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Approximate Positions of Today’s Cities


	Niagara Falls

	Rochester

	Syracuse

	Oneida

	Saratoga Springs

	Canadaigua

	Auburn

	Buffalo

	Albany

	Ithaca

	Jamestown

	Salamanca

	Elmira

	Binghamton





INTRODUCTION

The Iroquois Supernatural

Reaching Beyond the Sacred
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The Native Americans known collectively as the Iroquois have had an impact on world destiny out of all proportion to their numbers and territory. They have been deeply admired for their leaders as well as for their national character, their League of Six Nations, and their simple moxie, but they have had a hold on so many far-flung imaginations that isn’t easy to explain. People all over the world who have no particular interest in anything Native American have found themselves strangely haunted by these industrious, adventurous, mystical Iroquois. What could be the source of it?

The Iroquois are unmistakably and for all time native North Americans, but they might be unique even among their native New York neighbors. Something drew these five, then six nations—the Cayuga, the Mohawk, the Oneida, the Onondaga, the Seneca, and latecomers the Tuscarora—into a single distinctive unit, this outfit we call the Confederacy, the League of Six Nations.

Enough books have been written about the character and history of the Iroquois. This book is devoted to the supernatural traditions of these first historic New Yorkers, from as far back as we can trace them, to the present day.

Figuring out what to include in this book has been tricky. Where do you draw the line between miracle and magic? Between religion and spirituality? Between the sacred and the merely spooky? This book doesn’t try to choose. How could anyone?

All religions are at heart supernatural. Throughout history most societies have had both a mainstream supernaturalism and others that are looked upon with more suspicion. The “out” supernaturalism is often that of a less advantaged group within the major society. What the mainstream culture calls “sacred” is its supernaturalism; terms like “witchcraft” are applied to the others. Someone’s ceiling is another’s floor, and one culture’s God is another’s Devil. To someone from Mars, what could be the objective difference?

Although all Iroquois supernatural belief may seem “superstitious” or “magical” to some observers, Iroquois society itself makes its own distinctions between the sacred and the spooky. Still, one often overlaps the other.
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Dhyani Ywahoo, Mad Bear, the Dalai Lama, and Michael Bastine in Dharamsala, India, in 1980

This book is not about the sacred traditions of the Iroquois. It is a profile of the supernaturalism external to the religious material recognized as truly sacred. This is a book largely about the “out” stuff: witches, curses, supernatural beings, powerful places, and ghosts. It includes things on the spiritual side: healings, power people, visions, and prophetic dreams. Some of the material is historic, archaeological, and anthropological. Much of it is as alive and current as a paranormal report.

Algonquin coauthor Michael Bastine and I have written this book from the belief that one of the world’s great spiritual traditions is that of the Iroquois, and that it’s been under the radar for too long. A broader familiarity with Iroquois traditions would help world spirituality—and hence the world.

We also believe that the world might develop more sympathy for Iroquois causes if it knew the Iroquois better.

The partnership between us is an equitable one. I did most of the book research and keyboarded the words. The voice of the narrative is mine. Michael, a highly respected elder, trained with many people mentioned in this book. Vast stretches of its words—and most of the wisdom—are his.

MASON WINFIELD

AND

MICHAEL BASTINE



1

The Longhouse Folk
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You must forgive me, therefore, for not always distinctively calling the creeds of the past “superstition” and the creeds of the present day “religion.”

JOHN RUSKIN, 
THE QUEEN OF THE AIR




THE IROQUOIS

In 1609 on the west bank of the lake named for him, French explorer Samuel de Champlain had the white world’s first encounter with the Iroquois—symbolically, a violent one. Two hundred Native American strangers had cheerfully attacked a much larger party of Algonquin, among whom Champlain stood. They were bold, confident, and well-formed men, Champlain reported, and he made an impression himself. At the first blast of his gun, three attackers fell dead, including two chiefs. The rest scattered at their first experience of firearms.

When Champlain asked the name of these scrappers—almost certainly Mohawks—the Algonquin called them a word that sounded like “Iroquois,” which meant something like “real snakes.” It was an indignant term, but it held respect. Another possible derivation for the word Iroquois, pointed out by archaeologist Dean Snow, is “Hilokoa,” a pidgin Basque/Algonquin name meaning, “the killer people.” Then, as now, they were admired as warriors.

The Iroquois called themselves Haudenosaunee, “People of the Long House.” They were a union of five, later six, nations who held most of New York state at the time the Europeans arrived.

The Iroquois were hunters, farmers, and warriors. They lived in small, semipermanent villages across most of what is now upstate New York. Their influence ranged far beyond. Their greatest arts were things they could carry with them: their songmaking, their storytelling, their language and their use of it. It was in the last capacity that the Six Nations folk so impressed the white world. The best of them were the greatest orators any European had ever seen.

The Iroquois were never numerous. Sir William Johnson estimated in 1763 that there might have been ten thousand of them. Two centuries later, Edmund Wilson figured that there were about double that number of mostly Iroquois people. In the 1995 New York census, 62,651 folks chose to call themselves Iroquois, which is still only about 0.3 percent of the state’s population.

Because of their political unity and prospects of empire building, the Iroquois were nicknamed “the Red Romans.” They may have been on their way to controlling a continent at the time the Europeans landed. Power brokers in all the colonial wars, the Iroquois helped shape the North America we see today. Their League of Six Nations has often been considered the model for today’s United States, and thus of democratic unions all over the world. It’s no stretch to suggest that the Iroquois were the most influential Native American political body that has ever been.






ORIGINS

The origins of the Iroquois are still debated. Until recently most historians envisioned the ancient Northeast along the model of Dark Ages Europe: a borderless, nationless land mass in which culturally distinct bodies of people—tribes—pushed each other around or ate territory whole. The Seneca scholar Arthur C. Parker (1881–1955) thought this way at the start of the twentieth century, envisioning the boundaries of Iroquois Nations—Oneida, Cayuga—moving across the map of prehistoric New York like cloud shadows along a ridge on a gusty day.

A century later, we have dramatic new tools for understanding the past, among them linguistics and genetics. We also have different ideas about the Iroquois. To understand them we need to separate for a moment the idea of culture from that of people.

Culture—language, lifestyles, artifacts, religion, customs, ways of thinking—can develop within a population. Contact with new people can change it. It can be brought in with new people who take over territory. These models—it grew here, it came here, they brought it here—are not mutually exclusive when it comes to the roots of “Iroquois-ness.”

The first Iroquoians were named after a lake—Owasco Lake near Auburn, New York—where their oldest identifiable sites were found. Currently, there are two predominant models for the origins of the Owasco culture. The more popular of them is a mix of “it grew here” and “it came here.” In this scheme, the people who became the historic Iroquois were already in place. They were the indigenous folk of the Northeast Woodlands who may have been here since the last glaciers. They may have had an Iroquoian language—that we’ll never know—but the artifacts, customs, and lifestyles that go into what we consider Iroquois-ness developed among them later, maybe as recently as a thousand years ago.

In this picture, hunting-gathering bands of eighty or so people grew into more static villages of several hundred, probably due to the practice of agriculture spreading from Mesoamerica through the Mississippian Culture of the Midwest. Owasco artifacts and lifestyles developed as innovations and through contact with other groups, and spread around upstate New York. The Iroquois nations developed as cultural identities when these villages banded together for mutual support.

There is still another picture of Owasco origins: “they came here.” Some scholars believe the relatively sudden appearance of agriculture, longhouse-style buildings, and compact villages in upstate New York means that an influx of newcomers brought them. It may have been a complete takeover. If so, it was probably Iroquoians supplanting Algonquinspeaking aboriginals. Where did these Iroquoians come from?

Archaeologists have discovered what they take to be signs of an immigration from the St. Lawrence River Valley. Linguistic historians think the push could have come from the south through the Appalachians. Iroquoian languages were spoken in the Southeast by nations like the Cherokee, from whom today’s Iroquois may have broken off before the pyramids of Egypt were built.

The Iroquois have their own traditions, of course. National and religious creation tales feature them sprouting right out of the ground or from a single hill. Those are widely regarded as mythical. As for Iroquois storytellers, their only conflict with the archaeologists may be one of timing. The Iroquois carry tales of distinct nations wandering into ancient New York from other parts of the continent, usually the Northeast, the Southeast, or the Great Lakes. There are faint traditions of an old home in the American Southwest. This seems the least likely legend to be directly true; however, we think most of the ancestors of today’s Native Americans came from Asia. Thus North America was populated by groups migrating from the general direction of the west.

