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    This edition presents Blackfeet Indian Stories as a single-author collection by George Bird Grinnell, preserving the complete contents of his volume first published in 1913. Neither a novel nor a cycle of personal memoirs, it gathers short traditional narratives and concise cultural accounts that Grinnell recorded and retold from Blackfeet informants. Its purpose is documentary as well as literary: to transmit oral histories, myths, and teaching tales in accessible English while noting the cultural settings from which they come. Readers encounter a compendium of narrative forms that together sketch a living world of people, animals, powers, places, and practices.

In these pages, the genres are those of oral literature: creation accounts, hero tales, trickster episodes, animal stories, and etiological narratives that explain features of the world. Interspersed are brief ethnographic pieces that outline institutions and ceremonies, offering cultural context rather than personal reflection. The contents are not poems, letters, or diaries, and they do not function as a modern realist short-story cycle. They are retellings distilled from performances, shaped for an English-reading audience, with continuity supplied by shared cosmology, landscape, and custom. The result is a mosaic of lore that spans sacred origins, everyday conduct, and remembered history.

Several narratives foreground transformation, peril, and the obligations people owe to powers beyond themselves. Two Fast Runners begins with rival speed and its consequences. The Wolf Man introduces a boundary between human and animal worlds crossed at cost. Kŭt-o-yĭs´, the Blood Boy, opens with a miraculous birth and a resolve to set the land in order. The Dog and the Root Digger pairs companions whose meeting changes their fates. The Camp of the Ghosts and The Buffalo Stone start from encounters with spirit and sacred object, inviting reflection on how gifts are received, carried, and tended within community.

Other pieces dwell in the quicksilver realm of the trickster and the cautionary. Old Man Stories assemble episodes about Napi, whose mischief, blunders, and inventions test the edges of propriety and survival without fixing into a single moral. The Wonderful Bird, The Rabbits' Medicine, The Lost Elk Meat, The Rolling Rock, Bear and Bullberries, and The Red-eyed Duck begin from simple predicaments that bend toward instruction through irony, reversal, or surprise. In these, humor is inseparable from teaching, and the landscape itself participates as agent, witness, and judge, displaying a narrative ethic attentive to consequence and balance.

Grinnell also includes accounts that sketch social and ceremonial structures. The All Comrades Societies, The Bulls Society, and The Other Societies outline organized associations, their purposes, and expectations of members. The First Medicine Lodge and How the Thunder Pipe Came present beginnings of major rites, while Buffalo-Painted Lodges attends to the design and meaning of sacred tipis. These texts are narrative in impulse yet descriptive in effect, situating stories within practices that sustained Blackfeet life. Their presence underscores the volume’s dual character: an anthology of tales and a concise ethnographic record shaped by field observation and community testimony.

Stylistically, the collection favors unadorned diction, direct sequencing, and spare dialogue that keep attention on action and image. Grinnell’s retellings seek to echo the cadence of storytelling, often through repeated motifs and balanced episodes. His orthography preserves period spellings and marks, as in Kŭt-o-yĭs´, reflecting sounds he aimed to represent. The result aligns with his broader work on the Plains, including Blackfoot Lodge Tales, and with his training as a naturalist attentive to detail. What emerges is not an authorial showcase but a conduit: a consistent, respectful voice that gives precedence to inherited plots, ritual knowledge, and remembered places.

The continued significance of Blackfeet Indian Stories rests in its preservation of narratives that remain central to Blackfeet identity, while also exemplifying an early twentieth-century record made by a non-Blackfeet observer. Its language, spellings, and classifications reflect that historical moment and its constraints, yet the stories themselves carry enduring insight into kinship, reciprocity, and the sacred character of land and beings. Read together, pieces such as Mīka´pi—Red Old Man, Red Robe's Dream, The Blackfeet Creation, The Smart Woman Chief, Bobcat and Birch Tree, and The Ancient Blackfeet reveal a coherent moral universe whose relevance has not diminished.
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    Blackfeet Indian Stories emerged from a period when the Blackfoot Confederacy’s world was being reshaped by treaty-making, borders, and containment on reservations. The Amskapi Piikuni (South Piegan) in Montana, alongside their Siksika, Kainai, and Piikani relatives in Alberta, navigated new realities after the 1855 Lame Bull Treaty, the 1877 Canadian Treaty 7, and subsequent U.S. agreements in 1888 and 1895 that reduced their homelands. These shifts, centered around the Upper Missouri and eastern slopes of the Rockies, frame narratives about creation, sacred bundles, and warrior societies, recalling a mobile buffalo-hunting life that persisted in memory even as settlement and agencies pressed in.

