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    This single-author collection presents George Bird Grinnell’s retelling of Blackfeet oral narratives as a coherent whole. Rather than isolating famous episodes, it assembles stories that move from beginnings and culture-hero exploits to the origins of ceremonies, the character of communal societies, and encounters among people, animals, and spirit beings. Its purpose is twofold: to preserve a record of traditional knowledge shared with Grinnell and to offer readers a dignified way into a living narrative world. Read together, these pieces disclose patterns and values that are less visible in isolation, revealing a sustained conversation about conduct, belonging, and the sources of power.

The texts gathered here comprise traditional narratives and culturally grounded explanations rather than invented fiction. Readers encounter creation accounts, hero cycles, Old Man episodes, visionary dreams, and etiological tales that explain features of landscape, animals, and custom. Alongside these are origin narratives for medicines, pipes, and lodges, and concise descriptions of societies that ordered public life. Animal stories sit beside accounts of journeys among ghosts; domestic scenes are juxtaposed with recollections of ceremonial obligation. Together they form a hybrid corpus at the intersection of oral literature and ethnographic documentation, rendered in accessible, compact prose attentive to action, setting, and consequence.

Across disparate settings, shared themes bind the work. Kinship with the land and other-than-human beings structures conduct; reciprocity yields protection and food, while disrespect brings loss or danger. Courage and prudence are valued alongside cunning, patience, and self-restraint. Dreams and visions authorize action, connecting individuals to powers expressed through stones, pipes, and songs. Transformation—of bodies, fortunes, and relations—recurs, as do journeys that test loyalty and resourcefulness. Communal institutions, especially warrior and age-grade societies, appear as frameworks for teaching, discipline, and mutual aid. Humor frequently shadows instruction, and the marvelous enters daily life without rupture, underscoring a unified moral cosmos.

Grinnell’s retellings favor clarity and momentum, reflecting the cadence of speaking. Episodes proceed through concrete actions and parallel structures that aid memory and give the stories their distinctive swing. Characters often stand as recognizable types—Old Man, the culture hero, the foolish braggart, the attentive child—so that emphasis falls on deed and consequence rather than psychological exposition. Descriptions are spare yet vivid, attentive to weather, season, and the look of animals or objects of power. The prose offers minimal authorial intrusion, allowing the storyteller’s logic to guide sequence, repetition to create emphasis, and understatement to deepen wonder.

Taken together, these works remain significant as a durable record of Blackfeet narrative knowledge during a period when such traditions were under heavy pressure. They make accessible a worldview in which ethics, environment, and ceremony are inseparable, and they have long served as an entry point for readers seeking to understand Blackfeet thought through its own stories. At the same time, the collection bears the imprint of an outside compiler. Reading it today benefits from awareness of that mediation and from engagement with contemporary Blackfeet voices, which can complement, correct, and recontextualize the materials preserved here.

Approached as a whole, the collection invites slow, respectful reading. Attend to the protocols embodied in small acts—gifts, songs, names, offerings—and to how agency is distributed among animals, weather, stones, and humans. Notice how accounts of societies and lodges converse with the narrative pieces, anchoring virtues such as generosity, endurance, and restraint in communal practice. The sequence can be read straight through or thematically, but either way the cumulative effect matters: motifs echo, lessons mature, and humor balances gravity. Rather than extracting single morals, let patterns emerge across tales; they illuminate obligations that bind people to each other and to place.

Ultimately, the collection offers an integrated mosaic of instruction and delight, shaped by voices whose authority stems from memory, experience, and relation. Its stories do more than entertain; they rehearse responsibilities, transmit practical knowledge, and model resilience in a demanding homeland. Presented together, they affirm continuity amid change and invite readers to listen for the rhythm of a narrative tradition that remains vital. Entering this world with care yields more than information: it opens a way of attending—the habit of seeing that power and consequence reside in ordinary choices, and that the sacred often travels in familiar, well-worn paths.
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    George Bird Grinnell (1849–1938) combined roles as naturalist, editor, conservationist, and ethnographer during a career that spanned the transformative decades of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Educated at Yale, he edited Forest and Stream from 1876 to 1911, a platform he used to advocate for wildlife protection and to publish on Indigenous life. His first major Blackfeet volume, Blackfoot Lodge Tales (1892), preceded Blackfeet Indian Stories (1913), which gathered narratives he recorded chiefly between the 1880s and 1910s. Written amid the rise of American anthropology and the Bureau of American Ethnology (founded 1879), the collection exemplifies salvage ethnography, preserving oral traditions from elders whose early lives predated the reservation era.