Even the pros admit that the choice between evolution and immigration is too simple. The real answer might be a mix of all factors: in-place development, new cultural influences, immigration, and at least one X-factor. (The Iroquois always seem to toss you one of those.) All everyone agrees on is that by the sixteenth century, the Iroquois were a political union of New York nations, sharing language and many other aspects of culture.






THE LEAGUE OF SIX NATIONS

According to legend, for many centuries the Iroquois nations had no sense of kinship. They warred with each other continually. Then an Iroquois, possibly Mohawk, chief had a vision of a mighty tree that never lost its leaves, with Iroquois people sheltering under its boughs. His message of unity was not readily taken, and this visionary chief, usually called the Peacemaker, had many adventures as he spread his word. Eventually the five original nations accepted his guidance and banded together. Strong and supple like the fingers of a hand, their Confederacy had flexibility and reach. It could also draw together into a fist for attack or defense.

Some Iroquois historians set the Confederacy’s founding date between 900 and 1450 CE. A few white historians place it as recently as 1600. What’s clear is that by the time the Europeans were settling New England, this was the strongest native power on the continent.

Though the Confederacy was never a big body by the standards of the Old World or of Central and South America, it had an impressive form of representative government based not on cultural or ethnic factors, but political ones.

The semiofficial fracturing of the League came during the American Revolution. When the British and the colonials split, the Six Nations were understandably confused. To which set of English-speakers had they sworn their oaths? They covered the holy council fire at Onondaga, meaning that each Iroquois nation was free to decide for itself. Most Oneida and Tuscarora sided with the Yanks. The other nations went with the British. The first blows one Iroquois nation had struck at another in centuries came at the Battle of Oriskany in 1777.

In the 1970s, a renaissance of Native American self-awareness and political power brought the League back into closer communication, and many other nations came with them. The League may never again be like it was, but the world around it has changed—and for the better—due to its influence.






THE LONGHOUSE

The Iroquois called themselves Haudenosaunee, “People of the Long House,” and many today insist on the term. To those who think we should have used it instead of “Iroquois” throughout this book, we should explain. The term Haudenosaunee has not been used much in print until recently, and its spelling is still variable. There are four centuries of references to the Iroquois. Our point in commemorating these Longhouse Folk is lost if our readers don’t know who we are talking about. We should talk about the structure that is the source of their name.

Big stone buildings were nonexistent in the Northeast before the whites came. Most Native North Americans lived in single-family structures like teepees or wigwams.

A characteristic feature of Iroquois life was the use of rectangular, multifamily dwellings called longhouses. Wood framed and walled with skins and bark, these longhouses surely developed in response to the cold winters of the Northeast. Some longhouses were 100 feet long, 25 feet high, and 20 feet wide.

Families lived in close quarters in the longhouse. A central aisle usually ran through them, and people slept on hammock-like bunks on each side. At the center of the longhouse was a fire pit. A hole in the roof above it let out the smoke and fumes. This fire was the center of cooking, warming, socializing, and teaching. An entrance was usually at each end.

Longhouses weren’t intended to be permanent. Most Iroquois communities picked up and moved to another site within their national territory about every seven years. They had to. Their subsistence crops of corn, beans, and squash—the Three Sisters—exhausted the soil after a few seasons, and the fields took years to recover. Structures like long-houses have been found among other societies of the Northeast, but they are separate from the concept of “the Longhouse” found among the Iroquois.

The Longhouse is more than a signature building; it is the symbol of Iroquois identity. The inclusive, sheltering, protective image is a figurative way of looking at Iroquois society. Its physical form is even the outline of Iroquois territory in New York state.

We doubt that UFOs were taking Iroquois elders on periodic sky rides, but somehow the Longhouse folk came up with a correct impression of the shape of their traditional lands. It’s a breadloaf across the New York map, a rough rectangle whose longest sides stretched from the Hudson to the Alleghenies. Lake Ontario and the Pennsylvania border formed the lines of its northern and southern walls. This geographical figure is remarkably close to the shape of the longhouse, and since the spots in the material longhouse had their traditional associations, the Confederacy’s five original nations were nicknamed by the position of their territories.

The Genesee Valley Seneca and the Mohawk Valley Mohawk were Keepers of the Western and Eastern doors, respectively. Since the usual position of the firekeeper, storyteller, and teacher was by the fire at the middle, “Firekeepers” was one of the nicknames of the Onondaga, who held the center of Iroquois territory. Between the end and the middle in the material longhouse were stationed the children whose duties were to tend the fire. On the landscape-longhouse, these were the positions of the west-central Cayuga and the east-central Oneida, called “the Younger Brothers.”






THE NATIONS

The Iroquois nations spoke closely related languages. They shared customs, lifestyles, religion, and a body of cultural tales, as well as attitudes about the supernatural, the focus of our book.

The Iroquois were adopting societies, bringing many non-Iroquois people—thus genetic and cultural diversity—into their villages. Before the Europeans came, these would have been Native Americans of all Northeastern nations. In historic times, many white and black Americans were taken in by the Iroquois, too. Newcomers became instant Iroquois. They were discriminated against in no perceptible ways and were judged solely by the contributions they made to the society. Some of the great leaders in Iroquois history have been of mixed blood. It could well be that this unusual inclusiveness plays some part in accounting for the Iroquois mystique.

The formation of the League brought the separate nations into closer contact. It all melded into something we might call, without stereotyping, the Iroquois character. Some sign of that character may be found in the League’s tribal names.

Celtic tribes often named themselves for animals and trees. The Brannovices may have been Folk of the Raven. The Chatti were the Cat People. The Eburones were People of the Yew. Some Germanic tribes named themselves for weapons. The Franks were known for the francisca, a short-handled throwing-ax and close-quarters weapon that was probably the model for the tomahawk. The Saxons’ namesake was the seax, a long-handled bowie knife.

The Iroquois nations named themselves after things of the earth: hills, swamps, stone. We’re not sure what this may say about them, but it could symbolize their spiritual rootedness in the New York landscape. No wonder it ached so much to lose their lands.

We tend to think of the Iroquois League as a single entity. Never forget that these are six nations with histories and identities as distinct as those of England and Italy and they bear examining this way. Let’s start with what may have been the first nation, the Onondaga.

The Onondaga

The Onondaga’s upstate homeland lies between Cazenovia Lake and Onondaga Creek. Today’s city of Syracuse is their heart center. Like their western neighbors the Seneca and Cayuga, they hunted as far north as Lake Ontario and as far south as the Pennsylvania state line. Their name for themselves—sometimes written as Onotakekha—means, roughly, “People on the Hill.”

The Onondaga have a tradition that their nation is the mother of the rest of the Iroquois. In that sense, the Onondaga are the proverbial turtle of the nations, the base of the Iroquois world. They hold the center of its territory.

In one of the nation’s origin traditions, the Onondaga once lived near the St. Lawrence River. Weary of wars with a much bigger society, they came to their historic home centuries before Columbus. Archaeological evidence may back the Onondaga; some of it suggests the midstate influx of an Iroquoian population from northern New York. Others believe the Onondaga, like every other Iroquois nation, developed a cultural identity only after they had lived many centuries in New York.

All Iroquois nations have legends of ancient wars, and the archaeological evidence suggests that there was pressure on early Onondaga territory. Many of the earliest Onondaga sites were fortified hilltops, indicating that the need for defense may have drawn them to unify.

Located in the heart of the Iroquois world, the Onondaga may be the heart of Iroquois tradition. They were the Firekeepers of the nations in the symbolic longhouse that must always be kept in mind when thinking of the Iroquois. The Onondaga were culture preservers. They were holders of the Peace Tree, the white pine of the Peacemaker’s vision, under whose evergreen branches the Iroquois buried the weapons they had once used on each other.

Many figures legendary to all Iroquois were Onondaga. The wizard king Atotarhoh (or Tadodarho, “the Tangled”) became the first presiding high chief of the Confederacy. Like Julius Caesar, his name, Tadodarhoh, has become a title. Hiawatha, the Peacemaker’s helper, may have been the most memorable Onondaga (though he’s sometimes claimed by other Iroquois nations). The unity of the Iroquois is symbolized by a wampum strip made in a pattern called Hiawatha’s Belt (shown on page 4 superimposed on the state of New York). Even the tomb of Prophet Handsome Lake (1735–1815) is in Onondaga territory.

