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      “Evan Pritchard has put together a wonderful book showing how we mammals have learned and still learn from birds. History, history, history! And future possibilities.”

      PETE SEEGER, AMERICAN FOLKSINGER

      “Bird Medicine is wise, informative, folksy, and eminently readable. The narratives are clear and detailed, and Mr. Pritchard, noted scholar and author on Native American cultures, has the credibility to present them, being both a traditional ‘insider’ and an accredited Western scholar. Even more important, this volume fills a major gap in our knowledge of the natural myths of the Americas. I can see this book becoming required reading for secondary schools all over the country.”

      E. H. RICK JAROW, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF RELIGIOUS STUDIES

AT VASSAR COLLEGE, FORMER MELLON FELLOW

IN THE HUMANITIES AT COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, AND
AUTHOR OF IN SEARCH OF THE SACRED
AND CREATING THE WORK YOU LOVE

      “Bird Medicine is a beautifully blended culmination of the sacred and the scientific. With content ranging from the ornithological to the philosophical, from the historical to the heartwarming and humorous, Bird Medicine delivers a satisfying array that entertains as much as it enlightens.”

      AMY KROUT-HORN, AUTHOR OF MY FATHER’S 
BLOOD
AND COAUTHOR OF TRANSCENDENCE

      “Birds have many practical and transformative things to say to us if we will only listen. Evan Pritchard has fashioned a masterwork of insight and inspiration distilling the wisdom of these winged spiritual teachers as interpreted by Native Americans in stories and rituals.”

      FREDERIC AND MARY ANN BRUSSAT, COAUTHORS OF
SPIRITUAL LITERACY: READING THE SACRED IN EVERYDAY 
LIFE
AND PUBLISHERS OF SPIRITUALITY & PRACTICE

      “Eagles, ravens, hawks, owls, crows, and other birds have always played a crucial role in Native American shamanism. In this remarkable book Evan Pritchard demonstrates why these spiritual traditions consider birds to be sacred, giving numerous historical accounts, personal stories, and traditional legends that illustrate the special place that birds have in the hearts and minds of tribal men and women. Pritchard is a master storyteller; each of his vignettes is a source of wonder and fascination. Bird Medicine is a book that his readers will find impossible to forget.”

      STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY
AT SAYBROOK UNIVERSITY AND COAUTHOR OF
PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY AND THE VOICE OF 
ROLLING THUNDER

      “Evan Pritchard has an instinct for bringing the spirit of the Original Peoples into his scholarship, its fresh breath of wisdom still intact. This book combines bird lore with Native American shamanism in a truly unique way. I celebrate the latest release of a very original thinker.”

      STEPHEN LARSEN, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE 
SHAMAN’S DOORWAY
AND COAUTHOR OF JOSEPH CAMPBELL: A FIRE IN THE MIND

      “In Bird Medicine, Evan Pritchard has surpassed his previous books. Not only is his book enjoyable and informative, it is also quite scholarly. Though he is, in his own words, not an ornithologist, he teaches us a great deal about the habits and patterns of many familiar birds.”

      ELSPETH ODBERT, CERTIFIED SHAMANIC PRACTITIONER AND 


AUTHOR OF OUT OF THE FOREST AND GYLANTRA’S LEGACY
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      A WHISTLE AND A WORD TO THE WISE

      Traditional Native Americans have considered birds their allies for at least ten thousand years. Birds bring many blessings and play many roles in the life of indigenous people. They are messengers, healers, communicators, guardians, life changers, teachers, meteorologists, musicians, storytellers, role models, and more. Few books have ever been published that even mention this fact, yet nothing could be more important to the Native people I interviewed for this book than their spiritual relationship with birds. While several writers have mentioned the significance of feathers in shamanistic rituals and powwows, the meaning attached to these feathers derives from a much deeper and older tradition, one that is harder to catalogue. That would be the living spiritual tradition surrounding the relationships that Native people today cultivate with living birds. It is a key to understanding Native culture.

      I am not an ornithologist, and this is not primarily a study of birds but of people who love birds. It should require no great quantum shift in the paradigm of the reader’s mind to acknowledge that countless Native Americans have these beliefs and see birds as messengers, or oracles, to use a European term. Therefore, the fundamental basis of this study is anthropological, and I hope it will be a significant, if long overdue, contribution to this field. We could stop there and simply enjoy these amazing stories as figments of the primitive shamanic mind. John Burroughs, for example, loved birds and was a keen observer of their ways, but he consistently prevented himself, in the name of science, from attributing human intentions and thought processes to birds, and I respect him for that. He truly advanced the universal and objective understanding of these remarkable beings. Birds are rather different from us—their thought processes still a mystery, their emotions alien to ours in many respects. Nonetheless, I would like to ask the reader to put conventional science aside, to forgo the conceit of objectivity, and enter a realm where birds, whether inspired by departed human or divine spirits or their own compassion, are able to reach out to us and communicate with us—for a moment or for a lifetime.

