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			Series Foreword

			Stretching back to the oral traditions of thousands of years ago, tales of heroes and disaster, creation and conquest have been told by many different civilizations in many different ways. Their impact sits deep within our culture even though the detail in the tales themselves are a loose mix of historical record, transformed narrative and the distortions of hundreds of storytellers. 

			Today the language of mythology lives with us: our mood is jovial, our countenance is saturnine, we are narcissistic and our modern life is hermetically sealed from others. The nuances of myths and legends form part of our daily routines and help us navigate the world around us, with its half truths and biased reported facts.

			The nature of a myth is that its story is already known by most of those who hear it, or read it. Every generation brings a new emphasis, but the fundamentals remain the same: a desire to understand and describe the events and relationships of the world. Many of the great stories are archetypes that help us find our own place, equipping us with tools for self-understanding, both individually and as part of a broader culture.

			For Western societies it is Greek mythology that speaks to us most clearly. It greatly influenced the mythological heritage of the ancient Roman civilization and is the lens through which we still see the Celts, the Norse and many of the other great peoples and religions. The Greeks themselves learned much from their neighbours, the Egyptians, an older culture that became weak with age and incestuous leadership.

			It is important to understand that what we perceive now as mythology had its own origins in perceptions of the divine and the rituals of the sacred. The earliest civilizations, in the crucible of the Middle East, in the Sumer of the third millennium bc, are the source to which many of the mythic archetypes can be traced. As humankind collected together in cities for the first time, developed writing and industrial scale agriculture, started to irrigate the rivers and attempted to control rather than be at the mercy of its environment, humanity began to write down its tentative explanations of natural events, of floods and plagues, of disease. 

			Early stories tell of Gods (or god-like animals in the case of tribal societies such as African, Native American or Aboriginal cultures) who are crafty and use their wits to survive, and it is reasonable to suggest that these were the first rulers of the gathering peoples of the earth, later elevated to god-like status with the distance of time. Such tales became more political as cities vied with each other for supremacy, creating new Gods, new hierarchies for their pantheons. The older Gods took on primordial roles and became the preserve of creation and destruction, leaving the new gods to deal with more current, everyday affairs. Empires rose and fell, with Babylon assuming the mantle from Sumeria in the 1800s bc, then in turn to be swept away by the Assyrians of the 1200s bc; then the Assyrians and the Egyptians were subjugated by the Greeks, the Greeks by the Romans and so on, leading to the spread and assimilation of common themes, ideas and stories throughout the world. 

			The survival of history is dependent on the telling of good tales, but each one must have the ‘feeling’ of truth, otherwise it will be ignored. Around the firesides, or embedded in a book or a computer, the myths and legends of the past are still the living materials of retold myth, not restricted to an exploration of origins. Now we have devices and global communications that give us unparalleled access to a diversity of traditions. We can find out about Native American, Indian, Chinese and tribal African mythology in a way that was denied to our ancestors, we can find connections, match the archaeology, religion and the mythologies of the world to build a comprehensive image of the human experience that is endlessly fascinating. 

			The stories in this book provide an introduction to the themes and concerns of the myths and legends of their respective cultures, with a short introduction to provide a linguistic, geographic and political context. This is where the myths have arrived today, but undoubtedly over the next millennia, they will transform again whilst retaining their essential truths and signs.

			Jake Jackson

			General Editor

		

	
		
			Introduction to Native American Myths

			North America has one of the world’s richest collections of myths, due to the efforts of ethnologists, linguists and native storytellers who worked together in the late 1800s and early 1900s to record as many of the tales as they could. These records sparked a revival and, although there was a decline in the 1940s and 1950s, storytelling today is as vibrant as it was in the past. The stories are recited on many occasions: during winter storytelling sessions, as a part of ritual and ceremony and at inter-tribal powwows. 

			There have been changes in the content of some of the tales, especially at powwows where they are often used to raise awareness of ethnic origin, but the old, traditional tales are still important and remain as a ‘lived reality’ for the majority of modern Native Americans. 

			The Native American Peoples

			The white man’s first encounter with the native aboriginal population of America dates back to the year 1000 ad, almost five hundred years before the Genoese explorer Christopher Columbus crossed the Atlantic. A group of Norsemen, sailing from Norway to Greenland, was thrown off course in rough weather conditions and soon came in sight of a land of which they had no previous knowledge. The ‘Land of Flat Stones’, as the adventurers called it, was what came to be called Newfoundland, a barren country whose inhospitable appearance prompted them to sail further south. Soon they approached the low, tree-covered country of what is now Nova Scotia, and named it ‘Mark-land’. Sailing still farther south, they came upon a land where the air was warmer, whose soil had produced fields of self-sown wheat and vines laden with ripened grapes. The Norsemen had arrived on the shores of New England and before long they had christened it ‘Wine-land’.