Because of early white settlement of the Syracuse area and the work of white historians like William Martin Beauchamp (1830–1925), the Onondaga are particularly well represented in the literature—as they are today by the young Buffalo, New York-based writer Eric Gansworth. SUNY Buffalo professor and “Faithkeeper” Oren Lyons and Buffalo State College professor Lloyd Elm are other Onondaga teachers of note.

The Seneca scholar Arthur C. Parker wrote in 1901 that the Onondaga (with the Seneca) were the least “Whiteman-ized”—his word, our hyphen—of the Iroquois nations. By that we think Parker meant “assimilated.” Only the Iroquois can decide how right he was, but the Onondaga Nation has consistently refused state or federal grants that might compromise its independence. (Gifts from the U.S. government have been known to come with a sting, at least for Native Americans.) The Onondaga Nation seems to have served the Onondaga well. They’ve reclaimed much of their ancient territory near Syracuse.

The Seneca

The Seneca were the largest of the Iroquois nations and usually stereotyped as the most warlike. Though the Seneca core area was the lower Genesee Valley region around today’s Rochester, their sphere of influence was wider, including all of New York state west of Seneca Lake. Since the 1794 Treaty of Canandaigua, most Seneca have lived on three reservations in western New York, at Alleghany, Cattaraugus, and Tonawanda.

These Keepers of the Western Door were the defenders of the western entrance to the Six Nations territory. They were major players during the colonial wars, including the American Revolution.

The historic name of the Seneca—that of the Roman playwright—is not their own. The Seneca called themselves Nundawaono, usually taken to mean “People of the Great Hill.” The name that comes to us through the Dutch and French, who first heard of them from their Northeastern rivals, is A’sinnaker, usually said to mean “standing stones.” A’sinnaker is likely a corruption of a willful misunderstanding of the Seneca’s original name—thus an enemy sneer gives history its name for a most influential Native American nation.

Onondaga tradition suggests that the Seneca may have been spinoffs of the Cayuga. In the Seneca’s own origin myth, they hail from a hill at the top of Canandaigua Lake. They may have given us more famous people than any other Native American nation.

The fabled Peace Queen was a Seneca, as was the hero-trickster Skunni Wundi. The warrior Cornplanter (1736?–1836), Prophet Handsome Lake, and the orator Red Jacket (1750–1830) were illustrious Revolutionary-era Seneca. Mary Jemison (1743–1833), “White Woman of the Genesee,” was an adopted Seneca who declined several chances to return to the white culture. Attorney Ely Parker (1828–1895) was an aide to Union General Ulysses Grant and drew up surrender terms at Appomattox. His polymath grandson, Arthur C. Parker, was a scholar, folklorist, historian, translator, author, and the first New York state archaeologist.

Among recent Seneca spiritual leaders are the author and teacher Twylah Hurd Nitsch (1920–2007) and author and storyteller DuWayne “Duce” Bowen (1946–2006)—one of the few writers of any origin who has published still-living Iroquois folklore. But the image the Seneca may always leave to the world is that of the scrapper. In April 2007, Seneca Nation President Maurice A. “Moe” John was asked if things might turn rough if the state tried to collect taxes on reservation tobacco sales. “I hope and I pray every day that there will be no violence,” John said. “I can’t guarantee it. We are a nation of warriors.”

The Cayuga

The Cayuga have a penchant for picking up nicknames. Sometimes called People of the Pipe or Keepers of the Great Pipe, the Cayuga call themselves something similar to the name by which history knows them: Kayoknonk, or Gayogohono. The term might have meant “Where the Boats Are Taken Out” or “People of the Landing.” Others take it to mean “People of the Great Swamp,” since, according to the late chief Jacob Thomas, most Iroquois who visited the Cayuga came in canoes and looked for their settlements by following the marshy ground along the lake. The Cayuga (with the Oneida and Tuscarora) are sometimes called the Younger Brothers, probably to distinguish their position in the grand Longhouse that symbolizes Iroquois territory. The Cayuga’s turf lay between the central hearth (Onondaga lands) and the western (Seneca) door.

The Cayuga lived on both sides of Cayuga Lake, and today’s city of Auburn is the nucleus of their territory. They hunted north all the way to Lake Ontario and south to the Susquehanna River. Conflict was common, too, during the Cayuga’s cultural birth. Many early Cayuga sites are high fortifications.

In the Cayuga’s own origin legend, they followed their prophet Hiawatha from Oswego to Cayuga Lake, wandering the upstate woodlands like Aeneas after Troy. They had many adventures, including clashes with other nations and fearsome giant beasts. They surely impressed the Jesuit fathers, who described the Cayuga as the boldest, fiercest, most political, and most ambitious “savages” the American forest had ever produced. Memorable Cayuga include John Logan, the Revolutionary-era warrior whose monument stands today in Auburn, New York, and Peter Mitten, the twentieth-century medicine man mentioned a number of times in these pages.

We wish the Cayuga had more to show for the grandeur of this legacy now. Approximately 450 Cayuga live on reservations, mostly in western and central New York. There may be 2,000 or so more across the United States. The Cayuga Nation still holds the traditional Council of Chiefs and Clan Mothers. Their chiefs sit on the Haudenosaunee Grand Council that meets regularly at Onondaga. The Cayuga own only two tiny pieces of their former land. They’re still pursuing their claims with New York state, in which we wish them luck. On second thought, though, they’ve had a lot of luck, and little of it’s been good. Let’s wish them justice.

The Mohawk

The folk we call the Mohawk call themselves Kanyukehaka, “People of the Flint,” maybe because of the abundance of tool-making flint in their core area of the Mohawk and upper Hudson river valleys. Whatever its source, the name is a suitable description of the Mohawk character: ancient, unbending, sharp, with glittering highlights and hidden depths.

The name Mohawk, as with the origins of the name Seneca, is a slur, bestowed by their northeastern rivals, who probably figured they could tell white people anything. The name might mean “people eaters,” in short, cannibals. We take this more as a sign of their foes’ dread than any direct proclivity.

In the hairstyle named for the Mohawk, you have a hint of their reputation. Peeling a fully haired scalp off a corpse could be awkward. The ideal leverage, it was said, was given when a head was shaved but for a single narrow strip from forehead to nape—like a horse’s mane or the plume of a Corinthian helmet. The coif of choice for Mohawk warriors was a standing challenge: Come and get it. The tough part of getting the scalp, of course, was getting its owner dead.

The Mohawk are also called the Elder Brothers, possibly because they were the first nation to accept the Great Law of Peace. Indeed, the Mohawk language was the first one learned by important Iroquois of other nations, since it may have been the language used at the Great Council and at important pan-Iroquois religious events. Another Mohawk nickname is Keepers of the Eastern Door, since they protected the Confederacy from trouble at the eastern entrance to the heartland. The Mohawk River was the spine of their territory. Their conquest of the Hudson Valley inspired James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking tales.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the British and French fought over control of North America. Mohawk land lay between French outposts at Quebec and British ones at Albany. The Mohawk were generally skilled at working political situations, though they picked the wrong side in the Revolution, and the cards fell from there. Most Mohawk moved to Canada after the war.

Mohawk war parties distinguished themselves in the War of 1812. In 1813, Mohawk, British, and French-Canadian forces defeated Americans near Montreal during a small campaign some Canadians like to call “the American invasion.” At the 1813 skirmish at Beaver Dams on the Niagara Frontier, the Mohawk contingent was credited with beating the Americans single-handedly.

The great Peacemaker who unified the Iroquois tribes is generally considered a Mohawk. The Freemason and war chief Joseph Brant (1743–1807) and the religious leader Kateri Tekakwitha (1656–1680) are two of the most famous historic Mohawks, the latter blessed by the Vatican and possibly on her way to becoming a saint. Brant’s son John Brant and half-Scottish Mohawk John Norton were major players in the War of 1812 on the Niagara Frontier. One of the most curious figures of the nineteenth century was “Lost Dauphin” Eleazar Williams (1787–1858), rumored to be the son of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, spirited out of France during the Reign of Terror and raised in an American Mohawk community. The most famous Native American in the history of television was the Lone Ranger’s sidekick Tonto, played by actor Jay Silverheels (1912–1980), born on the Six Nations Reserve in Ontario. Contemporary Mohawk of note include the storyteller, healer, and community founder Tom Porter and Robbie Robertson, founding member of Bob Dylan’s former backup band, the Band.