      Perhaps we can enter directly into the heart of shamanic experience itself where the barrier between man and beast is removed for a moment in the midst of ritual. I ask you to join me on the other side of anthropology, the wild side where there are no books or laboratories, only direct experience, as seen through the eyes of the numerous Native Americans (and their friends) I queried. I invite the reader to put aside learned skepticism and embrace innate faith instead, a faith that simply acknowledges the possibility that we might in fact still be able to enter into a shared space of divine communication and mutual prayer with birds and coexist as equals with our two-legged relations, as Native American teachings suggest.

      Native American elders have taught me that “birds pray at dawn.” We can hear their fervent voices as they greet Grandfather Sun rising in the east. It is interesting that when a medicine man named Grandfather Turtle taught me to pray in Mi’kmaq he said that it was good to say, “I am standing here, now, Creator. I am Chipmunk!” (Neegeh, ga’ami, Geezoolgh! Neen Abachbahametch!) According to ornithologist Gisela Kaplan, bird vocalizations at dawn seem to say “I am here and I am a [starling, nightingale, or any other species].”1 *1 That similarity, to me, is stunning.

      Based on the field interviews I conducted with people within the Native community for this book, it is clear that a living, dynamic tradition still exists concerning our spiritual relationship with birds. A strong case can be made that successful interspecies communication still does occur between individual birds and individual humans, in this case Native American humans. Beyond this point of agreement stands the wild frontier of numinous mystery.

      Is there an actual “language” that birds and Native Americans share at times in order to communicate? Can birds actually communicate telepathically with Native elders? Do they have anything to say? Can they guide us, warn us, teach us, tell us the future? Or are birds simply able to become vessels for a higher power or powers, or departed human spirits, and reach out to us as humans? Can local and cosmic deities cause birds to materialize before the faithful as they pray for help, in answer to their prayers? Can some humans develop the ability to consciously enter into the mind of a bird, inhabit its body, and actually observe things at a distance and send messages to loved ones and, if so, continue this practice after death? Don’t answer until you’ve read the stories that follow.

      The interview material recorded here brings up these puzzling questions. It is doubtful that they can be answered using the scientific method. There are four epistemologies or pathways by which we determine our beliefs and values: science, philosophy, religion, and mythopoetics. The latter three may be more helpful in this case. Native American culture has a tradition of careful observation that is scientific in spirit, but it also has a philosophy that emphatically grants equality to all species, though expressed, perhaps, in different ways. It includes various forms of the Red Road, the Native American concept of the right path in life, and of spiritual teachings that embrace the quest for enlightenment (neoline in Lenape), the realization that we are all one, that we all (animals included) have a soul, a place on the hoop of life. A wealth of Native stories and songs reinforces these beliefs, carrying within them deeply buried clues of ancient secret teachings about birds that most have forgotten. If, in the manner of the ancient Greeks, Westerners could cease to be solely attached to the pathway we call science and return to philosophy, religion, and mythopoetics, using them in combination with science, we might find verdant acres of common ground with indigenous people and might even come to similar conclusions.

      At its roots, Native bird spirituality is shamanistic; it has a distinct similarity to worldwide core shamanism, as understood by Mircea Eliade and Joseph Campbell, and this pathway to understanding is not rational. At its ancient and most powerful root, shamanism involves a return to the animal state and a rejection of much that is human. As Grandfather William Commanda explained to me, “You have to believe in the birds, believe with all your heart. Only then can they show you all they have to share, only then can they change your life.” He said these words in an emotional moment after being visited by twenty-five golden-colored doves who came to his window an hour earlier to announce my arrival with a special message.*2

      Shamans use trance, such as achieved in the shaking tent ceremony, the sun dance, the sweat lodge, the long fast, and in certain nightlong dances. These trance states help the shaman drop the barrier that has grown up between animals and humans in the last five thousand years. When it drops, the medicine person sees what birds see, hears their thoughts, feels as they feel, and understands their concerns. In this open state, according to the shaman’s solitary path, they see the past and the future and see what is going on at a distance and in the spirit world. They can even see glimpses of the Creator, “he who dreams us into being.” It is then that their words become unimaginably powerful, their thoughts become manifest the instant they think them. They are able to heal others by touch, by word, or by inner travel through spiritual dimensions. They can communicate with the overlighting spirit of an animal or bird and ask for its help. This is the belief that Native American ceremonialism holds. This is not to say that each of the persons I talked to tried to reach this state, but it’s not necessary that he or she does so. Native spiritual practice was clearly developed over millennia by powerful teachers who had experienced such a state many times—Sweet Medicine, Deganawida, Masa’au, Tecumseh, Seattle, Tamanend, White Buffalo Calf Woman, Sitting Bull, Neoline, Wovoka, Sequoia, to name a few—and the culture is imbued with this holistic type of understanding in which there are no brick walls or cage bars between species. Anyone deeply involved in such a culture will sooner or later stumble into some kind of heart connection or mind link with a living bird or animal.