			Impressed by their welcoming surroundings, they embarked upon a bold attempt to colonize the newly discovered country. But fate decreed that the hostility of several bands of swarthy natives should check this expansion. Soon, the Vikings were subjected to repeated attacks by men they nicknamed ‘Skrellings’ or ‘Chips’ owing to their stunted, puny appearance. It was these inhabitants, possessing Eskimo characteristics, who brought about the destruction of the Scandinavian settlements and an end to colonial activity until the arrival of the European settlers in the wake of Columbus’s discovery of the West Indian islands.

			So who exactly were these strange people the Norsemen encountered, and where had they come from? The name ‘Indian’, which for many centuries has been used to describe the native aboriginal population of America, is actually a misnomer and owes its origin to Christopher Columbus who believed he had discovered a new route to Asiatic India when he landed in the Caribbean islands in 1492. Once this error had been acknowledged, however, other equally spurious theories on the origin of the race began to emerge. Some theorists traced the native American people back to Egypt, to the South Sea Islands, and even to Wales. Others were intent on proving a connection between the American ‘Indian’ and the Lost Tribes of Israel. 

			Most scientists nowadays are agreed that the ‘Indians’ of the Americas arrived in the New World as immigrants, forced to migrate southwards during the last great ice age over twenty thousand years ago. The physical similarities between the ‘Indian’ and the Eskimo point to northern Asia as his original home and it is now almost certain that he would have crossed from Alaska to America via the Bering Strait, a land bridge a thousand miles wide once linking Asia and America. When this land bridge became submerged in the melting ice, the ‘Indian’ found himself stranded in this new homeland and eventually spread out to inhabit all of North, Central and South America. 

			The first native American people were already competent hunters and gatherers. They were skilled in the making of warm clothing from animal skins and understood the use of fire. Armed with tools of stone, bone, antler and wood, they hunted the great Pleistocene animals, including mammoths, camelops and superbison, surviving almost exclusively on this plentiful supply of meat. Later, when the big game began to disappear, the ‘Indian’ started to exploit other food sources, learning to cultivate the land to produce fruit and vegetables, seeds and nuts. Many who inhabited areas where soil and climate were good, discovered they no longer needed to move on in search of game and wild food and began to form more permanent communities. Others continued to maintain their nomadic lifestyle, either hunting or challenging others for whatever they needed to survive. By the time white explorers began arriving in America in the early sixteenth century, the descendants of the original settlers were divided into numerous different tribes, most of them self-sufficient, with their own individual language and customs. It has been estimated, for example, that no less than five hundred languages existed north of Mexico at this time. 

			Fringing the shores of the Northern Ocean, from the Siberian shore of the Bering Sea in the west to the Gulf of St Lawrence in the east, were the Eskimos, the connecting link between the races of the Old and New Worlds. The name ‘Eskimo’ means ‘raw meat eaters’ and these were a carnivorous body of hunters, speaking a distinct language. They differed also in physical appearance from the ‘Indian’, being of short, stocky build, with a long head, short face and a well-marked Mongol eyefold. 

			South of the Eskimos, extending in a broad band across the continent from the Hudson Bay to the Pacific, and southwards almost to the Great Lakes, were the Athapascan stock. These tribes spread as far north as the mouth of the Mackenzie River, but also covered a huge area in the opposite direction, migrating south along the Rocky Mountains, where they scattered themselves over the plains of New Mexico under the names of Apaches and Navajos. 

			The most well-known to us of the native American people, the Algonquins and Iroquois, originally occupied the entire region of what is now Canada and the eastern coast of the United States, extending as far south as Virginia. These two groups are the main focus of this chapter and a selection of their myths and tales, drawn from various tribes, follow in the next two sections.

			The Muskhogean Indians, including the Choctaws, Chickasaws, Creeks and Seminoles, originally possessed almost all of Mississippi and Alabama, portions of Tennessee, Florida and South Carolina. Their neighbours to the west were the Dakota Indians, including the Sioux and Winnebagoes. A tall, lithe people, the Dakotas found an agricultural lifestyle uncongenial, but they were recognized as the champion warriors of the native American population. Deeply religious, with a strict moral code, they originally occupied a territory extending from Saskatchewan to Louisiana. 