The Blackfeet Confederacy—Siksiká (Blackfoot), Kainai (Blood), and Piikáni (Peigan, including the Amskapi Piikani in Montana)—inhabited the northern Plains between the North Saskatchewan and Missouri Rivers. Their stories are anchored in places such as the Marias, Milk, and Belly Rivers, the Two Medicine country, St. Mary and Cut Bank Creeks, and Chief Mountain along the Lewis Range. The 1855 Stevens or Lame Bull Treaty and subsequent agreements culminated in the 1888 Blackfeet Agreement and the 1895 cession of the mountain front, later part of Glacier National Park. These political and geographic shifts frame the landscape cosmology visible across the collection’s creation accounts, society narratives, and hero cycles.

Grinnell documented Blackfeet narrative worlds just as the bison economy collapsed. Commercial slaughter on the northern Plains in the 1870s and early 1880s, coupled with cross-border trade routes to Fort Benton and beyond, ended in near-extirpation by 1889 and the Starvation Winter of 1883–84 on the Montana reservation. The persistence of bundle rites, hunting societies, and propitiatory devices like the buffalo stone resounds more urgently when read against this crisis. Grinnell allied with William Temple Hornaday and Theodore Roosevelt to found the American Bison Society in 1905, backing refuges such as the National Bison Range (1908) in Montana—conservation milestones that parallel the symbolic centrality of buffalo in the tales.

The collection’s accounts of the Thunder Pipe, the Medicine Lodge (Sun Dance), and the All Comrades and Bulls societies register ceremonial life at a moment of state suppression. The 1883 Code of Indian Offenses and late-1880s policies by U.S. Indian agents curtailed dances and public rites on reservations; in Canada, officials tightened restrictions by the mid-1890s. Despite these pressures, Blackfeet ritual knowledge—transmitted through sacred bundles, vow ceremonies, and society mentorship—continued, informing the stories’ emphasis on ethical reciprocity, vows, and consequences. Grinnell’s descriptions align with broader Plains ethnography of the era while grounding practice in named places, seasons, and kin relations familiar to his narrators.

Blackfeet Indian Stories arose from fieldwork on the Blackfeet Reservation, headquartered at Browning, Montana after the 1890s, and from visits north into Alberta. Grinnell relied on bilingual intermediaries and long-term residents such as James Willard Schultz (Apikuni), whose ties among Amskapi Piikani families facilitated introductions to gifted storytellers. The orthography in titles like Kŭt-o-yĭs, the Blood Boy reflects late nineteenth-century attempts to approximate Blackfoot sounds in English print. Translation choices—rendering Napi as Old Man, or naming cosmological forces like Cold Maker—mirror contemporaneous practice of balancing intelligibility for national audiences with fidelity to Indigenous categories, a tension that shaped how mythic beings, society names, and place terms entered print.

Assimilation policies formed the everyday backdrop to the narratives’ collection. The Dawes Act (1887) and Blackfeet allotment processes in the first decade of the twentieth century fragmented communal landholding. Boarding schools, including Fort Shaw Indian Industrial School (opened 1892 near Great Falls) and the Carlisle Indian Industrial School (1879–1918) in Pennsylvania, drew Blackfeet youth away from home languages and ceremonial life. Jesuit missions such as Holy Family Mission near Browning (established in the 1880s) further transformed religious practice. Within this milieu, stories about leadership, gendered authority, illness and curing, and social discipline—including accounts of woman chiefs, healers, and society obligations—preserve ethical frameworks challenged by the reservation order.

Grinnell’s conservation politics intersected directly with Blackfeet homelands. After the 1895 Agreement ceded the eastern slope of the Rockies for $1.5 million, federal lobbying and Forest and Stream campaigns helped secure the region as the Lewis and Clark Forest Reserve and, in 1910, Glacier National Park, signed into law by President William Howard Taft. Features like Grinnell Glacier, Many Glacier, and Two Medicine entered national maps even as Blackfeet access was curtailed. The creation myths, hunting codes, and place-laden episodes in the collection—evoking Chief Mountain, St. Mary Lake, and the Marias—thus read alongside ongoing debates about reserved rights, resource use, and stewardship on the mountain front.