      Depsimana (also known as Katherine Cheshire) medicine helper of the last fully traditional elder of the Hopi, Dan Evehema,*3 commented, “Birds do it all! They play many roles in Native American society, and the elders have entrusted their vast knowledge—about birds and other traditions—to certain young people, who must now carry this information onward into the digital age.”2 Elaine Henwood, Ph.D., was a friend and student of the charismatic elder Rolling Thunder for several years. As she recollects, he would look for and discuss signs and omens with her every day, and many of them were bird signs. The variety of the species and the intricate nature of the signs involved was, in Elaine’s words, “overwhelming to me sometimes.”

      Henwood said that to Rolling Thunder everything that happened during the day was filled with meaning. He saw no firm barrier between the physical and spiritual worlds, or between what we call science and what the Native Americans call sacred knowledge, except that the Native view is more expansive and explains more of what we experience during our lives here on Earth.

      U.S. law recognizes aspects of Native American spirituality as religion and has placed that religion under the protection of the Freedom of Religion acts.†1 This brings up an interesting point. If birds are an essential part of Native American religion and in fact sacred to that faith, how do we leave unchallenged the destruction of bird habitats across the continent—not to mention the birds themselves—without protest?

      If prayer, communication with the Divine in a ritualized format, constitutes the heart of a religion, and Native Americans pray to the Creator and other divine beings, believing as they pray that a bird may come and give them their answer, then isn’t it true that anything that harms that bird or causes it to change its course or even its behavior (as they generally communicate nonverbally) is an obstruction to religious freedom? Some Native Americans, as we shall see, believe that the primary function of birds within ritual practice is to either come as messengers in response to prayer, or to materialize before them for the same purpose. Shouldn’t there, at the very least, be areas created where no technological threats to birds would be found for miles around, areas where Native Americans can pursue religious fulfillment in safety? It sounds easy, but it is now harder than you would think.

      Certain Cheyenne paintings show how prayers caused living birds to manifest as expressions of higher powers and cosmic forces invited into the ceremony. How can anyone believe such a thing? John the Baptist understood that the white dove that appeared over Jesus’s head as the two met at the Jordan River was a materialization of the Holy Spirit in bird form and was therefore the sign that Jesus was the Messiah, the leader of the Jewish people. It was John’s recognition of this bird sign that led many people in that time and place to almost immediately accept Jesus as a great teacher.*4 The Sermon on the Mount that followed attracted a great multitude, and yet it was Jesus’s first great lecture. How did that happen? Because of the bird!

      Today, the distance between bird and human, not to mention that between spirit and society, is widening. Nissequogue Raymundo Rodriguez says we have forgotten how to become birds and other animals. We have forgotten how to dance hawk, dance crane, dance mouse. He told of a man who would attach feathers to his hat and jacket and dance like a crane in front of actual cranes so that they would produce more eggs. He would bounce and weave and strut like a crane and must have gotten the steps right, because people claimed he could get his birds to lay more eggs than any others. “No animal or bird has a human totem. It’s we humans who look to them for our power,” he says, dramatically. “On the powwow circuit we have more and more social dances, but that’s so human. We used to dance birds and animals and become them. The first stage of shape-shifting is to dance the animal. You want a ‘power animal’? Go dance!”3

      When one says bird, the first thing people think of is cage, but by caging a bird we deprive the world, and ourselves, of its healing and its messages. It is mainly wild birds that have the freedom to live, move, and have their being as messengers of spirit. Caged birds don’t behave the same way, and yet that is how modern humans prefer their birds, locked up. I heard a story of a smart parrot that broke a splinter off a piece of wood in its cage, then picked the padlock on the cage with the splinter and broke free. The padlock was placed there because he had broken all the previous clips, locks, and handles that had kept him confined in the past.4 The reader will find many similar stories in the section about parrots. Birds don’t love being locked up any more than you or I would. They were born with wings so that they could fly.

      The problem modern people have with bird signs is that you can’t always turn them on and off like a radio. Sometimes one may go for months without seeing a bird sign. This can be frustrating, but it is probably a sign that everything is fine. One can’t pay a bird to deliver a message like a carnival card reader. They hold all the cards and have no need for money. Fasting, the making of offerings, and praying for a bird message from the Creator has worked well for shamanic healers for thousands of years, but few want to fast any more or wait for up to three days for an answer, and birds are getting scarce due to environmental hazards and loss of habitat.