			The Caddoan family consisted of a federation of tribes living along the Platte River in what is now the state of Nebraska. They included the Arikara, Pawnee, Caddo, Kichai and Wichita tribes. These peoples were agriculturalists as well as hunters and practised pottery-making and hide tanning. 

			Living alongside the Caddoan to the west were the Shoshonean, or Snake, family of North American ‘Indians’, comprising, among others, the Root-diggers, Comanches, Kiowas and Hopi. They originally occupied the great desert region between the Wasatch Mountains and the Sierra Nevada.

			The Shoshonean Indians were flanked by the Salishan, Californian and Piman ‘Indians’. The Salishan, probably of Algonquian stock, occupied territories of Washington. The Californian, including the Cahrocs, Pericues and Olchones, were a loose conglomeration speaking a variety of different languages, while the Pimans were traditional farmers occupying land in southern Arizona and along the western coast.

			Cut off from the rest of the world, the native American did not suffer the dilution of blood and culture which modified the nations of the Old World. This situation no doubt contributed to the fact that as soon as the New World was discovered, its inhabitants became a source of fascination to all classes of Europeans. When these white settlers came, they were generally welcomed by the natives, but soon the ‘Indian’ discovered that the white man could not be trusted and came to regard the colonizer as the intruder. Treating the natives as savages, the white man took for himself whatever property he considered of value and ruthlessly exploited the natural resources of the land so precious to the native population. 

			The European invasion brought not only more wars over land and food, but cultural and religious conflict, as well as diseases previously unknown in North America. The changes were dramatic and ultimately disastrous for the ‘Indian’. Within a few years of their landing, the whites had freed New England of these ‘harmless natives’, and as more and more Europeans arrived, the face of native American culture was altered forever. The ‘Indian’ fought against the invaders as best he could but, step by step, he was driven westwards until he had all but vanished from his ancestral lands. By the late nineteenth century, the United States Government had implemented a policy of housing ‘Indian’ survivors on tracts of land known as reservations, where many still live today, effectively ending the existence of tribes as independent communities. 

			The native American people have little to thank the white man for, but among the white traders and missionaries there were at least some with the foresight to attempt to preserve the unique oral heritage they happened upon. Today’s native American people have lost many of their customs and beliefs, but a number of the old traditions have been consecrated in their mythology, allowing us a rewarding insight into the way the New World must once have looked and felt to its original inhabitants.  It is a world we cannot possibly enter, however, without feeling a profound sense of shame and loss.

			The myths and legends retold in this book have been selected from among the folklore of the native American tribes of North America and represent only a tiny proportion of the vast number of tales in existence. None the less, it is hoped that the stories included will inspire and encourage the reader to explore further this compelling subject. The chapter focuses on the native Americans as they were, and not as they are. Because of this, the more traditional term ‘Indian’ is frequently applied, particularly in the stories themselves.

			Creation Myths

			Creation tales are of particular importance, since these help define the distinctive character of Native American belief and help separate and protect it from the pervasive influences of Euro-American culture. Fundamental to this belief is the understanding that the world has always existed and was not brought into being for the benefit of its human occupants. As a result, there are no true creation myths in North American mythology: most are tales of transformation which assume the existence of previous worlds. Many of these tales emphasize the unformed character of the previous worlds; these worlds are sometimes underwater, enclosed in darkness or have none of the features that the present world contains. The creator-transformer brings light by stealing the sun, creating lakes and rivers through his teardrops or forming mountains by stamping his foot.

			The creator-transformer figure is often characterized as a trickster. Among the Blackfoot of Montana and Alberta he is credited with creating mountain mudslides simply because he wishes to have fun. Raven on the northwest coast creates rivers because he is being mischievous and thinks how pleasant it would be if the people had some water (although when they receive it they do not know what it is). In other Raven tales from the north-west coast he makes whirlpools because he wishes to drown an opponent who has stolen his wife. It is impossible to think of these characters as the equivalent of an omnipotent creator-god.

			Floods are a common motif in mythology and in North America there are numerous pre-Christian tales that deal with the first flood. In a period before people are created, the creator-transformer often had a canoe or raft from which he would send his animal helpers to dive for mud. Such animals, usually four in number, demonstrate their successive diving skills until finally they bring up just sufficient mud for the transformer to roll in the palm of his hand. By scattering this and breathing on it, or sometimes by wishing things merely to be different, he is able to create the entire world. Typically, his action is almost always a self-centered one: he is bored sitting alone in his canoe and thinks it would be fun to make changes in order to see what happens.

