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INTRODUCTION

IN THE EARLY 1980s I worked as a wilderness ranger for an Indian tribe in Montana. One spring morning I sat in the tribal council chambers and listened to Patrick Big Horse*, a tribal game warden and spiritual leader, ask the council to close the reservation to grizzly bear hunting. He had brought a small group of tribal elders with him.

Patrick told the council that few Indians hunted grizzly bears, that the elders did not think Indian people should kill them for sport or meat, that they believed it was important to have grizzly bears in the mountains. “We want you to protect the few bears that are left,” he said.

He sat down, and two federal biologists presented the results of a research study to the council. They warned that the grizzly bear population on the reservation was seriously threatened. A brief discussion followed and the council voted unanimously to prohibit all grizzly bear hunting on the reservation. It would take one month for that ordinance to become law.

Three weeks later, an Indian man named Louie Joseph killed an eight-hundred-pound, nineteen-year-old grizzly bear thought to have been killing calves. The death of that bear, and what happened after, motivated me to write this book.

I had just arrived at work when Jim Middleton, the Bureau of Indian Affairs biologist on the reservation, called me on the radio. “I need your help,” he said. “I’m at Bob Page’s. Louie’s killed a bear. Bring the blue tool box and a radio.”

Zuni bear fetish. Smithsonian Institution.

Page, a dairy farmer, had been having bear problems. He had lost two calves the week before. His farm sat against the mountains and bordered a shallow swale dense with willow, alder, and birch. In the spring the bears frequented the thicket because a multitude of bear foods sprouted there long before they appeared in the mountains. A few years before, a researcher had counted nine radio-collared grizzly bears within a quarter of a mile of the Page house.

After the first calf was killed, tribal game wardens and Middleton had set several snare traps and a culvert trap near the house. They baited two of them with the remains of the calf and the others with rotten fish from a nearby trout farm. Within three days they had caught two young male grizzlies, and the Indian wardens hauled the bears to Canada and released them in a river bottom, miles from the nearest human habitation.

Middleton and the wardens had decided that the chances were good that at least one of the bears was the nuisance, and they removed the traps. But two days later, Page lost a second calf. They found the carcass in the thicket where the first calf had been left, and Middleton decided that the same bear had probably killed both animals. The wardens set the traps again.

Page was worried. He could not afford to lose another calf, and his three kids could not stay in the house all the time. To ease Page’s mind, Middleton spent the next two days and nights there, watching the traps in the swale from the loft in Page’s barn and sleeping with a rifle and sawed-off shotgun at his side. But the bear did not show itself, so Middleton abandoned his lookout. He went back to his original routine and visited Page’s farm twice a day to check the traps. Page felt that he had been abandoned. He called Louie Joseph, a tribal member who had let it be known that he wanted to kill a grizzly bear.

Above and opposite: Two examples of bear effigy pipes from the southeast. Cherokee. Photos courtesy of the University Museum, University of Pennsylvania.

Louie camped at the Page farm the night before he shot the bear. At first morning light he stood at the fence behind the house. He heard a noise, looked into the swale, and saw a grizzly rear up above the brush thirty yards from the house. He shot it once in the chest. His bullet hit both lungs and the bear collapsed.

By the time I arrived, the bear lay on its belly with a gut pile beside it. Louie had his knife out and was cutting the heart free from the lungs. Perhaps a dozen of Page’s neighbors, the biologist, and five or six tribal wardens, including Patrick Big Horse, stood in a half circle around him and the bear.

The bear was enormous. It appeared that Louie, crouching near the animal, could easily have curled up inside the head and neck alone. Its fur, a rusty brown on the back, darkened to chocolate on the legs and belly, and, except for a ring of blood and dirt that matted the hair around the neck, it appeared clean and soft. The face seemed passive. The eyes, dark and small, stared beyond.

Two men, neighboring ranchers, came forward and kneeled next to the bear. One of them picked up a front paw and put his hand against the pad to measure its size. The other held the paw against his chest. The five inch claws touched the man’s collar bone, the lowest part of the pad rested against his belly, the width of the paw hid all but an inch on either side of his chest. He put the paw down, remarking about what it could have done to a person, then reverently touched the long copper-colored claws.

Louie moved excitedly between the bear and the crowd. He talked and laughed with the ranchers and spoke briefly and seriously with Middleton and Patrick Big Horse about how he had killed the bear. He reluctantly allowed Middleton to take some measurements and pull a tooth from the bear, but he helped to hold the jaw open while Middleton worked. (We later learned from the tooth that the bear was nineteen years old.)

