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    This volume presents Old Indian Legends by Zitkala-Sa, a single-author collection first published in 1901. Bringing into print a set of traditional Dakota stories, it offers an enduring introduction to Indigenous narrative art in the author’s distinctive English prose. The scope is not a comprehensive ethnography but a carefully shaped literary gathering, arranged to evoke the cadence of oral storytelling. As a whole, the collection preserves, interprets, and shares community-held tales within a format accessible to readers beyond their original circles. It invites engagement with a living body of tradition while honoring its sources through respectful retellings and a clear, inviting narrative voice.

The contents are short prose narratives: legends, folktales, and animal fables drawn from Dakota tradition and rendered in English. Many center on the trickster Iktomi, whose schemes animate several episodes; others feature powerful beings, talking animals, and human characters encountering moral tests. The pieces are self-contained yet interlinked by recurring figures and motifs. They are not novels or plays, nor are they essays or letters; rather, they are concise storytelling units shaped for reading aloud or in sequence. The collection thus showcases a classic folktale repertoire, balancing humor and caution, wonder and practicality, within brief, lucid narrative forms.

A unifying current throughout is ethical reflection expressed through story. Cunning, pride, hospitality, and restraint are tested again and again, with consequences that are pointed but not didactic. The natural world is animate, a realm of kinship and agency, where animals and humans share a moral field. Trickster episodes illustrate how wit can entertain and expose folly, while other tales weigh courage against rashness, or generosity against greed. The collection emphasizes relational responsibility—to family, to community, to land—without separating amusement from instruction. Its appeal lies in this blend of laughter, suspense, and plainspoken wisdom grounded in Indigenous perspectives.

Stylistically, the prose favors clarity, rhythm, and economy. Sentences flow with the measured pace of an oral narrator, using repetition and parallel phrasing to guide attention and memory. Descriptions are vivid without ornament, and dialogue is spare, letting action carry meaning. The diction is approachable, suitable for younger readers yet resonant for adults. Across the book, named figures recur in a way that recalls a storyteller’s seasonal repertoire, cultivating familiarity and anticipation. The result is a recognizable cadence: direct, musical, and eminently listenable, preserving the energy of performance while remaining fully legible on the printed page.

Old Indian Legends remains significant because it is an early, authoritative presentation of Dakota stories by a Dakota author. Zitkala-Sa, a Yankton Dakota writer, mediates between oral tradition and print culture, offering readers access without reducing the material to mere cultural data. The book’s literary purpose distinguishes it from catalogues or studies: it is storytelling first, grounded in community knowledge. Its continuing value lies in how it broadens the canon, affirms Indigenous voices in English-language literature, and models respectful adaptation. Readers encounter a vital narrative heritage that enriches understandings of North American literature, ethics, and aesthetics.

Coherence across the collection arises from recurring characters and narrative patterns that echo a storyteller’s cycle. Multiple Iktomi episodes sit alongside tales of formidable beings and animal communities, so that mischief, peril, and communal care are seen from varied angles. The table of contents includes well-known pieces such as Iktomi and the Ducks, The Badger and the Bear, Iya, the Camp-Eater, Dance in a Buffalo Skull, and The Warlike Seven, among others. Together, these narratives form a mosaic rather than a linear arc, inviting readers to notice resonances—motifs of hunger, boastfulness, hospitality, and resilience—across changing scenes and voices.

Approach these legends as both literature and legacy. Read them aloud to appreciate their pacing and humor, and linger over recurring images and names that link one tale to the next. Attend to how conflict arises from everyday impulses—hunger, curiosity, pride—and how resolution emerges through community-minded sense as often as through cunning. Without claiming to be exhaustive, the collection offers a durable entryway into Dakota storytelling, hospitable to first-time readers and rewarding on return. Its enduring purpose is to keep these narratives active in memory and conversation, so that their insights on conduct, kinship, and the living world continue to resonate.
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    Old Indian Legends (Ginn & Company, Boston, 1901) emerged at the turn of the twentieth century from the life and work of Zitkala-Ša (Gertrude Simmons Bonnin, 1876–1938), a Yankton Dakota writer and activist born on the Yankton Reservation in Dakota Territory (now South Dakota). The volume, decorated by Ho-Chunk artist Angel De Cora (Hinook-Mahiwi-Kilinaka, 1871–1919), gathers Plains stories—many centered on Iktomi, the trickster—into an English literary form without surrendering their Indigenous contours. Composed within Boston’s reformist publishing milieu, the book positioned Native storytelling as literature and instruction, insisting that the moral wit of the Plains—coyote, rabbit, buffalo, and monster-beings—belonged to America’s canon.