Today, the Mohawk live in a handful of major communities, several of them in Canada. Many twentieth-century Mohawk worked in steel and construction, particularly on skyscrapers. It was noticed in the early twentieth century that few Iroquois—and no Mohawk—have any fear of heights. Many Mohawk walk a six-inch beam twenty stories up as comfortably as most readers would walk one resting on the ground. One of them explained the national nonchalance: “If you slip, the result is the same if it’s fifty or five thousand feet.” The Mohawk seem to like the challenge of the work—and the danger.

The Oneida

Oneyoteaka is what the People of the Standing Stone (sometimes “People of the Boulder”) used to call themselves, and you can see it Anglicized in the word Oneida. Like the Scots and their Stone of Scone, the Oneida treasured a special boulder that was kept near the main national settlement. Each Oneida village had its own lesser rock by which local ceremonies were held.

The Oneida heartland was the high ground southeast of Oneida Lake, between today’s cities of Utica and Syracuse. Their hunting lands stretched from Pennsylvania to the St. Lawrence River. Possibly the smallest of the Iroquois nations, the Oneida were considered the most arrogant by some missionaries.

Some Oneida historians saw their folk as spin-offs of the Onondaga, their neighbors to the west. Archaeological and linguistic evidence suggests closer ties to their eastern neighbors the Mohawk. In one of their own traditions, the Oneida sprouted right out of the ground. Their website proclaims that the People of the Standing Stone have stood on their land for 10,000 years. Who are we to argue? The coming of the Europeans, though, would be disruptive.

While other Iroquois nations sided with the British, the Oneida—with a plucky band of Tuscarora—stuck by the American colonies. The 1777 Battle of Oriskany, New York, was a traumatic moment for the Confederacy, the first time in centuries that Iroquois nations had fought one another.

The Oneida may have saved the Revolution through a delivery of 600 bushels of corn to George Washington that wicked winter at Valley Forge. The Continental Congress praised the Oneida, their love “strong as the oak,” and their fidelity, “unchangeable as truth.” The Congress promised to love, honor, and protect the Oneida “while the sun and moon continue to give light to the world.” Nice words.

The Oneida paid for backing the Americans in the Revolution. Other Iroquois, particularly the Mohawk, attacked Oneida forts and villages. The Oneida lashed back in spades. Many Christian Oneidas took off with a Mohawk preacher to eastern Wisconsin in 1820. Another so-called pagan faction settled on the Thames River near London, Ontario. A third group stayed on the Onondaga Reservation near Syracuse, while a fourth hung on to a few acres outside Sherrill, New York. The state of New York gnawed into Oneida lands throughout the nineteenth century until even their stone was lost. It wasn’t until 1985 that the U.S. Supreme Court would listen to them.

By 1987, the Oneida were down to thirty-two acres of the Onondaga Reservation. The Turning Stone Casino, which opened in 1993, may be turning things around for them. The Oneidas have bought back 3,500 of their former New York acres and have a thriving community today.

Two of the most memorable Oneida may be women. The fearless Polly Cooper stayed with Washington’s troops at Valley Forge to show them how to use and ration the Oneida corn. She may have taken water to soldiers in battle. Our contemporary Joanne Shenandoah is a Grammy-nominated composer, singer, and performer. The Revolutionary-era Oneida chief Hanyerri had many adventures in the service of the United States and seems to have engaged in a lifelong feud with the formidable Mohawk Joseph Brant. The valiant old Oneida chief Hanyost Thaosagwat bears honorable mention. A guide to the 1779 Boyd-Parker mission in the Genesee Valley, Thaosagwat lost his life in the Revolutionary War incident remembered as “the Torture Tree.”

Many world cultures have a central stone that represents the world navel, the center of things. It’s surprising that the other Iroquois nations don’t have an object or place as concentrated as the Oneida stone. Maybe non–Native Americans just haven’t heard about it yet; maybe the other nations don’t need it, with the Oneida holding the crystalline heart for all the rest.

The Tuscarora

The Tuscarora call themselves Skaruren, meaning something like “Gatherers of the Hemp,” or “The Shirt-Wearing People,” possibly because they wore woven hemp shirts. They are the only Iroquois nation whose name for themselves doesn’t come from an earthly feature. Whatever this might say about them, these shirt-wearers were the latest addition to the Confederacy.

The Tuscarora were an Iroquoian-speaking nation whose home was around today’s city of Raleigh, North Carolina. How Iroquoians wound up in North Carolina is lost in prehistory, but Iroquoian language and culture ranged far afield. The Cherokee, an Iroquoian-speaking people we think of as western, hailed from the Carolinas.

By 1700, their homeland was getting hot for the Tuscarora. They were pressured and affronted by the incoming whites. (Tuscarora children may have been taken from their parents and sold into slavery.) Other Native nations of the region used white contact as an opportunity to chip away at them. The same thing happened to the Aztecs, and with better reason. The Tuscarora took about all they could and lashed back, but the odds were against them. The wars they fought with the English and other Native nations ate into their lands and population. By 1713, most Tuscarora had left the Southeast.

The story of their adventures en route to their new home would be a real saga, could it ever be written. Eventually they took refuge in Oneida territory and were admitted to the League in 1722 at Oneida sponsorship. At first the Tuscarora settled in several areas about New York—the Hudson Valley, the Genesee Valley, and midstate.

Maybe because they knew something about a fight for independence, most Tuscarora sided with the young United States in its first struggle with the British Empire. A few joined the Iroquois allies of the British and lived after the Revolution in Ontario. Those who stayed in the States established a national home by buying their lands near Lewiston, New York.

Memorable nineteenth-century Tuscarora include the historians David Cusick (1780–1831) and J. N. B. Hewitt (1857–1937). A major figure in this book is the late twentieth-century activist, celebrity, and medicine man Wallace “Mad Bear” Anderson (1927–1985). His friend, and another of coauthor Michael Bastine’s tutors, was the late author and medicine man Ted Williams (1930–2005). Our contemporary, the tobacco tycoon “Smokin’ Joe” Anderson, is a powerful, influential figure.

By the early nineteenth century, many Tuscarora were Christians, and most of the nation is Christian today. Among some of them is a feeling that those Tuscarora who took up the Longhouse religion of Handsome Lake from the beginning may be “the real Indians.” No Tuscarora should have a need to envy anyone.

“The Shirt-Wearing People” fought like tigers in 1813 for their new neighbors, the whites of Lewiston, after the fall of Fort Niagara. That December massacre of unarmed civilians would have been a lot worse had not a small force of Tuscarora roused the village, sheltered refugees, and held the line just long enough against the British and Native American storm coming up from the Niagara River.






IROQUOIS LANGUAGES

Iroquois refers to a language family. It’s a lot like the word Celtic in that regard. There are Iroquoian language speakers who are not members of the Confederacy. There are Celtic speakers who aren’t Irish—or Welsh or Scottish.

Each of the six Longhouse nations has its own distinct language. To a linguist, the languages are very similar, sharing many word roots and grammatical principles. That doesn’t mean the speakers can understand each other. In fact, pronunciation, accent, and other variables make many Iroquoian languages as mutually unintelligible as German and English. (“Mohawk is really weird,” said one of our Seneca confidants.)

The sounds of Iroquois languages are so non-European that any attempt to transcribe Iroquois words into everyday English is doomed. Two whites could hear an Oneida word and spell it so differently that you wouldn’t recognize it. This situation accounts for a lot of confusion in the general reader looking over historic sources.

In this book, we try to keep things simple. We try to render Iroquois words into pronounceable syllables and leave the technicalities to specialists.






IROQUOIS RELIGIOUS INFLUENCES

This is not a book about Iroquois religion or anything else we knew was sacred enough to be sensitive. Not only is that not our purpose, but, as a Mohawk friend said recently to me, “If it’s sacred, you don’t know it.” And coauthor Michael Bastine would not reveal it. But lines between spirituality and supernaturalism are not always easy to draw, and many developments in this book will be incomprehensible without a little primer.

The old Six Nations religion featured a head god often called the Good-Minded One. He had legions of helpers, including demigodly figures like the Thunder Beings. Not everyone agrees that he was a separate figure from the Creator, the Great Spirit. The two names are often used interchangeably.