The onlookers stood in two groups. One group, composed of ranchers and neighbors, none of whom were Indian, gathered close to Louie and the bear. They sipped coffee as they talked and approached and touched the dead animal, and they joked about it. “Now its a good bear,” I heard a woman say. One man put his cap on the bear’s head. Others laughed about all the law enforcement vehicles on the road and the measurements Middleton made. One man told Page, “If it had been me, I would have shot and shoveled. Now the tribe, the state, and the feds are gonna be on your ass.”

The uniformed Indian wardens stood farther back. Middleton, who, as a biologist, had handled many bears, was cordial in his dealings with Page and Louie, but the wardens were quiet and dispirited. Several of them left the crowd and waited by their trucks. Patrick Big Horse was openly angry. He is a big man with braids that hang to his waist. I have seen him smile only rarely. When he is angry, he looks mean, even dangerous.

Page brought out a chainsaw and cut and limbed a small tree. He and Louie tied a rope from it to the bear, and seven or eight of the men held the log against their chests and drug the bear out of the thicket and into Page’s driveway. Page then attached a rope to a rear leg and hoisted it with the bucket of his tractor. The bear hung upside down while Page and his neighbors took pictures.

I turned to look back toward the thicket and saw Patrick Big Horse standing alone in the knee high grass at the edge of Page’s yard, his eyes fixed on the bear. He was praying. He spoke in his native language, his voice a kind of murmur, almost a whisper. I don’t think anyone else heard him.

Eventually, Page lowered the bear into the back of a red pickup truck and Louie hauled it away. Three days later Page called to report the loss of another calf. “You better bring your traps back,” he said. “I think Louie got the wrong damn bear. This calf is lying in the same place as the other two.”

I was depressed and angered by the death of this bear. There were few grizzly bears left on the reservation. I felt ashamed of the disrespect shown toward such an awesome creature. I was intrigued by Patrick’s reaction and wanted to know more about Indian spirituality and about the Indian’s traditional relations with animals. Specifically, I wanted to know about Indians and bears and how they lived together before Europeans arrived in North America.

That is the principal topic of this book. The first ten chapters explore, in some depth, the role of the bear in American Indian initiation and healing ceremonies, in shamanic rites, in the quest for guardian spirits, and in various dances. They describe bear hunting methods and rituals and include a number of myths and tales about bears.

Early on in my research, I came across Irving Hallowell’s 1926 crosscultural study, Bear Ceremonialism in the Northern Hemisphere. That monograph, famous among anthropologists, examined in great detail the bear hunting traditions of boreal peoples from around the world. Hallowell found a remarkable correspondence: native North Americans, Europeans, and Asians possessed strikingly similar bear-hunting rituals—they used the same circumlocutions to address bears before and during their hunts, they used the same weapons to kill the animals, they decorated the carcasses in similar ways, they observed similar restrictions when they ate bear meat, and they disposed of bones in the same way. As I read more about bears and people, I learned about many other traditions, traditions that had nothing to do with hunting, that Europeans shared with American Indians. I wanted to know why these correspondences among cultures existed. What is it about bears that would lead people with such different backgrounds to create the same rituals?

The last two chapters of the book attempt to answer this question of origins. Chapter eleven describes European traditions that are analogous to each of the American Indian traditions discussed in the earlier chapters. Chapter twelve considers the bear dreams of contemporary Europeans collected by Carl Jung in the 1940s, and explores why the bear has the power it does over the human imagination and spirit.

This book is about people more than it is about bears. It is about human traditions perhaps twenty-thousand years old, about rituals in which men and women imitate bears, indeed are believed to change into bears. It is about hunters’ dreams and shamans’ travels into the spirit world. It is about magic and myth and dance and things sacred. It is a book about how we, as humans, for most of our history, have lived with and thought about animals.

An Inuit carving depicts a person and a bear seated back to back. The bodies come together so that one merges with the other. The person appears to be singing. Perhaps the bear is too. It is this relation between humans and animals that the traditions described in this book convey.

Black bear fetish. Zuni. Ethnologist Frank Cushing wrote that among the Zuni, Black Bear is “Master of the West . . . The coat is the color of the land of night.” Smithsonian Institution.

* To protect the privacy of those involved, the names of individuals in this introduction have been changed.


