Her older sisters were married, but she found no one who suited her.

One summer night she lay in an arbor and watched the stars in the sky. They were beautiful and far away. She noticed they were not all alike. Some twinkled brightly while others remained dim. As she watched, one appealed to her more than the others. North Star was the brightest and most beautiful of all.

“Spirits, help me,” she prayed. “I wish to go somewhere else. I wish to wed North Star and live as his wife in the night sky above.”

She felt the light of North Star bathe her in beauty and wonder.

“Spirits, I pray to you. Let me marry North Star. It is the only way I will ever be happy.”

She closed her eyes to dream of the wonderful event in her sleep.

When she awoke she looked around and blinked in confusion. She lay beside a campfire. An ancient man sat nearby, watching her.

“Where am I?” she asked. “Who are you?”

“Your wish is granted,” he said. “I am North Star, your husband.”

“But North Star is beautiful, the most beautiful of all in the sky.”

“As are you. Do we not suit each other well?”

Tears filled her eyes, for this North Star did not fit her dream at all. He could only be the great-grandfather of her strong young hunter, a man who would give her many beautiful children.

In the days that followed, North Star remained a wise elder who happily shared his home with her. She realized she had little interest in the stars, North Star in particular, and she longed to get away. But her wish had been granted, so she quietly tended a garden, cooked, and made baskets.

While she worked, she plotted to escape. She tried several different routes, but they all led back to North Star. Frustrated, she thought and thought.

“Are you happy here?” North Star asked one day.

“I have everything I need.”

“Good. When you work in the garden be careful not to move that big round stone.”

“Why not?”

“It is dangerous. I do not want you hurt.”

“I will be careful.”

For several days she avoided the stone. Yet the more she walked around it, the more she wanted to touch it. Finally she let a fingertip trail across its smooth surface. Nothing happened. Emboldened, she laid her palm against it. Nothing happened. She rubbed hard with her hand. Still nothing happened. Pleased with her success, she went on about her work.

One day when North Star left to visit neighbors, she hurried to the garden and stood before the stone. She could no longer resist the temptation. She rolled the stone away. A hole yawned underneath. She gazed into it and saw all the way to Earth. She longed to return to her real home, but she was too far away to ever get there. She rolled the stone back in place.

When North Star returned, he looked at her. “You did not move that stone, did you?”

“I worked safely in the garden.”

“Good. Remember that stone is dangerous.”

As she cooked that night, she thought and thought. She realized she had made a mistake by wishing to marry North Star, but the only way to correct it was through the hole under the rock in the garden. She had to get back to Earth. She thought some more. If she could make a rope long enough, perhaps she could climb down it to home. She knew her people had once made ropes out of soapweeds, so maybe she could too.

When North Star left for his nightly trip through the sky, she hurried outside and found a stand of soapweeds. She cut soapweeds all night long and then hurried home before he returned. Each night he traveled through the sky and she cut soapweeds. They ate together when he returned, so he never suspected her new wish.

When she finally gathered enough soapweeds, she began making the rope. She worked hard, night after night, but she never told her husband because she feared he might not want her to go.

When she believed she had a rope long enough to reach Earth, she carried it to the garden. She rolled the stone away, then let the rope down, playing it out until she finally came to the end. She tied it to the rock and placed the rock back over the hole.

She arrived home just in time to greet North Star after his journey through the sky. They ate together. She wished he could be the man of her dreams, but now she wanted only to return to Earth.

When North Star sailed across the sky the next evening, she left a special basket made of soapweeds for him, then hurried to the garden. She rolled the stone away and started climbing down the rope. She continued down a long time before she finally saw land. Yet she grew tired and feared she might never reach Earth. Abruptly the rope ended. She hung near treetops, but she could not get down and she was too weak to go up. She clung there between sky and Earth as she thought about what to do.

A bird cry roused her from her thoughts. She saw a large bird swoop overhead, then under her. On the fourth pass, the bird spoke to her.

“If you step onto my back,” he said, “I will carry you home.”

“Thank you. I come from far away and my arms will not hold me much longer.”