The Good-Minded Spirit also had a powerful, ambiguous sibling with his own legion of helpers. You may see him referred to as “the Evil-Minded One,” and no one mistakes him for the Creator. Actually, his name in the various Iroquois languages could mean a number of things, including “circuitous” or “indirect.”

While the impulse of any westerner is to presume that this character was the Iroquois Devil, things might not be so clear-cut. We should remember that the writings of the Christian missionaries give us our first glimpse of the Iroquois, and they have shaded centuries of interpretation after. It would have been a reflex for the Jesuits to look for a Devil. But few world religious systems are as dramatically “dualist”—good guy vs. loathsome bad guy—as Christianity, and it would be remarkable if things with the Iroquois plugged right into any other model.

The Iroquois Evil-Minded One might be more Loki than Satan, more of a trickster than a lord of demons. He just doesn’t do things transparently and straight up. It’s his nature to be subtle, indirect, and devious. The natural world has room for a lot of things and beings like this. The Evil-Minded One might be the Bacchus/Dionysus figure of the classical world. He’s the opponent of order and clarity. In the Asian way of looking at things, he could represent the yin side of existence—diffuse and less definite but not evil. For the Iroquois he might even symbolize an alternative principle to the light and the domestic. He could represent the shadowy, forbidding, and craggy places in the landscape.

There were echelons of other supernatural beings, too, ranging from figures legendary to all Iroquois (like Little People and Great Flying Heads) to localized individual bogies that might have been unknown outside the folklore of a certain swamp or creek valley in the territory of a single nation. There were mortal culture heroes, too. Figures like Hiawatha and the Peacemaker were virtually deified, much like the Greek Hercules or Roman Aeneas. This ancient, indigenous tradition survives today partly in supernatural folklore and in the dances and chants that are as sacred to many Iroquois as anything in life.

Many Iroquois today are Christians. It’s a miracle. The early missionaries often hit brick walls. (The Iroquois thought “the Black Robes” might be witches, and not without reason. One of the prime witch job descriptions is to be the bringer of plagues, which the first Europeans certainly were.) Only when they respected the Iroquois as they were did the missionaries start to reach them. Today the Christian Iroquois are often guarded about old supernatural traditions.

A third major influence upon the Iroquois was their own prophet, Handsome Lake. A half brother of the Seneca war chief Cornplanter, Handsome Lake was troubled by the deterioration of Iroquois society due to alcohol, relocation, and the loss of traditions. A series of famous visions led Handsome Lake to create a code of conduct or Gaiwiio, which means, “the good word.” In 1913, Arthur C. Parker published and annotated the Gaiwiio in The Code of Handsome Lake. The prophet’s code adapts the old traditions to a new way of life, seemingly including Christian influences. This Longhouse religion is still quite influential. Handsome Lake the man became known as a witch finder, and you will find many of your most serious witch-dreaders today among his followers.






INTO THE WOODS

Traditions

The old Iroquois historians kept a significant body of myth and legend, but none of it was written. The first European visitors were more interested in proselytizing and grabbing resources than in preserving native traditions, and it took centuries for the Iroquois material to be written down. Most sources consider the nucleus of it to be at least four centuries old.

Some of the whites who saw the Iroquois before the Revolution considered them the most avid storytellers on Earth and suspected that the body of their tales would dwarf that of any other society. Even in the early twentieth century it was said that whenever parties of Iroquois met, sessions of storytelling followed the initial greetings. Few, though, would tell their tales within earshot of outsiders, which may be why this tradition is not better understood.

We should be aware from the start that we have only parts of the body of legend that was once that of the Iroquois. No source anywhere is considered a bible of preserved Iroquois tales and stories, either.

We should also remember that folklore everywhere is a plastic art, always growing and absorbing. Iroquois storytellers used elements and even motifs—story outlines—from other societies, including ones brought to them by whites. The church had a big hand in this, and it’s no wonder that biblical elements occasionally appear, including the Western Devil.

The “golden age” of Iroquois folklore has been said to be from 1880 to 1925. Hope Emily Allen, William Beauchamp, Harriett Maxwell Converse, Jesse Cornplanter, Elias Johnson, Arthur C. Parker, Lewis Henry Morgan, Henry Schoolcraft, and others had the advantage of talking to Iroquois folk when the traditional wisdom stories were still strong. A lot may have been lost quickly thereafter, and the Iroquois have been notably quiet since. There is also a living supernaturalism on the reservation and among Iroquois folk everywhere. Most non–Native Americans would be stunned to know the prevalence and survival power of this ancient tradition.

Never forget that there are people who talk about the subjects of these stories as if they are true. They will look you in the eye and tell you about an experience of the Little People, a curse, a witch light, a magic charm, or a visionary dream. And not all of them are Native Americans; New Yorkers of any origin describe things they still see on the Iroquois homeland that could have stepped right out of ancient Iroquois legend. Take tales like these with no less respect than you would give to a UFO report, a Bigfoot sighting, a ghost story, or any psychic or religious experience. We want to show where it all came from and how it so gloriously survives today.

The Storyteller’s Bag

The old Iroquois tales fall into three main subject areas. When delivered live, the storyteller introduced each tale with a formulaic phrase that alerted listeners to the story type they were about to hear.

The first category is creation tales about the origins of the world and of the nations: “These are things that really happened,” the storyteller often began. These are mythic or religious. Another category is animal tales: “It’s as if an animal walked. . . .” Many of these tales are ingenious and familiar: “How the Skunk Got His Stripe” or “How the Bear Lost His Tail.” Most of them are whimsical and remind us of jokes or riddles. Both these categories have been well preserved from their ancient forms, and neither belong in our book.

The forest tales make a third category: “They went into the woods.” These stories can change by the decade. To the Iroquois, field and village were the domain of humans. Like the Celts of Europe, the Iroquois considered the forest and remote regions to be the realms of the supernatural. Though the supernatural could reach into the community—usually with a bit of inviting—even witches left their village homes for their dark rites and spells in the woods. The forest was also home to the most famous Iroquois supernatural beings: Flying Heads, Stone Giants, vampire skeletons, Little People, and the rest. This book is about the subjects of the forest.

In addition to the formulaic introductions, traditional Iroquois storytellers abided by a number of conventions. Particularly when entertaining children, the storyteller might bring a bag to the event and spill it at the start. It was always filled with small objects, often curious, sometimes junk: a bone, a stone, a feather, a broken pipe. Before starting, the storyteller picked one of these items and improvised a way that it reminded him of the upcoming tale. The children’s eyes widened.

This book is a bag, and we empty it before you. A few things in it remind us of this and that. And now we’re going into the woods. . . .
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The Witches’ Craft
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If one can forget the twentieth-century preoccupation with black magic (which is a comparatively recent innovation), it becomes clear that the real witchcraft is more than likely to be yet another variation on the ways in which the old practices were perpetuated.

JANET AND COLIN BORD, 
THE SECRET COUNTRY




IROQUOIS WITCHES

Like preindustrial people everywhere, the old Iroquois had an outlook on the world that might be called animistic. Spirits were thought to animate everything, including animals, plants, and earthly features. They could be the invisible causers of storms, floods, natural disasters, and plagues. But what powered the spirits?

Many world societies have words for the life force: mana, prana, pneuma, ch’i, kaa, manitou. The power of life, landscape, spirituality, and divinity for Iroquois society was often called something that sounded like orenda. There is debate about the prevalence of this exact word, but not the concept. To simplify things, let’s think of it like the Force in the Star Wars motif.

Orenda was a titanic, universal, inexhaustible power that could be channeled to do almost anything. It was also carried around as part of a being’s life package. By their nature, gods and supernatural critters had big batteries of orenda. One supernatural could spot it in another by sight, through any disguise. Humans could enhance their own orenda through virtue, training, and life experience. Chiefs, heroes, and shamans packed plenty of it. Someone who could master the use of orenda or gain the aid of spirits who wielded it could do almost anything.

But orenda—the Force—could be turned. It could be refocused into a weapon.

Otkon is a broad term for negative things, beings, energy, or forces. It was thought that otkon, the other side of orenda, could be launched like a fateful laser beam at human targets. It could be projected into objects like dolls or trinkets, turning them into psychically radioactive land mines that work to the grief of all who come near them. Who would do such a thing with orenda?