PROLOGUE

IT IS EARLY SPRING, but the land is cold and all but invisible through blowing snow. The evenness of the snow and light take away all perception of depth and hide gentle rises and coulies. The hills, white as the air, have disappeared. Only the dark rolling waters of the river stand out.

Through this storm a Northern Cheyenne family follows the river to their spring camp. They are bundled and moving on foot, the wind at their backs—a man, two women, two children, and three dogs. They pass a stand of cottonwoods. The dogs begin to bark and growl, then whimper and act afraid. The family pauses. The man points at the grove. “They are frightened by the trees,” he shouts over the wind. “In this storm they look like ghosts.”

But then they see a shadow-like form moving through the squall against the gray trees. Through gusts of snow the shape becomes more defined. It is a grizzly bear and it crosses their path not far from where they stand. The bear carries its head low, close to the ground, and moves with purpose. Its shoulders are humped. Its fur is a rich brown. A thin blanket of snow covers its back. In a moment it appears shadow-like again and disappears into the whiteness. It is the first bear any of them have seen in seven moons.

The family reaches their camp later that day. The days that follow are clear and warm. The snow melts and buttercups bloom. Their spring camp grows muddy. Birds return. Cottonwood buds swell. It is spring.


[image: Image]

“Bears are Half Human”

ONCE A MAN WENT OUT in the fall just before the first snow to hunt for a bear. The weather was cold. He found a bear hole at last, killing the bear and skinning it. Then because it was so cold he crawled into the bear hole which seemed like a nice place to stay overnight. He piled grass over the opening to keep out the air and went to sleep. When he woke up from time to time, he turned over. At last he woke up, but he felt strange. The flesh of his face was drawn tightly over his cheekbones. He listened for a moment and could hear flies at the door. It was spring.

“Did I sleep all winter?” he asked himself.

Then he went out. He found the remnants of his bear meat with flies all over it. He felt very weak and it took him a long time to walk home. The people were surprised to see him. They had hunted for him all winter.

Someone asked, “Didn’t your father tell you not to sleep in a bear hole?”

That is why people do not go into bear holes.1

[image: Image]

BEARS AND INDIANS have lived together on the continent of North America for thousands of years. Both walked the same trails, fished the same salmon streams, dug camas roots from the same fields, and, year after year, harvested the same berries, seeds, and nuts. Indians came face to face with bears when both coveted the same berry patch, for instance, or when a hunter, bringing help to pack home an elk he had killed, discovered that a bear had buried the carcass and was lying on the mound. Sometimes the hunter fled, sometimes the bear. The relationship was one of mutual respect. But it went well beyond that.

Bear headdress belonging to Bear Head, a western Sioux. Photo courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, National Anthropological Archives.

Bears were often central to the most basic rites of many tribes: the initiation of youths into adulthood, the sacred practices of shamanism, the healing of the sick and injured, the rites surrounding the hunt. For many Indians, simply speaking about bears required the observance of specific taboos.

All across North America, Indians have honored bears. When northern hunting tribes killed one, they spoke to its spirit, asking for its forgiveness. They treated the carcass reverently; among these tribes the ritual for a slain bear was more elaborate than that for any other food animal.

Why was the bear significant to these peoples? Partly because Indians feared bears, feared being mauled and maimed or even killed. Bears were dangerous, one of the few animals that posed much of a threat to Indians. Indian ritual practices, myths and tales, and attitudes reflect this fear. Immediately after slaying a bear, the hunters of some northern Athapaskan tribes would cut off its forepaws and poke out its eyes so the dead animal could not hurt them or see who killed it.2 The Kootenai of southern British Columbia sang, prayed, and danced every spring to avoid being killed or mauled by a bear that year.3

But fear alone does not account for the rich and varied traditions linked to bears in native North America. An Indian’s deepest feelings about bears transcended fear. They felt a kinship with bears, for the two shared many basic physical characteristics.

Bears are built somewhat like people. Unlike other large animals familiar to the Indians, bears often stand on their hind legs and, from time to time, walk upright. Their tracks—imprints of heel, arch and toes—suggest the passing of some large, wild, forest person. When a bear rises up on its hind legs, or when it sits, its front legs hang like arms. A bear often stands and reaches, as a person would, for berries it cannot grasp with its mouth. And bears display considerable dexterity with their paws—in captivity they have been known to peel peaches. The Blackfeet word o-kits-iks, refers to both the human hand and a bear’s paw.4 A skinned bear carcass looks human.