			Tales of the emergence from previous worlds are quite widespread, although they do not always include transformation and may assume that the present world exists in its current form but is simply unknown. Such tales are particularly important among Pueblo tribes of the south-west (New Mexico and Arizona), but numerous variants are found among tribes as widely separated as California and the Great Lakes. These describe a succession of different worlds through which the human-animal occupants have passed in order to reach their present condition.

			Hopi stories, for instance, tell of five successive worlds in which various incidents have served to define the different characteristics of people and animals. They were once all the same, but as they emerged from one world to the next they became differentiated. Bat is blind because he came from the third world, which was one of darkness. Mouse is quiet and timid, because he was cautious about leaving the fourth world to go into the present. People are garrulous and argumentative because when they came into the present world they were unable to decide which way to travel, so all went off in different directions. 

			There are occasional tales in which there exists a primordial world that is unrelated to the present. The Zuni of the south-west call it Awonawilona, a name that it is impossible to translate. Perhaps the closest to the Zuni concept would be to think of Awonawilona as a nebulous energy source. From this source, which thought itself into being, came Awitelin Tsita (Mother Earth) and Apoyan Tachu (Father Sky), and from their tempestuous relationship grew all the things needed to sustain human populations. Other tribes claim similar energy sources, such as Wakan Tanka for the Siouan groups or Mahishsedah for the Crow, but only recognize their existence and tell no stories of them.

			Hero Myths

			Distinct from, but merging into, the tales of the North American creator-transformer are hero myths. These differ from the transformation tales in that the world in which they take place resembles that of the present and that the hero, although not completely devoid of shape-changing ability, is essentially human. Many of the tales deal with attempts made to defeat the hero or test his abilities, and his efforts at overcoming these obstacles. 

			Unlike the transformation tales, most of the hero stories are set within or make reference to tribal organization and society. The hero is, nevertheless, frequently defined by his difference from others. Lazy Boy in Plains Indian stories is derided because he spends his time sleeping, and refuses to engage in the industrious pursuits of war and the chase suitable to young Plains warriors. It is only when the entire tribe is threatened by man-eating buffaloes that he wakes up, sets out alone to defeat the buffalo and then returns and goes back to sleep that the people recognize his extraordinary skills.

			Unpromising and reluctant heroes such as Lazy Boy are frequent in Plains tales, but also occur with regularity among tribes of the Plateau (the river-cut tablelands of central interior British Columbia, eastern Oregon and Washington) and among the Iroquois. Among the Okanagon on the Washington–British Columbia border he is Dirty Boy, who lives in a decrepit lodge of brush and bark at the edge of the camp and soils his bed. His only companion is his grandmother, whom the tales describe as a toothless old crone dressed in rags. Unknown to the people, the grandmother is Star and the boy is Sun. When the chief arranges a contest to select suitable marriage partners for his daughters, Dirty Boy wins all the contests but the chief and his elder daughter are reluctant to accept this filthy child as a son-in-law. The younger daughter, however, goes to Dirty Boy’s lodge. In the morning, when a wealthy tribe arrive to celebrate the marriage ceremony of the pair, the grandmother emerges as a young woman in a skin dress sparkling with starlight and with stars in her hair, while so many stars shine around Dirty Boy that people are dazzled if they look at him. The younger daughter is bathed by the grandmother and also becomes covered in stars, but the jealous elder daughter has to go and live with the ravens (the myth does not specify why, but it is presumably due to the ravens’ reputation for cheating, which becomes apparent in other tales).

			Such tales define the nature of the hero and carry a moral that things should not always be judged by their appearance. In other stories the heroes are often twins who suffer adversity but support each other. In Apache stories one of the twins is lame, the other blind. The tales tell of how the blind brother carries the lame one to give him legs and of how the lame twin acts as his brother’s eyes. 

			Elsewhere the world is formed by arguments that occur between the twin heroes. The famous tales of Manabozho from the Menominee (a Great Lakes tribe) are characteristic of these. Manabozho is helped by a good manitou (a spirit or power that influences life) and it is from him that many stories of the Noble Savage have passed into the popular imagination and from whom, according to the Menominee storytellers, the tales of Brer Rabbit derive. Manabozho had a twin, Naqpote, who could assume the form of a wolf, and whatever Manabozho did during the day, Naqpote would reverse at night. According to one tale, the twins decided to have a final contest. Manabozho called all his helpers – the thunderers (in Great Lakes mythology there was a division between the sky powers – represented by the thunderers – and the underwater powers – represented by the underwater panther). 