The old Iroquois had a powerful belief in witchcraft. They feared it, they hated it, and they quickly killed anyone convicted of practicing it. The witch—and any other wielder of otkon—was thought to hold the power to cause death, drought, sickness, blight, storms, and almost any other calamity that could befall people and the natural environment. Anyone—man, woman, child—could become a witch. Some could even turn themselves into animals. But is this all witches are? Supernatural evildoers? People who reroute orenda and use it selfishly? It could well be that some witches were more.

The difficulty of making sharp and current distinctions in matters of ancient supernaturalism is one of the themes of this book. We see that in many world cultures, some form of proscribed supernaturalism operated in the shadow of the mainstream, and that it was often vigorously persecuted. The handiest example may come to us from medieval and Renaissance Europe, where a Christianity struggling to solidify itself made witches out of herbal healers and the practitioners of older, pagan religions, as well as whatever “devil worshippers” might truly have been out there. Things aren’t even that clear-cut with the Iroquois.

The Iroquois had their own alternative god, sometimes called the Evil-Minded One. His name would have been different in each Iroquois language and virtually unpronounceable in this one. As we have said, he could be more of a Trickster than a demon. But in some of the tales we have, some Iroquois witches are portrayed as the Evil One’s devotees. Maybe so. We should not presume that a few people might not have given up asking the Good-Minded One for what they wanted and figured to give his rival a try. The first deed of every initiated witch of this type was to magically kill a treasured friend or family member.

In 1989 the anthropologist Annemarie Anrod Shimony (1928–1995) estimated that about a third of the residents of the Six Nations Reserve in Canada were “traditionalist Indians,” and that it was about this percentage who still believed in the power whites call witchcraft. While few contemporary Longhouse folk would ever think of working a curse in the traditional way, few would deny that others have the power to do it. In fact, witchcraft is alive and well, or at least the faith in something that answers to it. Only those who categorically deny the existence of psychic phenomena could say that the Iroquois are completely wrong. The Iroquois were not alone in their belief.

A faith in something we would classify as witchcraft has developed in so many unconnected parts of the world that we have to conclude there could be something interesting and original going on. Witchcraft of the European style—along with occultism of many types—came across the Atlantic with the first wave of immigrants to North America. Even in the nineteenth century, the territory once owned by the Iroquois was so proverbial for its alternative white cults and religious movements that the region drew nicknames like “the Spirit Way” and “the Burned-over District”—meaning that all spiritually flammable souls had been set alight. Some of the eclectic tenets of this period included Christian spin-offs like Evangelism and Adventism. Some other indigenous isms like Spiritualism and Mormonism looked a lot like witchcraft to some mainstream Christians.

Ethnic supernatural customs and traditions could be found among many New York families well into the twentieth century, and some whites may have known plenty about the Iroquois dark arts. In 1923, Seneca scholar Arthur C. Parker claimed to know a white doctor with a reputation for diagnosing and curing victims of witchery on the Tonawanda Reservation. Never forget that our own day has its trends that to many materialist thinkers look no less magical: feng shui, homeopathic healing, past-life regression, reiki, and psychic communication.

Though direct terms like magic and witch aren’t used on the reservations very much any more, some Iroquois today will give you a sly glance and acknowledge that they know someone who. . . . They tell a lot of stories about people who do “extra” things. They may also be guarded. It’s never been good form on the rez to talk much about witchcraft. Seeming to know too much about it, even showing signs of a talent like ESP or prophecy, could get people wondering.

Michael and I don’t know much about witchcraft, either, by the way. He’s just telling you what he’s heard. And I’m just telling you what I’ve read. This chapter details stories and incidents about the dark art in Iroquois country.






TWO KINDS OF WITCHES

There is a hierarchy among Iroquois witches. Anyone working a spell out of a handbook and hoping for a new job or a new lover might be called a witch. But there’s a big difference between this and a seasoned witch working a spell out of malice or for hire.

There may also be categories among Iroquois witches. Arthur C. Parker tells us that they come in two styles, distinguished by their methods.

With some witches, the power is innate. They can blight with a thought—they need not even voice it—or by casting a cold eye. The only tool of the trade they need is the occasional bit of tobacco, a generic offering. Natural witches like these are the original black magicians, using the power of “malefic mental suggestion,” which seems to be mostly psychic. They may be helped by training, but they need only practice. They can take the forms of animals, even ancient monsters like the niagwahe, the demon bear.

The second and more modern style of witch works his or her will through objects and spells, a general style of magic found all over the world and often classified as sorcery. Though we have never heard this word used on the reservation—they call it all “witched” or “medicine”—this is what sorcery is: magic done with spells and implements. It’s like baking: get the ingredients and follow a recipe. This is what most of us would do if we tried black magic.

An Iroquois version of this type of cursing was to introduce something small into the body of a victim by supernatural means. The object was often a worm or a splinter from a deer bone, but sometimes it was more intricate, like a wooden needle, pointed on either end and with a hair from the witch threaded through the eye and wrapped around it. A wasting death was certain unless these cursed things were found and withdrawn. Another technique was planting a charm—the dreaded otkon—by the target’s house.






SPOTTING A WITCH

Traditional witches can do their deviltry safely and effectively as long as they stay hidden. Sometimes just finding and confronting a witch is enough to back him or her off. Does that surprise you? Let it not.

You see, some witches aren’t really evil. Some have been driven to their practice by poverty, despair, or even jealousy. Some of them haven’t even thought through what they are doing. Practicing magic is a guilty little power game. Discovering them, calling them out, and getting them to realize what they’ve done to others can make them break into tears and give it all up. One might presume that these are entry-level witches.

And many witches are shy individuals, neither personally nor socially powerful. Most of them are afraid of their victims, which is probably the reason they choose witchcraft; it’s a way to strike from hiding and at long range. Simply showing up on the witch’s front door—armed and raving—is often enough to make the witch back off.

Witches are thought to travel as witch lights (ga’hai), which probably ought to be considered their astral bodies. Sometimes their faces are even visible inside these fuzzy light spheres. You can’t hurt witches in this form, often called the witch’s torch, but they come back to their natural bodies sooner or later. Of course, if you see one of these witch lights leaving or entering your neighbor’s chimney, the case is made that someone who lives in that house is a witch. That’s an ad for otkon the way a neon Bud Lite sign proclaims a bar. Such a witch has to be a rookie, or an old one, absent-minded enough to be careless or too powerful to care.

Another light is inside the witch. They say when Iroquois witches are outdoors at night, a red light shines through their mouths and nostrils as they breathe, as if forge fires burn inside them and their lungs work like bellows. This “internal luminosity” is reported of shamans and power people worldwide. The only way to recognize an Iroquois witch by sight is to see this fire glowing through them. (“When you see one coming down a road,” said the Seneca Cephas Hill, “you get the effect of a flashlight being turned on and off.”) The sight is particularly atmospheric on frosty nights on those wooded trails between villages in the Alleghenies, the Finger Lakes, and the Mohawk Valley.

One of the distinctive powers of the Iroquois witch (like the Celtic druid) was shape-shifting: the ability to become another being, usually a bird or mammal, and still think like a human. (This, of course, is connected to shamanism, a type of religious expression once found all over the world.) Not all metamorphosis is witchcraft, nor are all witches shape-shifters. Still, the Iroquois have many stories of witches becoming animals. Though some can do this with the aid of the right charm, most witches who shape-shift are the old kind of witch with innate powers.

Not only are these witches well disguised, but they travel quickly in their animal forms. Sometimes they do things directly to hurt their human enemies, but so much of the time they just spy and do their real business later. If you know what to look for, you can often spot them. They don’t act like normal animals. Their movements are atypical and strange. They may even look weird.

If you recognize one of these witch critters and track it to somebody’s house, you’ve narrowed the field. Someone who lives or visits there is the witch. Animal tracks between the homes of the victim of a curse and a suspected witch are a giveaway—especially if the tracks start or end as human footprints.

Sometimes one of these shape-shifting witches is spotted in the act. One might be disguised as a strange pig or cow in the barn or an extra cat or dog in the yard. Somebody might lash out with a stick or whip. A passing hunter might take a shot. The wounded critter splits. A few hours later and not too far off someone is found with a matching injury—someone perhaps long suspected of being a witch. A bloody trail of the prints of hoof or paw may even lead to the house. This, too, is an Old World motif.