These physical resemblances were especially meaningful to the Indians, who tended to anthropomorphize the world around them. They constantly looked for similarities between animals and people. Indians talked about animals in human terms and assigned them human motives. Their myths and tales told of a time when animals acted and lived as Indians lived: in lodges, hunting for their food, making fire to cook with and keep warm. In the Yukon, the Tlingit said, “Grizzlies are half human.”5 The Ojibwa often referred to bears as anijinabe, their word for Indian.6 Likewise, the Yavapai of Arizona said, “Bears are like people except that they can’t make fire.”7 Many plains and southwestern tribes, including the Yavapai, would not eat bear meat because they believed it was like eating a person, a relative.

Fool Bull, a Sioux medicine man. His bear-claw necklace is typical of that worn by warriors of the Great Plains tribes. Photo courtesy of the Nebraska Historical Society.
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Petroglyph of bear. Illustration by Janet McGahan.

There are other correspondences, too. Bears are famous for their fierce maternal devotion. Getting between a mother bear and her cubs can be a fatal mistake. Most human-bear encounters where someone is hurt involve a sow with cubs. Humans admire good mothers. Joseph Henderson, in his book Thresholds of Initiation, tells us that bears, because they are so protective and such careful nurses, symbolize for us the ethics of maternity.8 This is fitting, for few young animals depend on their mothers as much as bear cubs. Black bear and grizzly cubs are born in the winter den, blind, helpless, and nearly hairless, weighing only about ten to fourteen ounces each. The world they are born into is another womb, an earth womb, a safe place of nurture and protection where they can continue to grow and develop as they did inside their mothers’ bodies. Until they emerge from this second womb, they are still one with their mothers. In the first few minutes after birth, the mother helps her cub find its way to a nipple, and it begins to suckle the fat-rich milk. For the next several months, it clings to her, nursing and sleeping, beneath the earth. The only smell it knows is the scent of her, mingled with that of the earth. The only sounds it hears are the constant rhythms of her heart and breath. In spring, mother bear and cubs crawl out of their earthen womb into the daylight. After leaving the den the family stays together—in the case of grizzlies, for up to two or even three summers. They sleep through the intervening winters together in the same den. Bear cubs stay tied to their mothers twice as long as other North American mammals of comparable size. This protracted juvenile period is essential because so much of what a bear does is probably learned.

As with bears, our long infancy and childhood gives us time to interact with our parents and siblings; safe time to play, learn, experiment, observe. As a consequence we form strong emotional bonds, especially with our mothers. The analytical psychologist Erich Neumann suggested that this bonding is “at the very foundation of our social life and hence human culture.” He writes, “The human species is the only one in which the infant, during the first year of life, may be regarded as an ‘embryo outside the womb’. This implies that it completes its extrauterine embryonic life in a social environment essentially determined by the mother. The circumstance enhances the importance of the mother for the child and strengthens the mother’s attachment to the child, whose embryonic dependency becomes a basis for her unconscious and conscious maternal solicitude.”9

Indians saw other resemblances between bears and humans—diet, for instance. Bears and Indians ate the same foods and, in some instances, in the same relative proportions. About 80 percent of what a bear eats is vegetable, while around 70 percent of the food consumed by many gathering-hunting tribes came from plants.10 Berries, of course, were consumed in large quantities by both, but bears and Indians also shared a variety of other vegetable foods. Both visited the same mountain prairies in mid-summer to dig starchy roots and bulbs. Both harvested pine nuts from the wooded ridge tops. Both ate the same seeds, leafy plants, and mushrooms.

It is probable that Indians ate more meat only because they were better at obtaining it. But bears were as familiar as Indians with the winter ranges of deer, elk, and buffalo. Indians went there to hunt, bears to find winter-killed carrion. It is likely that bears, like Indians, knew and hunted the fawning and calving grounds and the places where bucks and rams, injured or exhausted by the effort of the fall rut, might be found. And wherever salmon spawned, Indians and bears alike gathered to harvest the bounty. Both had the flexibility to take advantage of the highest quality foods available at any given time.

Mimbres images of bears from New Mexico (from the tenth to the twelfth century). Illustration by Janet McGahan.

These similarities in lifeway did not escape the Indian. For them, every animal—bear, eagle, wolf, prairie dog—had its own way of living in the world. Each animal represented a different aspect of life, and Indians looked to each as a model to be understood and emulated and as a source of wisdom. Among the plains tribes the wolf, as a hunter, presided spiritually over the hunt and war parties. The buffalo represented fecundity and virtue. The bear knew the secrets of the plants. The bear appears again and again in native American myth and lore as plant gatherer, as master forager, and as bestower of the secrets and mysteries of plants. For the Indian, the bear was the shaggy berry picker, the shambling nut gatherer asleep under the piñon tree, the mysterious herbalist collecting medicines in the dense undergrowth of the wet bottomlands. Using its claws instead of a digging stick, the bear was that wise old animal person digging roots on the sun-baked hillsides.