      TEK, or Traditional Ecological Knowledge, and TIK, or Traditional Indigenous Knowledge, are terms that have made inroads into the scientific community these last five years due to the pioneering work of Robin W. Kimmerer, Ph.D., and others.*5 Traditional Bird Medicine (TBM) is an important part of that wisdom. Although not all the material in this book is scientific in every aspect, every aspect of it could prove useful from one or more academic perspectives sooner or later. The roots of sociology, theology, linguistics, musicology, and literature cannot be fully understood without understanding early human tendencies to mold society, song, and religious beliefs in accordance with bird behavior. There is a distinct possibility that Native American mound burials, for example, such as those at Fort Ancient in Ohio, were first built in imitation of birds. One woman swears that she observed a flock of blue jays create a mound burial out of leaves and sticks and other available debris to cover a fallen comrade lying on a public sidewalk. Debbie Bahune, my great aunt Helen’s granddaughter and former assistant, has seen a different kind of crow funeral: a large number of crows perched in the surrounding tree branches and circled around the corpse of one of their own, lying in the grass.5

      TBM is not intended to be a complete system for making all life decisions. To depend on Bird Medicine for decision making is to place yourself at the whim of a little character with very little brains but lots of cranial air space. This is not wise. Few if any Native Americans rely exclusively on bird signs. There are dozens of other types of signs that can stand in the gap: weather, clouds, animals, dreams, plants, trees, casting of stones, casting of cowrie shells, children, planets, patterns on buckskin, images in water, voices, visions, and on and on. Great sachems, or chiefs, relied mainly on information their scouts gathered and then used their own logic, convictions, sense of right and wrong, or gut instincts to make decisions. Oracular methods are helpful when conventional information is unavailable. A human can ask for a bird sign, but even after the tobacco (or cornmeal) offering is properly made, it is something that comes at the most unexpected moments and is not under most people’s control. Bird messages are almost always “out of the blue,” like the birds themselves. I present this information to readers so that when the realization strikes them that they have just received an urgent message from a bird, they will be well informed and better able to interpret the message. These warnings and news bulletins come from a very different world than ours, but they could some day save our lives and steer our futures toward a better pathway, a closer walk with the Great Spirit, in harmony with this garden of earthly delights we have been given.
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      BIRD ORIGINS AND EARLY INFLUENCES ON HUMANS

       

      
        
          
            Birds, the Real First Nations People
          
        

        In order to understand the importance of Bird Medicine, it is helpful to realize that birds were here, with their own complex societies and well-established languages, long before humans. This is taught in the wisdom tales of the teaching lodges across North America and by scientists dwelling in cavelike laboratories studying fossils. As early humans were learning how to behave during their earth walks through life, they had only to look up and copy what birds had been doing for millions of years. In fact, most human societies did, and then forgot. That is why Native shamanism has so internalized our relationship with birds that it is seldom spoken of.

        According to Gisela Kaplan:

        The first bird evolved in the Jurassic period, although most ancient bird species evolved later, in the Cretaceous period. Millions of years separate the appearance of the various species (Feduccia, 1996). For instance, the first known occurrence of some flightless birds, including species of game birds and waterfowl, may have been close to 100 million years ago,*6 separated from the appearance of parrots by about 10 million years. Owls evolved about 60 million years ago, about 30 to 50 million years earlier than songbirds. Songbirds and most other birds of prey were among the “newcomers,” appearing in the Tertiary period as recently as a mere 5 to 30 million years ago. Albatrosses, which are the largest seabirds on Earth, frigatebirds (with a wingspan of up to eight feet!), penguins, and petrels evolved earlier. Thus, when humans began to evolve about 4 million years ago, the air, the ground, and the waters were already occupied by winged and beaked species.6

        Songbirds have continued to diverge into widely differing subspecies until 2 million years ago, which suggests that they are one of the few creatures on Earth that evolved at the same time as Homo sapiens. They, too, are Johnny-come-latelies to this planet like ourselves. They are our siblings in time.

        The earliest known human habitation in what is now Alaska was in the Tanana River Valley: at the Swan Point, Broken Mammoth, and Mead sites archaeologists have found evidence that birds were butchered for food. At Broken Mammoth, we find dietary swan bone collagen dating back to 9500 BCE, denoting human occupation, but no human remains.7 They also hunted cranes and geese. According to Dr. Charles Holmes, affiliate research professor of anthropology at the University of Alaska and a senior archaeologist now working in the Tanana Valley, who first discovered the site in 1989, “There is evidence for hunting birds at the Swan Point site in Alaska that goes back to around 14,000 years ago (~12,200 radiocarbon years BP). Species include upland game birds (grouse or ptarmigan) and migratory waterfowl (ducks and geese).”8 In his article “The Beringian and Transitional Periods in Alaska: Technology of the East Beringian Tradition as Viewed from Swan Point,” Holmes writes:

        Despite poor organic preservation, it has been possible to identify a few specimens. Data suggest that people harvested upland game birds (grouse/ptarmigan) and waterfowl (ducks and geese) and may have hunted horse and mammoth. Evidence of the latter two species is based on teeth and tusk fragments. Two horse molars were found between hearth 1b and hearth 2, and one mammoth molar along with numerous molar plates were scattered along the west side of hearth 2. Antler fragments indicate that caribou, elk, or moose could have been hunted as well.9