In the late and desperate stages of a curse, some bewitched people can even see their tormentors, particularly when they are coming to visit. Often, they say, in this sort of vision trance, the sufferer can narrate the witch’s movements as if watching a surveillance video.

Recognizing your hexer is critical to any defense. It’s rare that it’s easy. The witch could be anyone. The best thing, of course, is to spot someone engaged in some act or practice—say, making a charm—which would take away all doubt. But most witches train and work in secret.

We hear stories about witches who learned the dark art at the private tutelage of a friend or family member. The tutor may even be someone no longer alive. But often a semipublic ceremony seems part of the process of becoming a witch, and a sip of a magic brew completes the initiation. Witches often go into the deep woods and work their rites and spells by small, slow fires. If you spot one of these in progress—and make it back—you may know several witches.

If you chance to be out in the New York countryside and come across one of these midnight rites, you can start by being quiet. Rrreeeaaallll quiet. You might see a slow blaze, a steaming kettle, and a ring of human countenances in the glow. Note the faces. Hear what the voices are saying. You may be able to figure out what they’re up to. If someone in the community has been suffering, you may know why.

The old Iroquois believed that the spirits of exceptional witches could inspire living ones long after their physical deaths. Like the European vampire, this spirit witch lingers in the grave in a queer state of death-in-life. A living witch with such a disembodied friend is especially powerful. The spirit witch will lead the living one to prosperity and luck. In some tales, the live witch occasionally visits the graveyard, showering the dead one with grisly gifts and tokens. If you go by a cemetery and see someone paying homage to an open grave, you may have spotted one of these eerie transactions. When it’s discovered by the medicine people, the witch body has to be specially dealt with. This is another parallel to the European vampire.

If you’re bold enough to poke around in the house of a suspected witch, you might find ritual objects, particularly totems and animal parts used in cursing or shape-shifting. But be careful what you play around with. If you hold one of these otkon objects, you may, against your will, learn how it works. You may curse or kill the next living thing you see. If you put on the wrong hat or glove, your next move may be in something other than your natural form. If one of the veteran practitioners spots you flitting around in your animal body and asks you a few questions, you may not make it back in any form.






GETTING TO THE ROOT OF THE HEX

Once you realize that you or someone you know is the target of a curse, the source of it has to be identified before any effective cure can be found. This won’t always be easy. Witches usually attack in secret.

The stroke could have come anywhere or any time in the past few months. It could have been launched quickly, with a powerful witch blinking the victim with an evil eye. It could come slowly, a traditional hurting curse wrought with spells and implements in a private ritual and from far away. Like an avenging spirit, its energy keeps escalating.

There might also be a charm targeting the victim, an inanimate, metaphysical time bomb as traditional as a charm-bundle or as seemingly non-Iroquoian as a simple effigy representing the victim. Like a voodoo doll, it might have burns or scratches in selected places. It could be a tiny object magically placed within the victim’s body. It could be witch powder fed to the victim by “sprinkling”—tossing charmed dust on a dinner or drink.

If you or someone you know happens to be suffering from a curse, knowing who your attacker is can be very helpful. That way you may be able to handle things on your own. As we’ve seen, you might be able to buffalo that witch into dropping the business.

It might sound easy at first. Most of us have a real small list of people who might be both mad at us and magically inclined. But it can take a long time to spot a pattern in a wave of disasters and come to the conclusion that something magical might be involved. And just because you’re suffering from a curse doesn’t mean you’re the real target.

You see, Iroquois witches don’t always hurt their intended victims, at least not at first. Some of them work toward their targets by knocking off the people they love, thus making them suffer the more. Fiendish and clever. Think of it as a national refinement.






ARTHUR C. PARKER ON WITCHCRAFT

Arthur C. Parker stated in 1901 that no understanding of his own Seneca people was possible without taking into account their belief in witchcraft. No matter how reluctant they were to admit it to anyone they didn’t trust, many Seneca of Parker’s day still dreaded the evil art. It didn’t matter whether one was a traditionalist, a Christian, or a follower of Handsome Lake. There was no general agreement on the origin of the craft and its entrance into Iroquois society.

Some Mohawk claim that witchcraft was introduced to them by members of an Algonquin-speaking nation whom they had taken in. Some Seneca trace theirs to the Nanticoke Nation, which the Seneca adopted—if not the Eries or Kah-Quas (Neutrals), nations they absorbed or displaced. The Onondaga fought wars with the fierce Andaste Nation, suspected of being a race of enchanters. The Tuscarora came to upstate New York with occultism, which was possibly influenced by the traditions of African slaves in their North Carolina home.

In Europe, there is a similar pattern of a dominant society associating traditions of magic with a culture it has supplanted, repressed, or absorbed. Every tribe or nation that migrated to or invaded the British Isles—Celts, Romans, Saxons, Normans—attributed occultism to those it displaced. Occult traditions are also found among marginalized groups within a society or among immigrants who bring occult traditions with them.

The gypsies have always been the wizards of Europe. Occult and mystical traditions came to imperial Rome in waves from its provinces. Voodoo came to the American colonies with displaced Africans. Still, the tradition of witchcraft seems so entrenched in Iroquois culture that it’s hard to believe all their customs could be imports.

In Parker’s version of The Code of Handsome Lake, the Longhouse prophet was so ruffled by witchcraft that it became his personal quest to warn all the Iroquois against it. Handsome Lake begins one of the sections of his Code by noting that the Creator was unhappy at the piles of dead, all people killed by the actions of magic, and in particular, charms. The prophet forbids all types of magic. In doing so, he describes a few spells:


	If someone dies keeping a secret from you, you might discover it by sleeping on the ground with a handful of dirt from the person’s grave under your head. If everything goes right, the dead person will reveal the mystery in three successive visions.

	The Iroquois were great runners who could send messages one hundred miles a day along their upstate trails. A man hoping to be a runner might keep a bone from the grave of a famous runner in his belt. Most celebrated Iroquois runners were said to carry such charms.

	A warrior could protect himself from ambush by making three cuts in the back of his neck and rubbing them with an oil made from the scalps of enemies. The cuts would heal into three white, protruding scars. If an enemy came up from behind, these queer tattoos would tingle.

	At least two Iroquois nations, the Seneca and Onondaga, held the belief that an exact number of children is predestined to every woman. These children, they believed, were fastened within each woman on a vinelike runner they called the string of children. The Creator, who made life so that it should live, was distressed when people interrupted the natural process, hence the prophet condemned abortion charms and potions.

	The most effective charm for getting rich is the tooth of a niagwahe, the demon bear.



One thing the prophet failed to add is that attempting to get a tooth off one of these critters is the most effective charm known for committing suicide.

Parker’s observation of the two styles of Iroquois magical practice may illustrate the traditional distinction between the magician/ witch and the sorcerer. As Peter Partner observes in his book about the Templars (The Murdered Magicians), the sorcerer—like Shakespeare’s Prospero—needs book and staff. Keeping a sorcerer away from the magical tools and techniques takes away all his or her power. You can let one of these off with a lesson.

But the old kind of Iroquois natural witch or magician is a far more dangerous figure. The magician/witch is inseparable from his or her power. You are only safe from one of these characters when he or she is dead. Thus, for the old Iroquois, there was only one solution to a danger like this. It was extreme.






ONONDAGA WITCHES

(Syracuse-Oneida, Nineteenth Century)

Artist and folklorist De Cost Smith (1864–1939) was born in Skaneateles, New York, and spent time at Onondaga in 1887 and 1888. He heard enough about witchcraft to inspire an article, “Witchcraft and Demonism of the Modern Iroquois.” Smith was familiar with rumors about a double execution for witchcraft at Oneida in 1825. He was shocked to hear that an old man suspected of witchcraft was ambushed and shot to death on one of the Canadian reservations as recently as the 1880s.

“What did the man’s friends do about it?” Smith asked those who told him.

“Nothing,” was the reply. “They thought he had been at that business long enough.”

“And the white people?”

His Onondaga friends shrugged. “They didn’t know about it.”

A middle-aged Onondaga man told Smith about an old reservation woman he had thought for years to be a witch. Once, as he was going home around eleven at night, he came around a wooded hill and saw the woman ahead of him on the same trail. Her long hair kept her from seeing him, and he decided to slow down and play it cool.