Because Indians identified with the bear in all these ways, they imitated it in ritual. When the Yokuts of California had finished gathering and storing their fall acorn crop, Bear Clan members danced a bear dance. No one could eat any acorns before the dance was finished. The dancers wore loose bear-skin robes, bear-claw necklaces, and bear-paw skins pulled over their hands like mittens. They mimicked bears gathering nuts.11 In their annual feast, the Bear Clan of the Prairie Potawatomi, a Great Lakes tribe, ate maple sugar, meat, walnuts, and berries, known favorites of bears.12 Clan members carved acorns, the emblem of the bear, on their war clubs.

But spiritual traditions were not simply imitations. The bear was a religious symbol for American Indians, and religious symbols transcend objective reality. They emerge spontaneously and reveal something of the mystery of the world. In his book The Spiritual Legacy of the American Indian, Joseph Epes Brown writes that, for plains Indians, animals and other natural forms reflected aspects of God:


Animals were created before human beings, so that in their anteriority and divine origin they have a certain proximity to the Great Spirit . . . which demands respect and veneration. In them the Indian sees actual reflections of the qualities of the Great Spirit, which serve the same function as revealed scriptures in other religions. They are intermediaries or links between human beings and God. This explains not only why religious devotions may be directed to the deity through the animals, but it also helps us to understand why contact with or from the Great Spirit, comes almost exclusively through visions involving animal or other natural forms.13



Every year bears disappear with the first heavy snow of fall, the snow that marks the beginning of winter. They crawl into the earth, the source of all life and the place where all life must one day return. For half the year they lie underground in a death-like sleep, while outside the world sleeps with them. In the spring, they awaken and emerge from their dens into a fresh new world, a world in which the earth itself is being reborn.

Black bear mask. The human face represents the spirit of the bear. From the lower Yukon. Photo courtesy of the Smithsonian Institution, National Anthropological Archives.

Some tribes, such as the Delaware, tied bears direcdy to the springtime rebirth of the earth and honored them in new year ceremonies. Because bears periodically disappeared and reappeared, northern hunting tribes such as the Cree connected them with the renewal of game animals. Other tribes incorporated bears into their healing and initiation rituals because those traditions, too, were fundamentally rites of renewal, or of death and rebirth.

Bears were important to Indian people because they hibernated and because they resembled humans, both in their physical appearance and in the way they lived. A bear is a furry person, a relative, that goes underground when the earth sleeps and emerges when it wakes.

Bear and neophyte. Kwakiutl. Photo courtesy of the National Museums of Canada, Ottawa.
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“That is the Way They are Born, in the Form of a Bear”

IN [AN] INITIATORY CEREMONIAL the initiate is brought into close contact with any fear-inspiring object like yucca switches or with any fearful being the group is associated with, with Bear or Mountain Lion or Snake or the Dead. He is frightened so he will no longer be afraid, a kind of inoculation against fear. He receives the paraphernalia proper to membership. He goes through the indispensable rite of head-washing and naming. He may be treated ritually as an infant, for he is “reborn,” into another circle, a world-wide theory of initiation. At Zuñi the annual ceremony at which initiation takes place will be held in a waxing moon, a time propitious to rebirth; the preliminary retreat will be held four days before the full moon. When the Fathers of Isleta initiate, they dramatize the birth by covering the novice and his “mother,” the senior woman of the society, with the same blanket. From under the blanket as they sit near the altar the “mother” draws the corn-ear fetish which “through the power of the chief has been born from her.” The chief embraces “mother” and novice under this blanket from which the novice emerges as a bear. “That is the way they are born, in the form of a bear.”1

[image: Image]

IN THE FALL OF THE YEAR, as shorter days and changing weather signals the approach of winter, bears begin searching for den sites. Grizzly bears look for isolated locations, usually high on timbered slopes near fall foraging areas. Black bears, too, generally search out denning areas away from human activity. Remoteness is important to both species in den selection because they are vulnerable during hibernation.