The book’s publication in 1913 placed it amid a burst of Plains ethnography by contemporaries such as Franz Boas, James Mooney, Clark Wissler, and D. C. Duvall, whose American Museum of Natural History work with the Blackfoot unfolded between 1901 and 1906, and just before Frances Densmore’s 1916 recordings of Blackfeet songs. Grinnell wrote for a Progressive Era readership attuned to conservation and reform, but he also preserved an older moral universe in which animals, weather powers, and society vows regulated conduct. As the Indian Reorganization Act (1934) introduced new political frameworks shortly before Grinnell’s death in 1938, his Blackfeet corpus remained a touchstone for cultural continuity and historical memory.
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    Two Fast Runners
Two exceptional runners—one human and one otherworldly—compete in a high-stakes chase that turns on cleverness as much as speed.
The Wolf Man
After living among wolves, a man returns with their ways and powers, unsettling his people and testing the boundary between human and animal.
Kŭt-o-yĭs´, the Blood Boy
A culture-hero born from clotted blood travels from camp to camp, righting wrongs and destroying monsters to restore balance.
The Dog and the Root Digger
A hungry dog bargains with a burrowing root-digger, and their trick-for-trick exchange becomes a lesson in wit and appetite.
The Camp of the Ghosts
A traveler stumbles into the spirit camp of the dead and learns otherworldly customs before finding his way back to life.
The Buffalo Stone
Tells how the iniskim—buffalo-calling stone—came to the people and enabled a starving camp to draw the herds within reach.
How the Thunder Pipe Came
Relates the vision and covenant by which the Thunder beings entrusted the sacred Thunder Pipe and its ceremony to the Blackfeet.
Cold Maker's Medicine
Explains how power over cold and storms was obtained and ritualized so the people could withstand or temper winter's severity.
The All Comrades Societies
Describes the origins, ranks, and duties of the All Comrades warrior societies that trained youths and enforced camp discipline.
The Bulls Society
Gives the founding story, regalia, and policing role of the Bulls society, noted for its strict rules and forceful authority.
The Other Societies
Surveys additional societies, outlining their initiation tales, taboos, songs, and communal responsibilities.
The First Medicine Lodge
An origin legend of the Medicine Lodge (Sun Dance), in which a vow to the Sun leads to instructions for the first ceremony.
The Buffalo-Painted Lodges
How families received buffalo-painted tipi designs from spirit beings, and the protections and obligations that came with them.
Mīka´pi—Red Old Man
A biography-like account of Mikapi, a famed healer who received Beaver medicine through visions and used it to cure and counsel his people.
Red Robe's Dream
A potent dream guides Red Robe's actions and foretells outcomes for his band, illustrating the authority of vision among the Blackfeet.
The Blackfeet Creation
Creation narrative in which Old Man (Napi) shapes the land and animals and establishes early laws and customs.
Old Man Stories (including: The Wonderful Bird; The Rabbits' Medicine; The Lost Elk Meat; The Rolling Rock; Bear and Bullberries; The Theft from the Sun; The Smart Woman Chief; Bobcat and Birch Tree; The Red-eyed Duck)
A cycle of trickster and origin tales about Old Man and other beings; through pranks, misadventures, and contests with birds, animals, stones, and the Sun, the stories explain natural traits and caution against vanity, greed, and disrespect.
The Ancient Blackfeet
A concise ethnographic sketch of traditional Blackfeet life—camp organization, hunting and warfare, gender roles, lodges, and belief.
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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. They were not good women; they did not look after their home nor try to keep things comfortable there[1q]. 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 had been dug, and tearing down the rest of the earth, dragged out the poor man, who was now almost dead, for he had neither eaten nor drunk anything since he fell in the hole. They gave the man a kidney to eat, and when he was able to walk the big wolves took him to their home. Here there was a very old blind wolf who had great power and could do wonderful things. He cured the man and made his head and his hands look like those of a wolf. The rest of his body was not changed.

In those days the people used to make holes in the walls of the fence about the enclosure into which they led the buffalo. They set snares over these holes, and when wolves and other animals crept through them so as to get into the pen and feed on the meat they were caught by the neck and killed, and the people used their skins for clothing.

One night all the wolves went down to the pen to get meat, and when they had come close to it, the man-wolf said to his brothers, "Stop here for a little while and I will go down and fix the places so that you will not be caught." He went down to the pen and sprung all the snares, and then went back and called the wolves and the others—the coyotes, badgers, and kit-foxes—and they all went into the pen
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