The bird flew under her and she stepped down onto a softly feathered back.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Let go of the rope. I will not drop you.”

She hesitated for only a moment before deciding to trust. She dropped the rope and grabbed for feathers.

Wide wings caught air currents as the bird gently flew downward toward land.

“May I take you home?” he asked.

“Oh yes. I wish to be no place else, except perhaps on your great back.”

With several flaps of wide wings, he lowered her to the ground near her village. She stepped down, then she gently touched his sharp beak with her fingertips.

“You are safe now,” he said. “I must return to my own home as you must to yours.”

“Thank you.”

He spread massive wings and lifted into the sky. “Remember. I am Black Eagle.”

As she watched him fly away, she prayed he would soon return.
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Orphan Boy Gets Power

Orphan Boy lived with his grandfather after his parents died when he was a baby, and they spent many happy years together. When Orphan Boy neared the age when Grandfather would make him a bow and arrows and teach him to hunt, Grandfather died. Orphan Boy mourned the loss of his only friend and family.

With no way to hunt for food, Orphan Boy begged at one lodge then another. He gave thanks for the generosity of the people, but at night he returned alone to his lodge. He cried himself to sleep, fearful of his loneliness and poverty.

He did not grow as strong as the other boys in the village, and he did not know how to play with them when they came to visit. They teased him and laughed at him because he was sad and lonely, and they always threw him when they wrestled.

Yet Orphan Boy grew brave and courageous. In a few years, he made a bow and arrows. He practiced, then went out to hunt. He learned quickly and brought back small game. He felt happy because he no longer had to beg food from others.

One day when he hunted alone in the woods, he heard a voice calling him. Puzzled, he stopped and listened. A boy about his age ran out of the brush. The stranger ran around with so much fun and energy that Orphan Boy wanted him for a friend.

They played together for a time, then they decided to see who was the stronger. The stranger appeared more powerful, but Orphan Boy soon learned that he could throw his new friend.

“I do not understand,” Orphan Boy said. “All the boys in the village make fun of me because they are stronger and can throw me. Yet I can throw you.”

The stranger rose from the ground. “I watched the other boys tease and throw you, but you never lost courage. I am powerful, and I gave that strength to you.”

Orphan Boy lifted a huge rock, amazed at his sudden power.

“You are now one of the strongest men in the world,” the stranger said. “You may go back to your village and throw any of the other boys.”

As night descended, the stranger stepped into the brush and disappeared.

Orphan Boy decided to sleep in the forest since he could not find his way home in the dark. At dawn he arose with renewed strength and hunted. He killed three deer and then headed back to his village. Even with his new power, the load was heavy and he moved slowly. The sun set again before he reached home, so he lay down to rest.

“Will you go to the meeting place where the other boys wrestle?” The stranger stepped out of the woods.

“I must carry this load home so I have no time.”

“Let me help you.”

They carried the three deer together, and soon they reached the meeting place. Many boys and men were there.

“Wrestle me.” A boy stepped forward.

Orphan Boy set down his deer and wrestled the boy. He quickly threw him, then again and again.

The boys and men grew afraid, so they left Orphan Boy alone with his friend.

They sat down together, and the stranger told Orphan Boy more about his power and how to use it. At dawn, the stranger disappeared again.

Orphan Boy picked up his three deer and walked home. After a few days he heard that the other boys planned to compete in wrestling matches. He went to watch, but he stayed back with the spectators.

One of the wrestlers saw him. “Wrestle with us if you are not afraid.”

Orphan Boy shook his head.

“Coward!” the young man taunted. “You are weak. You do not want to lose.”

Orphan Boy threw off his blanket and ran into the ring. He threw the young man hard and he died.

“I will wrestle any of you,” Orphan Boy cried.

He tried to get others to fight him, but nobody else would because now they all feared him.

As word of his strength spread, Orphan Boy gained the respect of all the people.
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She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo


She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo lived with her six brothers in a lodge in the woods. At night her brothers left to travel through the sky, for they were bright stars. They returned each morning, told her of their adventures, then put her in a swing made of lariat rope that hung from the sky.