A grizzly bear often digs its den at the base of a large tree or stump, the roots of which serve as a protective ceiling. The bear works for days and sometimes weeks. After shaping the cavern, it covers the floor with twelve to eighteen inches of conifer boughs or soft mosses and grasses. Once the den is prepared, the bear returns to its fall feeding. By then there is often a skiff of snow on the ground and a bite to the air, even on bright sunny days. The bear continues to forage for roots and berries to satisfy an obvious appetite and to build fat stores as high as possible. It finally returns to its den sometime after the first substantial winter storm.

Black bears occasionally dig dens, but more often they find hollowed out trees, natural caves, or dense brushy thickets to sleep in. Biologist Stuart Free, working in New York State, has documented behavior apparently designed to frustrate hunters attempting to track black bears to their dens. He found that, just before denning, black bears investigate several possible sites. “They will walk up to a den site, go in, then back out, stepping in their own tracks for twenty yards or more, then leap perhaps fifteen to twenty feet to the side and continue on to find another site and then do the same thing.”2

Inside its den, a bear, whether it is a black bear or a grizzly, curls up and falls into a deep sleep. Outside, the relentless snowfall seals out the light and cold and conceals the bear from the world. It will not eat, drink, urinate, or defecate for the next five to seven months. Its temperature will fall as much as five degrees centigrade, its heart will slow from the summer rate of forty to fifty beats per minute to only eight or ten. With its body functions slowed and suspended, a bear might lie without moving for up to a month at a time. But if disturbed, it can awaken with surprising celerity.

Many Native American initiation ceremonies suggest that Indians associated initiation with hibernation. Initiation was one of the most widespread of all American Indian spiritual traditions. The ceremonies, which encompassed puberty rites, the initiation of shamans, and the initiation of men and women into secret societies, were practiced by every tribe on the continent. Rituals varied, as did the myths supporting them, but a common pattern underlay the differences, and that pattern—prolonged isolation, fasting, symbolic death and rebirth—paralleled a bear in hibernation.

The first step in many initiations was the withdrawal of the novice from his or her family and village. The individual was guided or went alone to a special place, sometimes deep within the forest or desert, sometimes as close as the edge of the encampment. He or she might enter a secluded hut or cave or might simply lie beneath a blanket.3 In their isolation, which lasted anywhere from days to months, candidates faced arduous restrictions—going without food and water, for example—or were forced to refrain from certain kinds of normal behavior. Sometimes they endured tortures. Typically, the rites included a visit from an elder, who taught them secrets of the tribe or society—myths and traditions only the initiated were allowed to know.

The isolation, the darkness of the hut or cave, the fasting and tortures, and other elements of the rites symbolized the candidate’s ritual death. Often initiates imagined themselves devoured by an animal such as a bear, cougar, or mythic monster. Some tribes dramatized an actual “killing.” The rites ended with the novice awakening from his or her “death,” born into a new life and a new status in the tribe.4

Bear with eagle plumes and rattle. This image was painted on the wall of a society chamber when a boy was initiated into one of the societies. Acoma Pueblo. Smithsonian Institution.

There are obvious reasons why the rites of initiation were associated with hibernation. Hibernation began with the bear’s fall retreat to an isolated den site; initiation commenced with the neophyte’s separation from the tribe or band and a retreat jnto the forest or some secluded place. Bears hibernated in earth dens or hollowed trees; initiation often included seclusion in a special hut or cave. Like a hibernating bear, the candidate often went without food and sometimes without water. Like the bear, the candidate “died” and was reborn.

The Dakota, a Sioux-speaking tribe of southern Minnesota, described a boy’s initiation into manhood as “making a bear.” Before the rite could be performed, the boy had to have a significant dream, one which indicated his readiness to become a man. Then he and a group of elders readied the ceremonial grounds, a large cleared area away from the village. There, the boy, who had fasted for days, erected a pole from which he hung a pipe offered as a sacrifice, and a fawn skin painted with images from his dream. At the base of the pole he drove two arrows into the ground and scattered painted feathers. Two- to three-hundred yards from the pole, the boy dug a hole about two-feet deep into the ground. The Dakota called it the bear’s hole. He made two paths cutting across it, the ends pointing toward the four cardinal directions. Around this “den” he built a brush enclosure.

For the next two days the boy stayed in or around the den and acted like a bear. He walked on all fours, dug in the earth, snapped his teeth, and made bear noises. He used two hoops, one in each hand, to extend the reach of his arms so he could walk on four legs. Like a spoked wheel, the inside of each hoop was crisscrossed with leather thongs decorated with
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