        The oldest burial site in Alaska so far, discovered by Ben A. Potter in the summer of 2010 at the Upper Sun River Site above the Tanana River, is the 11,500-year-old cremation of a three-year-old in a house fire pit. Although bones of ptarmigan/grouse, passerine, and unknown types of birds were found in the pit, and although pieces of red ochre suggest burial rituals were performed, no evidence was found of mortuary bird rituals, per se.10

        Archaeologists have found sites that seem to be of similar antiquity all over the United States, including a ten-thousand-year-old site near Perry, Florida, so the question remains, “Where did Amerindians come from?” However, one can be sure that whenever Native Americans arrived (by boat or on foot) or were created by the hand of Great Mystery here in North America, birds were here first, and these early Native Americans must have known their habits and anatomies intimately.

        Scientists agree: most bird species predate Homo sapiens, and the Hopi stories corroborate this Western belief nicely but, typically, on a much more sweeping scale. In the story “The Beginning of Life,” as told by Katchongva (who lived until 1970), humans had already been living underground for countless generations but wanted to find a new way of life and a better place to live. They had heard thumping noises from above, and wanted to investigate. (Some say they were hearing deer on the surface.) Being more powerful than today’s humans, they created three birds, the kisa or hawk, the pavowkaya or swallow, and the mooch-nee, a type of mockingbird. As described in Hote Villa: Hopi Shrine of the Covenant; Microcosm of the World:

        They were each created at separate times by magic songs, tobacco smoke and prayers, from dirt and saliva, which was covered by a white cape (or ova). Each was welcomed respectfully and given instructions for his mission, should he succeed. The first two failed to reach the top side of the sky but the third one, Moochnee, came through the opening into this world.

        The new world was beautiful. The earth was green and in bloom. The bird observed all his instructions. His sense of wisdom guided him to the being he was instructed to seek. When he found him it was high noon, for the being, Maasauu, The Great Spirit [Guardian of the Great Spirit, as corrected by Dan Evehema, in this same source] was preparing for his noonday meal. Ears of corn lay beside the fire. He flew down and lit on top of his kisi (shady house) and sounded his arrival. Maasauu was not surprised by the visitor; for by his wisdom and sense of smell he already knew someone was coming. Respectfully, he welcomed him and invited him to sit down. The interview was brief and to the point. “Why are you here? Could it be important?” “Yes,” said Moochnee, “I was sent here by the underworld people. They wish to come to your land and live with you, for their ways have become corrupted. With your permission they wish to move here with you and start a new life. This is why I have come.” Maasauu replied bluntly, but with respect, “They may come.”

        With this message, the bird returned to the underworld. While he was gone the Kikmongwi and the leaders had continued to pray and wait for his successful return. Upon his return with the good news of the new world and Maasauu’s permission for them to come, they were overjoyed.11

        So as you see, the Hopi tales show us that without birds, we would not be here on the surface of our mother Earth at all. It is the birds that brought us permission to live here from the guardian of the Great Spirit. Without them we would still be in a cave beneath the earth, living in darkness.

        If humans and their seemingly benign inventions were to inadvertently wipe out all birds on Earth, it would be the first time in our history that any society was without birds; unimaginable to any of our ancestors. It would open a dark new chapter in history that could only lead to an unhappy ending. Both our inner and outer expressions of spirituality would be changed forever. If we ignore the “canaries in the coal mine” and destroy our environment, we, too, will have to live in environmentally controlled artificial pods beneath the earth. But will it be for the first time? The Hopi say this is our fourth and final chance.

      

      
        
          
            Birds and Burial Rites: Birds as Embodiments of the Soul
          
        

        We find that early human burials in the Levant (today’s Israel, Syria, Palestine, Lebanon), Cyprus, and in an early North American burial in Texas are united by a focus on birds that is strange to us, but logical given their close proximity to human activity and the sense of awe and wonder they still inspire. I have seen studies of several such burials, each about twelve thousand years old but thousands of miles apart, where a bird was placed in the mouth of the deceased for reasons that are no longer clear. It suggests to me that at the dawn of human civilization, a link was made between the flight of the soul or spirit and the flight of birds. Even today the Mi’kmaq say, “Och-tchi-tcha-cha-midj ma-djai dech” (my spirit goes somewhere else). The idea of the soul leaving the body and traveling far away to a loved one, to the Creator, or along the Milky Way are very old concepts within Native culture.