They swung her through the air, higher and higher. When the buffalo saw her swing, they came running to her. Sending arrows swiftly through the air, her brothers killed all the buffalo they wanted, then the rest of the herd went away. This way the family never went hungry.

One day Coyote stopped by for a visit, and he noticed that meat and corn were always plenty.

“I would like to live with you,” Coyote said.

“Yes do,” She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo said. “My brothers are gone a lot and I get lonely.”

Suspicious, the brothers decided to let Coyote stay with them. Coyote told fine stories to She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo in the evenings when her star brothers rode through the sky. They ate plenty of buffalo meat, but after a time Coyote grew curious.

“You get plenty of meat,” Coyote said. “How do you do it?”

The brothers held council and decided to show Coyote the trick of the swing.

“We will let you watch the buffalo come, but first you must promise never to do what we do while we are gone.”

“I agree,” Coyote said.

Early the next morning the brothers allowed Coyote to watch them swing their sister. The buffalo came as usual.

“That is impressive,” Coyote said. “I want to do it too.”

“No,” the eldest brother said. “If others swing her, they will swing her too hard and she will never return.”

“I can swing as good as you,” Coyote said.

“You must promise never to swing her,” another brother said.

“I agree,” Coyote said.

One day the brothers were gone and Coyote sought out She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo.

“I want to swing you,” Coyote said.

“No. It is not safe,” she said.

“I will swing you, or I will hurt your brothers and you.”

She knew Coyote to be strong and powerful. “If you insist, you may swing me, but be careful not to swing me to high or too hard.”

“I agree,” Coyote said.

She sat down in the swing and Coyote pushed her. The buffalo did not come. Coyote pushed harder. She swung higher. The buffalo still did not come. Coyote pushed even harder. She swung higher and higher until she disappeared.

“Come back,” Coyote called, suddenly afraid. “If you do not come back, I will jump up and get you.”

She did not reappear. The buffalo did not come. Coyote grumbled and growled.

Later the star brothers came home and looked for their sister. She was nowhere to be found.

“Coyote,” the eldest said. “Where is She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo?”

“I do not know, but I believe some monster, perhaps a cannibal, carried her away.”

The brothers knew at once that Coyote lied.

“You put her in the swing and swung her too high,” the eldest said.

“Not me,” Coyote said.

“You go away,” another brother said.

“You lied and tricked us,” the eldest brother said. “You and your children will now go hungry.”

As Coyote trudged away, the six brothers turned to each other for council.

“I miss my sister,” one brother said.

“So do I,” another agreed.

“Let us join her in the sky,” the eldest said.

So the star brothers went to the sky and live there today with She-Who-Calls-the-Buffalo.
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Mother-of-All-the-Pecan-Trees

An elder woman owned all the pecan trees, so she harvested the nuts and kept them to herself. The people had to go to her lodge to get the delicious pecans. She would give them a few to eat, but she would never let them take any back home.

After a time the people grew hungry. They knew Mother-of-All-the-Pecan-Trees had a lodge full of pecans. They wanted her to share more nuts with them. Yet she still only gave them a few, insisting they eat them before they left her lodge. Finally the people became angry, and they decided to take the pecans away from her.

In the village of Field Rats, four young boys plagued their father and everyone else with their wild ways. The people decided these boys were the ones to steal nuts from Mother-of-All-the-Pecan-Trees. They reasoned that the boys were small and sly, and the people would only be rid of a nuisance if the elder woman killed them. The boys agreed to go because they always liked trouble.

One boy set off to spy on Mother-of-All-the-Pecan-Trees. He peeked through a small opening in her lodge. She still worked, so he waited until she went to bed that night. When he heard snores, he knew it was time to steal pecans. He hurried back to his father’s lodge.

“She sleeps.” The boy raced inside and then stopped in surprise.

Coyote sat there.

“Don’t bother to steal pecans,” Coyote said. “I will kill Mother-of-All-the-Pecan-Trees tomorrow.”

The rat brothers clicked their sharp teeth together in disappointment. They wanted to steal pecans.

“Soon we will all have plenty of nuts.” Coyote wanted to get there first and take the most pecans.
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