He caught an eyeful. With each breath she took, many-colored flames blew from her mouth, licking the locks of her hair. The display even lighted her way. He followed till she neared a certain longhouse used for national councils. As if sensing she was being followed, the old gal ran around the building, came to a long log home said to have housed a couple of witches, gave a last huff and puff, and disappeared within.

[image: image]

The Onondaga Reservation quarries used to have an odd geological feature called the Cat Hole, a slot in the rock said to be the dumping place for the bodies of executed witches. The bodies needed special treatment. You didn’t want to bury nonwitchy folk on top of them. The witch bodies might bear toxic charms. You didn’t want to live near the dead bodies, either. As with radioactive waste, you wanted generations ahead to know where the bodies were buried. Onondaga Reverend Albert Cusick (1846–?) knew a man whose sister was killed for witchcraft and dropped into this space.

In his book Onondaga (1849), white historian Joshua Clark (1803–1869) tells us of four women accused of witchcraft in 1803. One confessed, repented, and was spared. Two clammed up and were killed. The fourth admitted her guilt, was taken to the top of the hill east of the Castle, killed with an axe, and buried among the rocks.

Ephraim Webster (1762–1824), first white settler on Lake Onondaga, believed there could have been something to witchcraft. He testified to having seen the marks of the fingers of a phantom strangler on the neck of a victim who died overnight. He also heard about a serious witch-incident from before the whites had settled. It started in a big Onondaga community that may already have been cursed.

During the 1696 invasion of Quebec, governor Frontenac burned and dispersed the villages on the east side of Onondaga Creek. The Onondaga returned and rebuilt many of these, including one on the flats east of Jamesville. An old man of this community claimed to have gone for an evening walk and been sucked into an immense cavern lit by countless torches. It was a gathering of witches and wizards. They ejected him quickly. They should have done the same with his memory.

The next morning he told the story to the chiefs and led them about the village pointing here and there at people he said he had seen in the witches’ cave. Hundreds of the accused may have been executed; others were driven off and became refugees. The incident sent shock waves throughout the Confederacy. The Onondaga Nation nearly came apart. The village was abandoned for good around 1720. Heaven help whoever lives over the site of it now.

Onondaga Reverend Albert Cusick was a confidant of white historian William Martin Beauchamp, to whom he reported hearing about fifty witches who had been burned to death near Onondaga Castle. This may be part of the case reported by Webster, above. According to Cusick, the witches were sort of an occult mafia whose secrets no one could reveal and then expect to live. These witches could turn into foxes and wolves and run quickly through the night, all the while accompanied by flashes of light. They could fly in the forms of turkeys or owls. They could blow hair and worms into people they wanted to curse. If they were stalked, chased, or surprised they could turn themselves into stones or rotting logs and be completely hidden.

The Midnight Service

(Onondaga, Traditional)

Three Onondaga siblings were especially close. Their parents had died when they were children, and they’d been brought up with their late mother’s cousins in a village somewhere near today’s Syracuse. They were all teenagers when the oldest took to his bed with an illness so strange and unexpected that his brother and sister sensed witchcraft. The younger brother set out to investigate.

As a boy he’d heard rumors about one old woman in the village. Someone said they’d seen her breathing fire one night as she walked. One afternoon, he sidled up to her and commenced an indirect conversation that went nowhere. Finally, he told her he wanted to be a witch. She looked him over without much enthusiasm.

“I hear there are such things,” she said, “but you better be real serious about what you say.”

He assured her that he was and looked at her steadily. She looked back as if reading him. Then she gave him a special look. She opened one of her eyes wide, rolled it back in her head, looked away quickly, and wiped her nose.

“All right then,” she said. “Go home and point your finger at your sister the instant you see her. In a while she’ll get sick, and in days she’ll be dead, but that’s how I’ll know you mean business. If you don’t do it just like I tell you, you better point the finger at yourself, because what’s coming to you will be worse.” She told him where and when to meet her next.

The lad didn’t believe his finger could be loaded, but he had no intention of trying it out on anyone he loved. On the way home, he pointed high into the trees, heard a squeak, and jumped when a squirrel flopped at his feet. Then he told his sister the whole story. She went along with the plan and pretended to be sick. Soon the whole village was talking about her illness. The witch must have smiled.

A night or two later, the young man walked through the woods to the witch’s meeting spot. Well before he’d reached it, someone startled him by coming up behind him. It was the old girl herself. They walked together a while, and she startled him again: She took a run at a tree as if she were going to ram it, then leaped up and held to it as if her hands and feet were claws. What turned to look at him was a full-grown panther, spitting and snarling. Even in the dim light, he could see the fiery eyes, the gleaming teeth, and the muscles rippling beneath the furry coat. He stood his ground and looked at her evenly.

She let go of the tree and stood again on two legs. “Scared you good, didn’t I?”

“Not really,” the young man said. “Actually, I want to be like you. I want that power.”

The witch chuckled. “We’ll see,” she said.

They came to a clearing in the woods at which a number of people were gathered around a small fire. A kettle not much bigger than a cup hung over it, and a bundle of snakes dangled above, dripping blood, venom, and fluids. Faces glowing like goblins, people waited around it for the drops to mount and took turns passing cupfuls of the fearful brew. It was easy for the youth to pretend to drink and step back with others who had already sipped.

Most of the folks were older men and women. Some were from his own village, and the lad was surprised by some of the ones he recognized. He decided that he wasn’t very good at guessing witches. He didn’t see any other males his age and figured that this might have been why it was so easy to infiltrate the group. They wanted young men.

He noticed movement at the edges of the clearing. People’s forms leaped and cavorted out of the circle of light, jumping high like human grasshoppers. Others frittered in the trees like squirrels, and some even made leaps that became brief flights in and out of the clearing. Others changed more slowly.

He’d been thinking about a girl he was sorry to see here, and when he saw her again she had cat’s ears. In another minute she bounded into the shadows like a mountain lion. Someone who had turned into a squirrel started chasing someone who’d become a bobcat. The antics ended in a wrestling match that had everyone hooting and snarling with laughter.

Too fascinated to be afraid, the youth stood and stared. At first no one seemed to wonder why he, too, didn’t transform, but soon a couple came over to him. Their horns and feathers, he thought, concealed veteran witches, and he was terrified that they would know he hadn’t tried their potion. Then he noticed a handful of others still in human form, all of them young women and girls. He thought quickly.

“I can’t turn into anything,” he said to someone next to him.

“It’s hard the first time,” said an old man with drooping hound ears.

A woman’s voice beside him said, “What would you like to be?” He turned and saw a squat pile of tusks, nostrils, eyes, and fur that he thought might have been a wild pig.

“A screech owl,” he said. They greeted this with snorting and huffing that he took to be approval.

“We’ve got just the thing,” said a man with stag antlers coming out of his long gray hair. Other mostly human folk went into the dimness and came back with a hat made out of a horned owl’s head. They handed it to him but told him to wait before wearing it.

“When you put that on,” one said, “you’ll take the owl’s form instantly. You’ll fly like a bird. But if you don’t practice a bit before you put it on, you might kill yourself and take our hat with you.”

“How do you practice being an owl?” the youth said.

“Practice acting like an owl,” said a stag with the voice of an elder he knew.

“Practice thinking like an owl,” said a girl still in her own form. “That’s what they always tell me.” The young man recognized her, an orphan being raised by a great aunt he’d seen around the fire earlier. He noticed how pretty she was.

He started making the movements of the owls he’d seen: preening beneath his arms with his nose as if it were a beak, moving his elbows as if they were folded wings, turning his head sharply, even trying out a few screeches. There was howling around him that he took to be laughter. “He’ll be a boss witch once he gets going,” said a big dog.




OEBPS/images/9781591439448_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781591439448_001.jpg
IROQUOIS
Supernatural
Talking Animals

and
Medicine People

MICHAEL BASTINE AND
MASON WINFIELD






OEBPS/images/9781591439448_002.jpg
= /A w f
SENECMM

[ s |

LAKE ERIE

GENERAL TERRITORIES of the FIVE
‘ORIGINAL CONFEDERACY NATIONS

the Semces, Caywigs, Onondaigs, Oncida, and Mohawk





OEBPS/images/9781591439448_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781591439448_024.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781591439448_003.jpg
W
e
N





OEBPS/images/9781591439448_cvi.jpg
IROQUOILS.

Medicine Pebple

"MICHAEL BASTINE AND MASON WINFIELD





OEBPS/images/9781591439448_006.jpg