			Thunderers are mythological creatures, associated with the thunderbird, whose eyes flash lightning and whose wing claps are thunder; his earthly counterparts are the eagles, the geese, ducks and pigeons. Naqpote set his assistants – the under-ground bear, snakes, otters, fishes, deer and other beasts of the field – against them. The contest was undecided. Naqpote now lives in a stone canoe in the north of the world and has threatened to return; Manabozho appears to people frequently as a little white rabbit with trembling ears who anxiously awaits the return of his twin. 

			Hero tales often involve characters whose births are little short of miraculous. Among the Blackfoot, Blood-Clot Boy is born from a clot of buffalo blood and returns to rescue his aged parents from the tyrannical rule imposed on them by their son-in-law. The Crow Indians tell of Lodge Boy and Thrown-Away whose mother is killed by the evil Red Woman. Lodge Boy lives behind the curtain which lines his father’s tipi, but Thrown-Away is cast into a spring where the animals succour him. When the two are finally reconciled with their father, they are found to have gained prodigious skills and perform magic to bring their mother back to life before setting out on adventures in which they overcome various giants and cannibals who threaten the people. 

			Supernatural Journeys

			Many North American tales deal with epic voyages. While some of these can be classed with the hero stories, they have a defining character in that the journeys inevitably mean travelling out of the realm of human beings and into other realms. Even when the journeys take place in the natural world they require feats of endurance or demonstrations of amazing abilities. In these tales there is a confusion of worlds. Sometimes the journeys are made to the sky or take place deep under water, or they may involve travelling to the tops of distant mountains or to the land of the dead. 

			Perhaps the best known of these stories is that of Sedna, a reluctant heroine of the Inuit. Married against her will to Storm Petrel, she is cast into the ocean to become the Mistress of the Animals. From her home at the bottom of the sea she capriciously wreaks vengeance on the people for her unhappy marriage by calling the animals to her and creating famines. It is only through a journey across razor-sharp bridges and over rivers of blood that Sedna  can be reached and entreated to restore the animals to the people.

			Tales of journeys to visit supernatural beings appear on the northwest coast, in British Columbia and southern Alaska, where the journey is to a place known only as the North End of the World. In the tales of the Kwakiutl, this is the home of Baxbakualanuxsiwae, the Cannibal Giant, whose insatiable appetite can only be satisfied with human brains supplied by his associate Hoxhok. Anyone travelling here is met by Kinqalala, a seductress who dances naked carrying a corpse but who promises status and wealth to those who succumb to her charms. 

			Elsewhere the tales involve impossible leaps from one dimension to the next. Among the Apache, the journey means travelling from the top of each of four sacred mountains and covering the distance between each mountain in the space of a single day. The mountains are, however, so far apart that they define the limits of the known world and each part of the journey is fraught with difficulties. There are numerous monsters at every stage who attempt to trick the careless traveller into a false sense of security and it is only with supernatural help and insight that these difficulties can be overcome. The journey was thought to have been undertaken because the monsters dwelling in the mountains had threatened the people (although the journey was later supposedly undertaken by shamans as a test of their power).

			These journeys are equally as hazardous. A journey to the Land of the Dead was undertaken when a relative did not want to be parted from a loved one – the relative travelled to entreat the dead to return the loved one to the Land of the Living. Also, the souls of the recently departed were thought to travel to the Land of the Dead, from which they could be retrieved (usually by a shaman on a journey in pursuit of the soul) if this was done before they tasted the food of the ghosts. The journeys are frequently across four burning prairies and the traveller has only four containers of water. The temptation is to use most of the water during the early stages of the journey, but then the traveller will find he has no water left when the fourth prairie has to be crossed. Even when this part of the journey is successful, entrance to the Land of the Dead may be barred by a raging torrent where the only means of transportation is a canoe with holes in the bottom (a burial canoe). Other journeys involve a sky window, a rope or chain of arrows to the sky or a rainbow bridge. Sometimes, as in the south-west, the entrance to the other world is provided by Spider Woman, who spins a gossamer web that will successfully transport only those who show no doubt and who will follow her instructions faithfully – failure to do so means the web will break.

			Throughout all these stories there is an underlying theme: prudence and a willingness to listen will provide success; greed and rashness will only bring disaster. The person who uses all the water to cross the burning prairies will have nothing left to enable a return.