        In the book Birds with Human Souls: A Guide to Bird Symbolism, by Beryl Rowland, we can find some clues to answering this mystery. It seems that in European art there are many indications that souls are generally depicted as birds. In a painting of the martyrdom of St. Quintin, birds are shown coming out of the mouth of the martyr’s severed head as he is dying. In general, birds represent the human soul but never the body as a mammal might. The Bella Coola (a Northern Salishan tribe) see the soul as a bird enclosed in an egg at the nape of the neck. If the shell breaks, the soul will fly away and the man will die. Worldwide, the bird is seen as the embodiment of transcendence, which the shaman achieves often through trance. The author writes, “The shaman owes his power to the belief that he was able to leave his body and fly about the universe like a bird.”12

        The inhabitants of the West Indies in the Caribbean are quite familiar with the idea of spiritual flight and go to great lengths to make the human-avian connection. Eliade writes, “For instance, Laborde reported that the masters ‘also rub his (the neophyte’s) body with gum and cover it with feathers to make him able to fly and go to the house of the zemeen (spirits).’” Eliade notes that the birdlike costume and other symbols of magical flight are an integral part of Siberian, North American, and Indonesian shamanism.13

        As many societies believe the soul leaves through the mouth, it can be rightfully suggested that these ancient burials with a bird propped in the mouth of the deceased (or bird bones in mouth bones as we see now) were meant to ritually amplify the prayer that the person’s soul would not be trapped on Earth but would transcend to the highest realms.

        It is a natural comparison; a belief in winged angels dates back beyond the earliest known cuneiform writings from Sumeria, and wings are a feature that is exclusive to birds, bats, and insects—not humans. Over time, most societies became earthbound and materialistic and turned away from bird spirituality, with exceptions like St. Francis of Assisi and Leonard da Vinci, who, like the legendary Icarus, wanted wings to fly like a bird. But countless traditional Native Americans I have spoken to, and most modern shamans, continue to receive regular communications from “the other two-leggeds.”

      

      
        
          
            Why Are Birds Sacred to Native People?
          
        

        The Mohawk “Giving of Thanks Address” oratory contains a section thanking birds for existing. This is perhaps the most famous and most often-repeated speech in Native American culture. It is significant that birds merit an entire section to themselves. It is a beautiful statement and an important thank you to our feathered counterparts. Different versions can also be found in the late Chief Jake Swamp’s Giving Thanks children’s book and in a small book inspired by him and published by The Tree of Peace Society called Thanksgiving Address as well as in an unpublished version in Mohawk with direct translations (which I will refer to later in the book). In it is a prayer of thanks to the birds. In the translation by David Benedict and John Stokes, it reads: “We put our minds together as one and thank all the Birds who move and fly about over our heads. The Creator gave them beautiful songs. Each day they remind us to enjoy and appreciate life. The Eagle was chosen to be their leader. To all the Birds—from the smallest to the largest—we send our joyful greetings and thanks. Now our minds are one.”14 This prayer of thanks clearly indicates the importance of birds to Native Americans. That birds are sacred to Natives is a well-documented fact. But it is an altogether different thing to ask why. Why is a hard question. I presented this hard question to a number of traditional Native Americans to discover why living birds are sacred, and their answers were fascinating. They might even challenge your understanding of what the word sacred means.

        First I asked Betsy Stang, founder of The Wittenberg Center for Alternative Resources, coproducer of The Cry of the Earth: The Legacy of the First Nations Conference at the United Nations, and someone who has taken on the difficult task of helping traditional Native elders get their voices heard in the media, this question: Are birds an essential part of Native American spirituality? Her answer was quickly forthcoming: Absolutely!15

        I have received a similar answer from every elder, Native American, and scholar to whom I have posed the question. And yet no book has been written specifically on this subject. I hope to fill this gap by gathering wisdom from a wide variety of Native American and scholarly sources on the subject of human-bird interactions.

        Eugene Blackbear Sr., a noted Cheyenne arrow priest, says that many birds are sacred, including geese. “We respect our birds!” he says and adds, “People should respect nature, themselves, and their children.” He confirmed emphatically that living birds were sacred to the Cheyenne and that eagle feathers play a role in the restoring arrow ceremonies. He said that different nations from the East, West, and Great Plains have different traditions, but they respect each other, including each other’s bird traditions.16 According to Etaoqua, a Mohican woman, the Mohicans tend not to attribute as much special significance to the eagle as do most other nations but have an affinity to the hawk, which in a way serves to confirm what Blackbear has said: You can’t lump all Indians together.

        Therese Crowley, talk-show host and editor of The Alternative Press, recently wrote, “The Native Americans believe in animal medicine—that we are all extended kin, that creatures carry a message, and that Great Spirit speaks thru the creatures.”17 There are few generalizations that can be made about Native Americans, but I believe that Crowley has grabbed a good one and eaten it whole.