The near-extinction of the buffalo in the 1870s and early 1880s undercut Blackfeet economy and ceremony. Market hunters, railroad access, and U.S. military strategy converged so that by 1883 the great herds were gone, triggering the "Starvation Winter" of 1883–1884 on the Montana reservation. Stories that evoke stones calling buffalo, painted lodges, or the ritual authority of bull societies speak to remembered strategies for securing animal power when game remained plentiful. Their elegiac tone reflects a generation forced from communal hunts to government rations and cattle, and illuminates why accounts of medicine, dreams, and luck occupy such central narrative space.

Federal policy reshaped religious life just as Grinnell collected these narratives. The 1883 Code of Indian Offenses empowered agents to punish the Sun Dance and medicine bundle rites across the Plains, and Blackfeet ceremonies often persisted discreetly into the early twentieth century. Against this backdrop, tales of the Thunder Pipe, the First Medicine Lodge, and the tightly organized All Comrades Societies function as cultural testimony. They show how authority, reciprocity, and curing power were legitimated before agents, missionaries, and police curtailed public rites. The stories’ attention to oaths, transfers, and song origins mirrors a community safeguarding knowledge under surveillance.

George Bird Grinnell (1849–1938), a Yale-trained naturalist and editor of Forest and Stream beginning in 1876, combined conservation campaigning with fieldwork among Plains peoples. He rode as a naturalist on Custer’s 1874 Black Hills Expedition, then returned repeatedly to the northern Rockies, first visiting Blackfeet country in the mid-1880s with guide and author James Willard Schultz. His earlier Blackfoot Lodge Tales (1892) and later Blackfeet Indian Stories (1915) draw on elders’ accounts gathered through interpreters over decades. Grinnell’s proximity to policy debates and wilderness advocacy shaped his conviction that oral traditions merited preservation for both public education and Indigenous continuity.

Land and image politics also framed the collection’s reception. The Blackfeet ceded the high mountain front to the United States in an 1895 agreement, reserving use rights, and Congress created Glacier National Park in 1910. Grinnell promoted the park and broader wildlife protection through the Boone and Crockett Club he co-founded with Theodore Roosevelt in 1887. At the same time, the Great Northern Railway marketed Glacier with staged Blackfeet pageantry, translating sacred geographies into tourist spectacle. Readers encountered these stories as windows onto a landscape newly branded "pristine," even as its Indigenous ceremonial and economic ties remained contested and negotiated.

The tales reach back to a pre-reservation, cross-border world when horse culture, intertribal warfare, and diplomacy structured life across the northern Plains. Before the 49th parallel hardened daily movement, Blackfoot bands traveled freely between what became Montana and Alberta, trading, raiding, and conducting seasonal rounds. Canadian Treaty 7 in 1877 and parallel U.S. policies reoriented that mobility toward agency centers and police posts. Stories of fast runners, lost meat, and trickster bargains preserve the logic of that older economy—courage, generosity, and vision—while registering the dislocations that followed when boundaries, passes, and customs stations narrowed the country of kinship.

The collection reflects turn-of-the-century ethnographic practice. After the Bureau of American Ethnology formed in 1879, scholars and collectors raced to document oral traditions they believed were endangered. Grinnell’s method favored accessible English retellings over technical phonetic transcription, aligning with popular natural history writing and Progressive Era pedagogy. He occasionally named storytellers but more often presented pan-tribal composites, a choice that broadened readership while smoothing dialect and context. Contemporary audiences praised the "authenticity" of these narratives, yet the framing shows editorial hand and Victorian moral sensibility, distinguishing his approach from contemporaries like Franz Boas or Frances Densmore’s musical documentation.