Zitkala-Ša’s childhood and education formed the crucible for this project. Removed at age eight to White’s Manual Labor Institute in Wabash, Indiana (a Quaker-run boarding school) during the federal assimilation era, she experienced the hair-cutting, uniforming, and language suppression that marked Indian schooling. In the late 1890s she studied violin at the New England Conservatory of Music in Boston and briefly taught at the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, then led by Richard Henry Pratt. Her later essays in The Atlantic Monthly (1900–1902) critiqued these institutions. Old Indian Legends answers that regime by preserving oral teachings in print for children and general readers.

The collection took shape amid sweeping federal policies that reconfigured Native lands and lifeways. The Dawes Act (1887) fractured communal holdings; the 1883 Code of Indian Offenses criminalized ceremonies such as the Sun Dance; and the Ghost Dance’s suppression culminated in the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee in South Dakota. These upheavals shadow the book’s ethical world, where cleverness, reciprocity, and restraint temper danger and scarcity. Across tales of Iktomi, coyote, rabbit, and monstrous eaters like Iya, readers glimpse community rules stressed by crisis: hospitality, respect for animals, and the peril of greed—principles that sustained Plains societies through dispossession.

The stories reflect the ecological and social matrix of the Northern Plains. Before the near-eradication of the bison by the 1880s, buffalo shaped subsistence, ritual, and art; their skulls, robes, and dances resonate throughout these narratives. Seasonal cycles, riverine geographies of the Missouri, and kin-based governance give narrative logic to hunting scenes, feasts, and trickster reversals. Told winter evenings in lodges, these tales trained young listeners to read signs—of weather, animal behavior, and human intention. Iktomi’s mischief, rabbit’s alertness, and coyote’s ambiguity model strategic thinking, while the presence of spirits and giants teaches humility before forces larger than human will.

Old Indian Legends also belongs to a contemporaneous boom in folklore collecting. As the American Folklore Society (founded 1888) and anthropologists like Franz Boas advanced salvage ethnography, Zitkala-Ša offered an insider’s literary alternative. Rather than catalog belief, she shaped idiomatic English prose that keeps oral cadence, Dakota names, and Plains imagery legible to children. Boston’s child-centered pedagogies and textbook markets enabled Ginn & Company to circulate the volume nationally, placing Indigenous narratives in classrooms long dominated by European fairy tales. De Cora’s designs, informed by Ho-Chunk aesthetics and training at Drexel and the Museum School in Boston, affirmed Native modern visual sovereignty.

The author’s broader career threaded arts and advocacy. After marriage to Raymond T. Bonnin (Yankton Sioux) in 1902, she lived on the Uintah and Ouray Reservation in Utah, working among Ute communities and later collaborating with composer William F. Hanson on The Sun Dance Opera (premiered 1913), a syncretic stage work challenging federal bans on ceremony. That cross-media practice illuminates the collection’s dramaturgy: dialogue-driven scenes, songlike refrains, and comic timing suited to performance. At the same time, her literary choices resist ethnological ventriloquism, presenting the Iktomi cycle, buffalo lore, and cautionary monsters as living pedagogy rather than museum specimens.

Political reform animated Zitkala-Ša’s middle years and retrospectively clarifies her early storytelling. A cofounder and later officer of the Society of American Indians (est. 1911), editor of The American Indian Magazine (1918–1919), and organizer of the National Council of American Indians (Washington, D.C., 1926), she campaigned for citizenship (Indian Citizenship Act, 1924) and against exploitation, coauthoring Oklahoma’s Poor Rich Indians (1924) with the Indian Rights Association. The Meriam Report (1928) validated many critiques of allotment and schooling. Within that reform arc, Old Indian Legends models cultural self-definition: a children’s classic that encodes sovereignty, reciprocity, and wit as foundations for collective renewal.