      

      
        
          
            The Earth Does Not Belong to Us
          
        

        Wampum Belt Carrier and former Grand Chief of the Algonquin (Mamawinini) Nation of Canada, William Commanda, and I worked together for fourteen years, and I learned a lot from him about birds and animals. He was not only a Wisdom Keeper for Algonquian-speaking people (which I will refer to in this book as the Algonkin-ode*7 [al-gon-kin-o-dey] or those of the Algonquin family of nations) of North America but was an environmental leader as well. To say he had a close relationship with birds is a bit of an understatement.†2 On October 30, 2005, Commanda received an honorary doctorate from the University of Ottawa. In his address at the ceremony presenting the degree, which I attended, he said the following:

        [A] deeper strength of my ancestors kept me alive and taught me to work for the two important things they believed in: First, absolute respect for mother earth and the waters, air and fire, and the animal teachers. Today, we see where our collective disrespect for mother earth has brought us—to the destruction of life as we have known it; today we worry daily about natural disasters, cancers and new diseases. My ancestors also taught that we were all related, and so we learned to treat everyone and everything on the earth with respect, generosity, and love—as a relative. As we moved away from those values, exploitation, hatred, violence, and crime poisoned our lives and destroyed our world.18

        One aspect of the Seven Fires prophecies teachings, as taught by Commanda, is that there are seven prayers that we need to keep continually on our lips as we strive to “light the Eighth Fire.” When Commanda spoke at The Cry of the Earth conference at the United Nations in 1993, he outlined these seven and spoke from his heart about the seven prayers.

        
          Seven Fires Prayers
        

        
          To save water from pollution
        

        
          To save the Mother Earth
        

        
          To save the trees and all living things
        

        
          To save the air that we breathe
        

        
          To save our children from destroying themselves with drugs and alcohol
        

        
          To save all things that live in the waters (fish, ducks, beavers, otters, etc.)
        

        
          To save all bird life (small and large)
        

        Here is the transcription of that seventh prayer, as recorded on film and set down on paper by Betsy Stang and Jim C. Davis of the Wittenberg Center of Bearsville, New York.*8

        
          To Save All Bird Life (Large and Small)
        

        
          We pray that our birds may still survive, for they too are suffering due to air pollution and earth damages of wood, berries, and other food supplies that they rely on to survive. The water pollution does not help matters any for our bird relations. They are being poisoned by these types of harm. We as people believe that when our bird relations are extinct, that all life will cease to exist.
        

      

      
        
          
            Bird Shamanism
          
        

        Most readers know of the importance of birds in Native American life only through old creation stories, myths, and legends. This is obviously a very important factor, as many of these creation stories are regarded as truth and may have actually happened or, at the very least, present a way of describing what actually happened in ancient times. There is hardly another creature that plays a more important role than the birds. They show up everywhere, in every nation’s creation stories. What is the significance of this?

        As Kenneth Cohen, author of Honoring the Medicine, wrote in a recent letter:

        Bird behavior plays a central role in the origin/creation stories of many tribes. The raven is linked with the sun among the Tlingit of Alaska. The eagle teaches early humans how to survive among tribes as diverse as the Hopi and the Ojibwe. The Innu, an Algonquian people closely related to the Micmaq, Passamaquody, and Cree, revere Canada geese because, in the Cree’s creation story, they helped bring the warmth of the South. Geese migrating south to north mean that the snows are melting and it is time to hunt again. When they return south, it is time to store goods for winter. And at the end of a prayer, or in closing a ceremony, instead of saying “Amen,” Innu will sometimes exclaim “Ho ho ho Eshqua.” Eshqua is Innu for goose.19

        Among the Kickapoo, migratory birds are called Indian birds and are not killed because it is thought that they spend time during their absence in the heavenly regions with Kitzihiat. Apparently, the western scientific notion that some birds fly north in the summer and south in the winter while others stay all year-round is puzzling to the Kickapoo of Mexico. They prefer to believe that some birds can shift to another dimension, while others cannot, just like humans, in accordance with their belief system.20

        In Shaman’s Doorway, Stephen Larsen writes, “One of the earliest shamanic trances we know of is found in a deep crypt at Les Trois Frères, a Paleolithic site in France. Here lies a Paleolithic shaman in trance, next to him his staff surmounted by a bird, signifying the flight of the spirit. Poles with birds on them are found in many primitive settings. The totem pole or ritual pole in the shaman’s tent indicates this vertical arrangement of universes of the spirit world that may be reached from this one.”21 *9

        An Anishinabi healer, Manitou Ikwe, who worked closely with William Commanda, once told me, “I always pay attention to birds; they are attuned to spiritual energies, they are our messengers. They don’t always give the message the same way, it depends on your relationship with them. Repeated behavior is usually significant. They aren’t possessed but a spirit can enter a bird for a time being and then leave. Significant birds have appeared inside apartments where no windows are open, also butterflies.”22

        Bird Medicine is a worldwide tradition that finds its most beautiful and sincere expression in Native American culture. Still free of formalism and formulas, without pomp or platitudes, this tradition continues today within Native American culture as a joyous, spontaneous exploration of the bond connecting what we call nature, what we call God, and what we call ourselves. In fact it is the place where the three merge and become one force, one spirit. It is one area of earthly physical reality that is still completely untamed and unharnessed and blissfully unfathomable to the human mind. Bird Medicine, whether it happens in New York City or in the Grand Canyon, is as much a “wild frontier” today as it was in the 1670s when Nicholas Perrot observed with wonder the surprising Bird Medicine practices of the Miami at what is now Green Bay, Wisconsin, on the eve of battle.*10

