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FOREWORD by James E. Billie

When the Creator, the Grandfather of all things, had finished creating the earth, there were many things he wanted to put there. Birds, animals, reptiles, insects, many different living things.

The Creator did have certain favorite animals. He particularly liked the Panther, Coo-wah-chobee — crawls on four legs, close to the ground. The Panther would sit beside the Creator and He would pet the Panther, over and over, across its long, soft, furry back.

The Creator made sure that certain animals and plants possessed unique healing powers. When the Creator touches certain things longer than normal, His powers automatically go into what He touches. He told the Panther, “When everything is complete, I would like for you to be first to walk on the earth. You are majestic and beautiful. You have patience and strength. There is something special about you. You are the perfect one to walk the earth first.”

Creator went to work making all sorts of animals and birds. Animals on all fours, animals with hooves, animals with paws, birds with claws, insects, reptiles — why, there was nothing the Creator left out.

When the earth was ready, Creator put all the animals in a large shell. Or something round. He set it along the backbone of the earth — the real high mountains. “When the timing is right,” He told the animals, “the shell will open and you will all crawl out. Someone or something will crack the shell and you must all take your respective places on the face of the earth.” The Creator then sealed up the shell and left, hoping the Panther would be first to come out.

Time went along, and nothing happened. Alongside the shell stood a great tree. As time passed, the tree grew so large that its roots started encircling the shell. Eventually a root cracked the shell. The Panther was patient, which the Creator liked. But, at this particular time, Panther was too patient. The Wind started circling around the crack in the shell, round and round the inside, so vigorously that the crack was made larger.

The Wind, however, remembered that the Creator wished for the Panther to be on earth first. “We will fulfill the Creator’s wishes,” said the Wind, reaching down to help the Panther take its place on earth.

The Wind was everywhere. The Wind was the air we breathe. After Wind helped the Panther out first, the Panther thanked Wind for the honor.

Next to crawl out was the Bird. The Bird had picked and picked around the hole, and, when the time was right, stepped outside the shell. Bird took flight immediately.

After that, other animals emerged in different sequences. Bear, Deer, Snake, Frog, Otter. There were thousands of others, so many that no one besides the Creator could even begin to count them all. All went out to seek their proper places on the earth.

Meanwhile, as the Bird was flying around looking for a place to live on earth, the Creator was watching. He watched each animal and did not intervene, but left the animals on their own. The Creator often allows things to happen along their own sequences. Sometimes a thing must happen on its own merits.

When the Creator saw that all was done, He decided to name the animals and put them in clans.

For being such a good companion, the Creator rewarded the Panther with special qualities: “Your clan will have the knowledge for making laws and for making the medicine which heals,” Creator told Panther. “You, the Panther, will be in possession of all knowledge of different herbs. The Panther will have the power to heal different ailments and to enhance mental powers.”

Creator believed the actions of the Wind were very honorable and noble, so He told the Wind: “You will serve all living things so they may breathe. Without the wind — or air — all will die.

“From this day forth, Wind will be brother to the Panther and all living things. When the Panther is making official medicine, the Wind must be there, beside the Panther, no more than a few paces away from the Panther at all times.”

The Bird, for being able to take flight, will be ruler of the earth, said the Creator: “The Bird will make sure that all things are put in their proper places on earth.”


So this is how the beginning was made. Some call it the Creation. Though there were many, many animals put on this earth by the Creator, all came to know their proper places on earth.

Today, among the Seminoles and other Indian people, there are ceremonies on the occasion of the greening of the earth. At these ceremonies, you can see the Panther, with brother Wind, mixing the medicines for all people to use.

If you enter the festival grounds and don’t know your place, you seek out the head of the Bird clan — usually a man ranked high within the clan — and you ask where to make your camp. He will ask you “What is your clan?” If you say “Panther,” he will give you a direction and instruct you to seek out the head of the Panther clan and he will tell you exactly where to sleep.

Stories such as the Creation and many other legends do have important meanings to us. Sometimes, however, interpreting the legend may confuse us. Seminoles, Miccosukees, Creeks, Cherokees, Choctaws, and many other tribes tell tales of Creation. These stories may parallel but are rarely told in exactly the same manner from tribe to tribe. For good reason — they all live in different locations on the earth and that has much to do with the way the stories are told.

Dr. Betty Mae Jumper comes from the Muscogee of Creek origins and also speaks the Miccosukee language. As a child, she learned the Muscogee versions and her legends, while parallel, may differ slightly from the Miccosukee versions.

The recipient of a legend must do his or her best to retell the story as close to the original version as possible. It is a great responsibility and for this reason, the best storytellers are greatly respected among those in the tribe.

We retell the same great stories over and over and over and over, just as we have been doing since the Creation. Today, however, we have the privilege of writing, recording, and videotaping. This may eliminate the continuous human retelling, but, at the same time, there is no misinterpretation. Each word is exactly preserved. In this way, we can enjoy the original version told by the storyteller.

I’ve had the special privilege to hear, with my own ears, these legends and stories from Betty Mae Jumper’s own mouth. I hope I will be lucky enough to hear more, even the same legends, over and over again. I never get tired of them.

James E. Billie, Chairman
Seminole Tribe of Florida
Chokoloskee
March 1994
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INTRODUCTION by Peter B. Gallagher

ABOUT THE LEGENDS

The office of the Storyteller can be found inside an old, low-slung duplex just beyond the right-field fence of the Seminole Indian ballfield. Betty Mae Jumper’s office window, lined with steel bars, looks out over a tall chain-link fence near the southern edge of the tribe’s urban Hollywood reservation.

From this vantage point, the Storyteller can watch a yawning world crawling through time. Amid distant sounds of traffic and children, lazy brown mongrels lie next to mobile home trailers, mockingbirds flutter about the water oaks, and obstinate crows squawk at tomcats sulking in the shade of the unkempt hedgerows.

The dogs outside Betty Mae’s window walk on all four legs. The crows are black. And neither mockingbird nor reservation cat have been known to speak in human voice. This may seem logical, but the world of the Seminole, as portrayed through Betty Mae Jumper’s stories, can easily spin into a strange and unpredictable dimension.

Take the Little People, for example. You can’t really see Little People, but they live in the holes of the oldest gnarled oak trees, Betty Mae says. Look close. Kind of squint your eyes and try to see them running all around the twisted wood. Don’t be scared of them, but don’t hassle them either. It’s not that Little People are specifically evil or anything, but they have certain ways of
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