			Txamsen of the Tsimshian Indians of the north-west coast summarizes this moral with his visit to Chief Echo. Chief Echo repeated all Txamsen said, so that when Txamsen proclaimed his greatness he heard Chief Echo telling him he was right. He had made his journey and braved all the difficulties, and consequently felt very proud of himself. Listening to Chief Echo confirming his own opinion of himself convinced him he was right. He ate all the mountain-goat fat and gorged himself on crab apples mixed with grease and sat on the mat at the north of the house, which he had been told was the place for the Great Chief. But then he heard some women laughing at him from a corner of the house and he was frightened and ran away. A stone hammer hit him on the foot and some other people took away all the meat and fat he had tried to take with him. Since then Txamsen has had only poor food and now has to walk with a stick to support him.

			Animal Stories

			Animal stories in North America generally fit into one of two general categories. The first is that which defines the behaviour or appearance of the animals and in these the animal character is clearly recognizable. The second type of tale deals with a time before the people and the animals were differentiated from one another and in these it can be difficult to tell whether the tale is dealing with an animal or a person. 

			In the first category the animal’s behaviour or appearance often stems from involvement in other activities: Mouse’s timidity as a result of his failure to lead the Hopi people into a strange new world during their tales of emergence is a classic of this kind. On the Plains we find Raven is made black by being held in the smoke hole of a tipi as a punishment after he refuses to give Buffalo to the people. In another Plains tale, Crow is black simply because he is so busy painting all the other animals and birds that when it is his turn to be painted there are no colours left.

			In tales from La Push, in Washington, Snail originally has sharp eyesight but is so keen to exhibit this peculiarity of his vision that he lends his eyes to others. When he lends them to Eagle, Eagle keeps them and gives Snail only small stalks in return. A Cherokee story shows similar responses to conceited behaviour. Opossum used to have a fine bushy tail that he liked to show off. When invited to a dance he demanded a special place where everyone could see his tail, but Cricket decided his vanity was too much to endure. He offered to groom Opossum’s tail for him, but his touch was so soothing that Opossum fell asleep and Cricket was able to nibble off all the luxurious growth. 

			The second category of animal stories often involves animal wives and husbands, and usually serves one of two functions. The stories either explain the powers that animals possess and teach the people to respect them, or they create a relationship between people and animals in which the animals offer themselves as food to help their human relatives. 

			The Blackfoot story of Beaver is typical of the first type of animal-marriage story. Beaver, who is Chief of Animals, entices away the wife of the chief and she lives with him in his den for four days (four years in the human world). When this illicit affair is discovered, Beaver offers magic gifts to the offended husband, explaining that with these gifts he will receive the power of the animal world. But, should he refuse the gifts, his wife will be lost to him forever.

			The second type of animal-marriage can be demonstrated by way of  an Arapaho tale. Splinter-foot Girl, like many of the culture heroes, had a miraculous birth, but she was abducted by Bone Bull, the Buffalo Chief. At this time the buffaloes ate people and humans were very afraid of them. The bravery of Splinter-foot Girl’s brothers in finding and saving her from Bone Bull persuaded the man-eating buffaloes to become benevolent. Thereafter, the buffaloes and the people considered themselves related, and the buffaloes offered themselves willingly as food for the people in order to atone for Bone Bull’s abduction of the young girl.

			In other tales we find animals acting as humans, but generally with far greater power. Coyote is the supreme trickster throughout the Great Plains, in parts of the southwest and in California. His place is taken by Blue Jay on the northwest coast, and by Hare in the Woodlands and Great Lakes. In many of these stories the differences between human and animal elements are impossible to distinguish: Coyote, in fact, seems able to change his form at will. Even so, the tales emphasize that although Coyote may appear to be human, he is nevertheless beyond the social constraints that bind human societies.

			Coyote is of particular interest in contemporary storytelling, since he appears today as an almost universal creator-trickster in every region of the continent. Modern storytellers refer to Coyote as a symbol of the relationship between people and nature, and of the consequences of allowing this to become out of control. All the animal stories nevertheless tend to reinforce a basic fact of Native American belief: a respect for animals and for animal behaviour. There are constant reminders that people and animals must live in a harmonious relationship, and that exploitation or excess will have disastrous results. 

			Tales of Cultural Origins

			A considerable number of North American myths deal with cultural origins. Although the majority of these are told as part of other story cycles, such as the tales of the creator-transformer, as animal stories, or within the series of stories relating the adventures of the culture heroes, they nevertheless share characteristics that give them an identity of their own.