        As long as we don’t kill the messengers by destroying their habitats, we should be able to rely on receiving these messages from beyond the blue horizon for eons to come. But perhaps that is asking for a miracle beyond what even birds can offer.
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          PART 2
        

        THE FOUR GATEKEEPERS

      

    

  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

      THE BIRDS OF THE FOUR DIRECTIONS

      In the larger Medicine Wheel of all the animals, all the birds are in the South, presided over by a grandfather and grandmother eagle.*11 They are associated in that wheel with the element of air and the quality of wisdom, or “thinking big thoughts” (un-kee-das-see-wach’n in Mi’kmaq), which they and their feathers embody. Fire is to the East, water to the West, and earth to the North. But air is to the South of that wheel. The air element is associated not only with wisdom, but with thought, speech, and communication in general. Birds embody these powers. It is the direction of messengers, and to the Mi’kmaq, most birds arrive from the South in the springtime, bringing messages for the coming year. So there are wheels in each of the four directions of the larger one, and perhaps others we don’t know about.

      According to Robert Young Eagle, an elder member of the Setalcott Nation of Setauket, New York, one of the thirteen Matouac nations of Long Island, there are four sacred birds that are associated among his people with the four cardinal directions of the Medicine Wheel. These are eagle, hawk, crow, and owl. The eagle is in the North, the hawk is in the East, the raven (or crow) is in the South, and the owl is in the West. According to this teaching, these four powerful gatekeepers look after the other birds.1

      First is the eagle. It ranges far to the north, to the Arctic Circle and beyond. It migrates from that direction, and not others. Southern eagles do not migrate. The eagle is perched on top of the wheel, as he flies the highest. He is associated with the ancestors, who are also in the north. For all of these reasons, the eagle sits in the North of the wheel of master birds.

      The hawk is most sacred to the people of the Atlantic coast, where in many places it is more important than the eagle. The golden eagle is rarely seen in the eastern United States. It visits these regions around the first week of November as it flies south from Canada.*12 The direction of the East is associated with the color red, because the sun is most red when it is rising over the ocean, and this can only be seen on the eastern shore. Red ochre burial rituals were mostly performed in the easternmost arms of the land as they stretch toward the dawn. Therefore, the red-tailed hawk is sacred to the people of Long Island and the people of the East in general because of its red feathers.2 The Mi’kmaq, who are eastern doorkeepers, pray to the East to learn of their mission in life and receive their instructions, and so it is said they look to the red-tailed hawk and ask, “Where is my life going?” Then they watch to see which direction this majestic hawk is going. (See color insert, plates 5 and 6.)

      The raven or crow is the storyteller, the communicator, and the shape-shifter, who transits between the upper and lower worlds of existence. It sees our dark side, our shadow self, but also seeks the light for itself and others. Therefore, raven is in the South.

      The owl, or night eagle, is the messenger between the dead and the living, and the West is the direction in which the dead travel on their journey to the spirit world. (See color insert, plate 27.) It is where the sun, moon, and stars go to die. The Delaware (including Munsee and Unami) who lived on the plains after being forced from their homes in New Jersey and New York, would tell stories and sing songs about “riding off into the sunset.” The song “I Ride an Old Paint,” which implores us to “tie my bones to my saddle, turn our faces to the west,” is about a Native American horseback burial ritual where the horse carries the dying person westward toward the spirit world (not so much fun for the horse). (See my book Native New Yorkers: The Legacy of the Algonquin People of New York for more detail.) The owl, as mentioned elsewhere, is the guardian of the portals of the underworld. Therefore, the owl is in the West.

      The four gatekeepers, the eagle, hawk, raven, and owl, are not the only birds to which Natives look for signs by any means, but they are all strong birds and can be our protectors in various ways. For this reason, I will present these birds first, before moving on to other birds and their stories.

      The following Anishinabi story, “Broken Wing,” is no longer in its original form, but it gives us at least evidence that ancient North Americans saw the eagle, hawk, owl, and crow (or raven) as being closely related to each other and explains what their relationship might have been. Certainly, the idea of the eagle as a selfless older brother and teacher to the hawk is a timeless teaching, and depicting the owl as a worthy and respected adversary is right on target. We don’t know who the two species who migrated South are, but typically they would have been actual migrant birds. Only eagles that live in the North migrate and only if they run out of food. I took the liberty to make the migrants Heron and Loon, to include them in the story. I have also asked Crow into the story as one of those who stayed north to take care of Gray Eagle.*13

      
        
          
            Broken Wing
          
        

        There were six young birds living in a nest, all but one of whom was unable to fly. It so happened that both the parents were shot by hunters on the same day. The young waited impatiently for their parents’ return, but when night came, they realized they were now orphans and without food. Meeje-geeg-wona, or the gray eagle, the eldest and the only one whose feathers
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