Reservation transformations supply the volume’s subtext. The Dawes Act of 1887, federal boarding schools such as the Holy Family Mission (established 1886 near Two Medicine), and missionary campaigns recast family life, gender roles, and child training. Published in 1915, the book arrives as Blackfeet leaders negotiated cattle leases, allotments, and wage labor while maintaining bundles and story cycles at home. Figures like Old Man (Napi), woman chiefs, and bird helpers transmit ethical guidance adaptable to upheaval. By compressing these contexts into compact narratives, Grinnell preserved a repertoire that affirmed continuity amid coercive policy, ensuring later readers could meet living voices, not ruins.
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    Cosmogony and Old Man Cycle
The Blackfeet Creation, Old Man Stories, and The Theft from the Sun trace how the world and its rules emerge through a creator‑trickster’s interventions and daring acquisitions. Told with wry economy, these pieces balance humor and gravity to frame the moral boundaries between humans, animals, and the powers above.
They emphasize world‑making, naming, and the costs of cleverness, leaving causes clear while outcomes remain suggestive. The tone is instructive but playful, pointing readers to consequences rather than detailing them.
Ceremonial Origins and Sacred Objects
The Buffalo Stone, How the Thunder Pipe Came, Cold Maker's Medicine, The First Medicine Lodge, The Buffalo‑Painted Lodges, and The Rabbits' Medicine explain how sacred objects and ceremonies entered Blackfeet life through gifts, trials, and vows. Reverent and precise, they link ritual practice to origin, obligation, and reciprocity with animal and weather powers.
Communal bonds, seasonal rhythms, and gendered responsibilities come forward as the sources of collective strength. The storytelling favors clear causality and understated awe, grounding myth in daily practice.
Warrior Societies and Communal Orders
The All Comrades Societies, The Bulls Society, and The Other Societies sketch the inner order of warrior and age‑grade groups that regulate camp life. Their tone is factual yet proud, outlining duties, taboos, and symbols that bind individuals to the community.
Songs, regalia, and sanctions serve as mnemonic anchors for belonging and restraint. These entries shift the collection into institutional memory, showing myth’s imprint on governance.
Vision, Dream, and Spirit Journeys
Mīka´pi—Red Old Man, Red Robe's Dream, and The Camp of the Ghosts follow seekers who cross into vision or spirit realms to secure power, guidance, or release. Quiet and deliberate, they foreground the costs of power and the discipline required to carry it well.
Dreams function as tests, credentials, and contracts with the unseen. The mood is liminal and introspective, with personal transformation tied to communal duty.
Contests, Hunts, and Cautionary Episodes
Two Fast Runners, The Lost Elk Meat, The Dog and the Root Digger, and The Rolling Rock deliver compact contests of speed, hunger, and hazard where wit can save or doom. Their energy is brisk and cautionary, turning mishaps into lessons about patience, attention, and respect for animated landscapes.
Recurring setups—races, hunts, and impulsive grabs—reveal how small choices trigger outsized consequences. Survival depends on reading signs and honoring limits more than on brute force.
Birds, Beasts, and Clever Turns
The Wonderful Bird, Bobcat and Birch Tree, Bear and Bullberries, and The Red‑eyed Duck present quick‑turn fables in which animals and plants outthink rivals or chastise folly. The tone tilts playful, but each twist encodes etiquette for sharing, restraint, and listening.
Cleverness here is social more than selfish, rewarding attentiveness to kin and habitat. Punchy reversals and vivid creature details carry the moral without overt preaching.
Transformation, Monsters, and Moral Order
The Wolf Man, Kŭt-o-yĭs´, the Blood Boy, and The Smart Woman Chief revolve around transformation and redress, as protagonists confront monsters, broken norms, or crises of leadership. Firmly plotted and stark, they restore balance by marrying courage to insight.
Metamorphosis marks ethical thresholds—cross them wrongly and you forfeit standing; cross them rightly and you heal the world. Justice arrives plainly but not cheaply, underscoring responsibility over mere strength.
The Ancient Blackfeet
The Ancient Blackfeet gathers a panoramic memory of lifeways, from camp order to values, to frame the stories within a living continuum. Measured and clarifying, it reads as cultural synthesis rather than episode.
It highlights continuity amid change, showing how law and courtesy are carried in narrative. The effect is elegiac without nostalgia, affirming resilience through remembrance.
Recurring Motifs and Style
Across the collection, oral‑cadence prose, clear causality, and respect for source tradition guide tales that move from cosmogony to camp life. Motifs recur—gifts from animals, vision‑tests, trickster lessons, and the founding of institutions—braiding personal ethics with communal survival.
The tonal range runs from mischievous to ceremonial, yet reciprocity with the seen and unseen remains the throughline. Compact episodes end with restrained moral clarity, inviting reflection over proclamation.
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    Cold Maker

  


  To the Reader


  Those who wish to know something about how the people lived who told these stories will find their ways of life described in the last chapter of this book.


  The Blackfeet were hunters, travelling from place to place on foot. They used implements of stone, wood, or bone, wore clothing made of skins, and lived in tents covered by hides. Dogs, their only tame animals, were used as beasts of burden to carry small packs and drag light loads.