			A few generic story types deal with the origins of matters of widespread concern. Typical of these is the theft of fire, which among many tribes was said to have been kept from the people by Thunder. In some stories the fire is stolen from Thunder by people who send the smallest animal to Thunder’s camp, and then begin a relay race back to their own homes when Thunder starts in pursuit. Since each animal-person in the relay is stronger than the last they are able to keep ahead of Thunder, although He remains angry and even today sends blasts of lightning to indicate his wrath.

			In a similar category is the origin of night and day, which results from inconclusive gambling between the birds – who want permanent day – and the animals – who want it to remain dark. Since neither side is able to prevail they reach a compromise in which half the day will be light and half dark. Other stories describe the origin of the stars or of the winds. In almost all of these tales there is an attempt to create a balance between extremes; much ritual activity was devoted to maintaining this harmonious relationship between the elements. 

			Other tales of cultural origin are specific to particular culture areas. In the south-west, where agriculture was practised in a semi-arid environment, the tales focus on the Kachinas, or Rain-Bringers, who descend from their mountain homes each spring to help the people. Here too, as well as in the south-east and Woodlands, are extensive stories that are concerned with the origin of corn and with the respect due to the Corn Mother. In many of these tales the corn is considered a relative, and the young corn plant is nurtured as if it were a beloved child. Thus the Kachin-Mana, or Corn Maiden, of the Hopi Indians is carefully watched over until she matures and is reburied (planted) to be born again the following year.

			With regard to hunting tribes, as on the Great Plains, the emphasis shifts to the origins of game animals and the introduction of hunting techniques and weapons. Frequently, as in the tales of the buffalo encountered previously, the animals form a relationship with the people in which they can be considered as kin; this, of course, is similar to that established with corn by the agricultural tribes. The relationships are rarely friendly at first, and it is only through promises of friendship and respect that they are ultimately maintained. The Naskapi of Labrador show reverence and honour when a caribou is killed. 

			On the northwest coast, where the people were dependent on fishing, the origin of salmon has precedence and the First Salmon Rite is an important annual ceremony.

			The separation of the people from the game animals is explained in a Cheyenne tale that is set in the period when the people and the animals were able to talk to each other. As befits the hunting ethos of the Cheyenne, the story unfolds as a competition between the buffalo and the people. The buffaloes, who were the biggest animals, failed to see why they should not be considered as equal to human beings and proposed a race to see who was the strongest. They were joined by the deer, antelope and elk, while the dog, eagle and hawk were to run with the people. Hawk won the contest by swooping ahead of the buffalo  in the closing stages of the race and since then all the split-hoofed animals have lived apart from the people and are hunted for their meat and hides. The dog was honoured by becoming the constant companion of the humans, while both eagle and hawk were respected as warrior birds. Even today, the men’s societies of the Cheyenne pay homage to the eagle and hawk as the greatest of the birds and the bravest of the brave. 

			Borrowed Stories

			A final category of North American mythology that needs to be considered is those tales that have borrowed elements from other areas. In the past this happened frequently among tribes that came into contact with each other through warfare, trade or intermarriage. In areas where there was little cultural exchange, such as California or the north-west, the range of tale types is relatively small; on the Great Plains, which saw a merging of highly nomadic tribal groups from differing backgrounds, the borrowing has been extensive.

			Myth elements were freely borrowed among the tribes of the Great Plains. Tales of the trickster, whether Napi of the Blackfoot or Iktomi of the Sioux, are remarkably similar in their overall content. So, too, is the importance of the buffalo, not only as the giver of life but also as the creator of time. Other stories of the Eye-Juggler, the Rolling Head and the Bungling Host have equally frequent currency. Tales like these were common, even among groups such as the Cheyenne, who had abandoned a sedentary agricultural life in the east and moved on to the Plains as nomadic hunters as late as 1700.

			The tales were never static entities, but were changed through subsequent retellings 

			that incorporated matters of immediate concern and borrowed elements simply because these were what the audiences liked to hear the storytellers recount or because they had relevance at the time. Thus there are several tales from Canada that show French influence, there are Spanish elements in some south-west tales and Negro influences in stories from the south-east.

			Navaho and Apache stories are replete with references to horses, although the Spanish only introduced horses to the south-west in the fifteenth century. The stories of the Horses of Creation and the Sun-String Bridle told by the Apache emphasize all the wonders of a magical world and the sense of unbounded freedom encompassed in the Apache’s desert homelands. These are often recited as origin tales, but it is apparent that in these stories the horse as a symbol of freedom has been incorporated within the structure of former tales that were concerned with a pedestrian, nomadic hunting economy.