The book’s legacy spans pedagogy and Native literary modernism. Reprinted across the twentieth century, it helped normalize Indigenous-authored texts in American classrooms before the Indian Reorganization Act (1934) tempered the assimilation regime. Zitkala-Ša died in Washington, D.C., in 1938, after decades of organizing, writing, and federal service; her life bridged treaty-era Dakota homelands and national policymaking. Later Dakota scholars and writers—such as Ella Cara Deloria—extended the project of representing Plains knowledge on its own terms. For readers of Iktomi, buffalo, rabbit, and Iya, the collection endures as a map of historical memory and a toolkit for ethical survival.
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    OLD INDIAN LEGENDS (Collection Overview)
An anthology of Dakota/Lakota oral tales retold by Zitkala-Sa, blending trickster episodes, animal fables, and hero myths into concise narratives that convey cultural teachings.
Iktomi Tales (IKTOMI AND THE DUCKS; IKTOMI'S BLANKET; IKTOMI AND THE MUSKRAT; IKTOMI AND THE COYOTE; IKTOMI AND THE FAWN; IKTOMI AND THE TURTLE)
A cycle of trickster stories in which Iktomi, the wily yet vain spider-man, plots for food, comfort, or status against ducks, muskrat, coyote, a fawn, and a turtle; each scheme is undone by his impatience or pride.
THE BADGER AND THE BEAR
When a bear seizes a badger’s lodge, the dispossessed badger seeks help and courage to reclaim his home from the intruder.
THE TREE-BOUND
A boastful traveler becomes stuck to a resinous tree and must bargain away his belongings to passing creatures to win his freedom.
SHOOTING OF THE RED EAGLE
A determined youth undertakes a perilous bid to fell a monstrous red eagle that preys upon his people, testing his skill and resolve.
DANCE IN A BUFFALO SKULL
Tiny night creatures revel inside an empty buffalo skull, narrowly evading a stealthy predator through quick wits and small escape routes.
THE TOAD AND THE BOY
A lonely boy forms an unlikely bond with a toad whose odd guidance helps him face hardship and find a place among his people.
IYA, THE CAMP-EATER
The ravenous giant Iya devours entire camps until a resourceful plan turns his insatiable appetite against him.
MANSTIN, THE RABBIT
The nimble rabbit Manstin survives encounters with stronger foes and spirits by relying on speed, cunning, and improvisation.
THE WARLIKE SEVEN
Seven inseparable boys seek renown in battle; their unity and daring carry them through trials toward an enduring legendary fate.



Old Indian Legends
Main Table of Contents








OLD INDIAN LEGENDS



IKTOMI AND THE DUCKS



IKTOMI'S BLANKET



IKTOMI AND THE MUSKRAT



IKTOMI AND THE COYOTE



IKTOMI AND THE FAWN



THE BADGER AND THE BEAR



THE TREE-BOUND



SHOOTING OF THE RED EAGLE



IKTOMI AND THE TURTLE



DANCE IN A BUFFALO SKULL



THE TOAD AND THE BOY



IYA, THE CAMP-EATER



MANSTIN, THE RABBIT



THE WARLIKE SEVEN











OLD INDIAN LEGENDS


Table of Contents



IKTOMI AND THE DUCKS


Table of Contents



IKTOMI is a spider fairy. He wears brown deerskin leggins with long soft fringes on either side, and tiny beaded moccasins on his feet. His long black hair is parted in the middle and wrapped with red, red bands. Each round braid hangs over a small brown ear and falls forward over his shoulders.

He even paints his funny face with red and yellow, and draws big black rings around his eyes. He wears a deerskin jacket, with bright colored beads sewed tightly on it. Iktomi dresses like a real Dakota brave. In truth, his paint and deerskins are the best part of him—if ever dress is part of man or fairy.

Iktomi is a wily fellow. His hands are always kept in mischief.[1q] He prefers to spread a snare rather than to earn the smallest thing with honest hunting. Why! he laughs outright with wide open mouth when some simple folk are caught in a trap, sure and fast.

He never dreams another lives so bright as he. Often his own conceit leads him hard against the common sense of simpler people.

Poor Iktomi cannot help being a little imp.[2q] And so long as he is a naughty fairy, he cannot find a single friend. No one helps him when he is in trouble. No one really loves him. Those who come to admire his handsome beaded jacket and long fringed leggins soon go away sick and tired of his vain, vain words and heartless laughter.

Thus Iktomi lives alone in a cone-shaped wigwam upon the plain. One day he sat hungry within his teepee. Suddenly he rushed out, dragging after him his blanket. Quickly spreading it on the ground, he tore up dry tall grass with both his hands and tossed it fast into the blanket.

Tying all the four corners together in a knot, he threw the light bundle of grass over his shoulder.

Snatching up a slender willow stick with his free left hand, he started off with a hop and a leap. From side to side bounced the bundle on his back, as he ran light-footed over the uneven ground. Soon he came to the edge of the great level land. On the hilltop he paused for breath. With wicked smacks of his dry parched lips, as if tasting some tender meat, he looked straight into space toward the marshy river bottom. With a thin palm shading his eyes from the western sun, he peered far away into the lowlands, munching his own cheeks all the while. “Ah-ha!” grunted he, satisfied with what he saw.

A group of wild ducks were dancing and feasting in the marshes. With wings outspread, tip to tip, they moved up and down in a large circle. Within the ring, around a small drum, sat the chosen singers, nodding their heads and blinking their eyes.

They sang in unison a merry dance-song, and beat a lively tattoo on the drum.

Following a winding footpath near by, came
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