  The stories here told come down to us from very ancient times. Grandfathers have told them to their grandchildren, and these again to their grandchildren, and so from mouth to mouth, through many generations, they have reached our time.
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Once, a long time ago, the antelope and the deer happened to meet on the prairie. They spoke together, giving each other the news, each telling what he had seen and done. After they had talked for a time the antelope told the deer how fast he could run, and the deer said that he could run fast too, and before long each began to say that he could run faster than the other. So they agreed that they would have a race to decide which could run the faster, and on this race they bet their galls. When they started, the antelope ran ahead of the deer from the very start and won the race and so took the deer's gall.

But the deer began to grumble and said, "Well, it is true that out here on the prairie you have beaten me, but this is not where I live. I only come out here once in a while to feed or to cross the prairie when I am going somewhere. It would be fairer if we had a race in the timber. That is my home, and there I can run faster than you. I am sure of it."

The antelope felt so glad and proud that he had beaten the deer in the race that he was sure that wherever they might run he could beat him, so he said, "All right, I will run you a race in the timber. I have beaten you out here on the flat and I can beat you there." On this race they bet their dew-claws.

They started and ran this race through the thick timber, among the bushes, and over fallen logs, and this time the antelope ran slowly, for he was afraid of hitting himself against the trees or of falling over the logs. You see, he was not used to this kind of travelling. So the deer easily beat him and took his dew-claws.

Since that time the deer has had no gall and the antelope no dew-claws.
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A long time ago there was a man who had two wives[1q]. They were not good women; they did not look after their home nor try to keep things comfortable there. If the man brought in plenty of buffalo cow skins they did not tan them well, and often when he came home at night, hungry and tired after his hunting, he had no food, for these women would be away from the lodge, visiting their relations and having a good time.

The man thought that if he moved away from the big camp and lived alone where there were no other people perhaps he might teach these women to become good; so he moved his lodge far off on the prairie and camped at the foot of a high butte.

Every evening about sundown the man used to climb up to the top of this butte and sit there and look all over the country to see where the buffalo were feeding and whether any enemies were moving about. On top of the hill there was a buffalo skull, on which he used to sit.

One day one of the women said to the other, "It is very lonely here; we have no one to talk with or to visit."

"Let us kill our husband," said the other: "then we can go back to our relations and have a good time."

Early next morning the man set out to hunt, and as soon as he was out of sight his wives went up on top of the butte where he used to sit. There they dug a deep hole and covered it over with light sticks and grass and earth, so that it looked like the other soil near by, and placed the buffalo skull on the sticks which covered the hole.

In the afternoon, as they watched for their returning husband, they saw him come over the hill loaded down with meat that he had killed. When he threw down his load outside the lodge, they hurried to cook something for him. After he had eaten he went up on the butte and sat down on the skull. The slender sticks broke and he fell into the hole. His wives were watching him, and when they saw him disappear, they took down the lodge and packed their dogs and set out to go to the main camp. As they drew near it, so that people could hear them, they began to cry and mourn.

Soon some people came to meet them and said, "What is this? Why are you mourning? Where is your husband?"

"Ah," they replied, "he is dead. Five days ago he went out to hunt and he did not come back. What shall we do? We have lost him who cared for us"; and they cried and mourned again.

Now, when the man fell into the pit he was hurt, for the hole was deep. After a time he tried to climb out, but he was so badly bruised that he could not do so. He sat there and waited, thinking that here he must surely die of hunger.

But travelling over the prairie was a wolf that climbed up on the butte and came to the hole and, looking in, saw the man and pitied him.

"Ah-h-w-o-o-o! Ah-h-w-o-o-o-o!" he howled, and when the other wolves heard him they all came running to see what was the matter. Following the big wolves came also many coyotes, badgers, and kit-foxes. They did not know what had happened, but they thought perhaps there was food here.

To the others the wolf said, "Here in this hole is what I have found. Here is a man who has fallen in. Let us dig him out and we will have him for our brother."

All the wolves thought that this talk was good, and they began to dig, and before very long they had dug a hole down almost to the bottom of the pit.

Then the wolf who had found the man said, "Hold on; wait a little; I want to say a few words." All the animals stopped digging and began to listen, and the wolf said, "We will all have this man for our brother; but I found him, and so I think he ought to live with us big wolves." All the others thought that this was good, and the wolf that had found the man went into the hole that
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