			The European tale, Cinderella, inspired the Zuni of the south-west to tell the story of Matsaki, a poor girl who herds the turkeys of wealthy families. She is tattered and dirty and does not own the good clothes needed to attend the Dance of the Sacred Bird. The turkeys take pity on her, furnishing her with the finest clothing imaginable, but she is carried away by the excitement of the Dance and fails to return in time. Her turkeys return to their wild haunts and she is left alone.

			Other stories collected in the 1930s, when missionary activity among the tribes was intense, refer to Biblical incidents. Atam and Im of the Thompson Indians of the Plateau are equivalent to Adam and Eve, and the Choctaw have a story of the Tower of Babel. Their creator-god, Aba, originally made all people to speak the same language, but they became curious and started to build a pile of rocks to reach the sky. Each night the wind blew the rocks down, separating the people into different groups, until on the fourth day the people found they were unable to understand each other. They scattered to form the many North American tribes, each of which spoke a different language, and were thereafter in conflict with one another.

			The new order Apart from direct borrowings, many other myths incorporate non-native elements. These have become increasingly important with a resurgence of Native American story-telling as part of a revival of traditional values, although they are also apparent from the early reservation period. In one tale from the late nineteenth century, Saynday, the traditional Kiowa hero, meets a strange man on a horse coming slowly from the east. He is unable to understand the man’s behaviour since the east is the direction of rebirth, and anyone coming from that direction should travel quickly. It is only when Saynday reaches him that he discovers the man is Death  – in some versions referred to as Smallpox – and that he has come to count everything, because the white men always count things and the dominance of the white man is to be the new order in the world.

		

	
		
			Origin Stories

			Chosen from among the ancient folklore of a number of widely scattered tribes, the stories which follow are a very broad selection of some of the most popular and characteristic of native American legends. Creation stories are an important theme in any mythology due to our innate nature to wonder where we, and everything around us, came from. The various tribes had different stories about how the earth came to be,  how man was first created and the origins of basic elements and foods; but common ideas proliferate throughout. 

			What was also evidently very important, were stories on the origins of the different tribes, and tracing their heritage back to the very beginning of how they came to be formed.

			How the World Was Made

			The Cherokees believed the following about how the world was made. The earth is a great floating island in a sea of water. At each of the four corners there is a cord hanging down from the sky. The sky is of solid rock. When the world grows old and worn out, the cords will break, and then the earth will sink down into the ocean. Everything will be water again. All the people will be dead. The Indians are much afraid of this.

			In the long time ago, when everything was all water, all the animals lived up above in Galun’lati, beyond the stone arch that made the sky. But it was very much crowded. All the animals wanted more room. The animals began to wonder what was below the water and at last Beaver’s grandchild, little Water Beetle, offered to go and find out. Water Beetle darted in every direction over the surface of the water, but it could find no place to rest. There was no land at all. Then Water Beetle dived to the bottom of the water and brought up some soft mud. This began to grow and to spread out on every side until it became the island which we call the earth. Afterwards this earth was fastened to the sky with four cords, but no one remembers who did this.

			At first the earth was flat and soft and wet. The animals were anxious to get down, and they sent out different birds to see if it was yet dry, but there was no place to alight; so the birds came back to Galun’lati. Then at last it seemed to be time again, so they sent out Buzzard; they told him to go and make ready for them. This was the Great Buzzard, the father of all the buzzards we see now. He flew all over the earth, low down near the ground, and it was still soft. When he reached the Cherokee country, he was very tired; his wings began to flap and strike the ground. Wherever they struck the earth there was a valley; whenever the wings turned upwards again, there was a mountain. When the animals above saw this, they were afraid that the whole world would be mountains, so they called him back, but the Cherokee country remains full of mountains to this day.

			When the earth was dry and the animals came down, it was still dark. Therefore they got the sun and set it in a track to go every day across the island from east to west, just overhead. It was too hot this way. Red Crawfish had his shell scorched a bright red, so that his meat was spoiled. Therefore the Cherokees do not eat it.

			Then the medicine men raised the sun a handsbreadth in the air, but it was still too hot. They raised it another time; and then another time; at last they had raised it seven handsbreadths so that it was just under the sky arch. Then it was right and they left it so. That is why the medicine men called the high place “the seventh height.” Every day the sun goes along under this arch on the under side; it returns at night on the upper side of the arch to its starting place.
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