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    Blackfeet Indian Stories gathers a substantial group of prose pieces associated with George Bird Grinnell’s preservation and publication of traditional Blackfeet narratives and related ethnographic accounts. Rather than a novel or a unified story cycle in the modern sense, this collection brings together individual tales, origin accounts, medicine narratives, and descriptions of ceremonial and social institutions. Read together, these texts show the breadth of Grinnell’s effort to record Blackfeet tradition in print for a non-Indigenous reading public. The volume’s scope is therefore documentary as well as literary, presenting stories and cultural materials that Grinnell published from Blackfeet sources.

The contents represent several closely connected kinds of writing. Many pieces are traditional stories centered on culture heroes, animals, transformations, marvels, and adventures, including tales such as Two Fast Runners, The Wolf Man, Old Man Stories, and The Theft from the Sun. Alongside these stand creation narratives, accounts of dreams and medicine, and explanatory pieces concerning societies, lodges, and ceremonies, such as The First Medicine Lodge, The Buffalo-Painted Lodges, and The All Comrades Societies. The result is a mixed body of narrative prose in which folklore, mythology, oral tradition, and ethnographic description appear side by side.

This range makes the collection especially valuable for understanding how Grinnell’s work moved between storytelling and cultural documentation. Pieces like The Smart Woman Chief and Mīka´pi—Red Old Man preserve accounts connected with remembered persons, while others describe ceremonial origins or social organization. Stories of animals, supernatural visitations, and sacred objects coexist with texts that explain institutions such as the Bulls Society and the Other Societies. The collection thus does not present literature in a narrowly modern genre category; instead, it reflects a record of narrative traditions, beliefs, customs, and communal memory as Grinnell arranged them for publication in English.

A strong unity nevertheless links these varied texts. Across the collection, readers encounter recurring concern with the relationship between human beings, animals, the spirit world, and the land; with the origins of power, ritual, and communal obligations; and with acts of bravery, cunning, generosity, and error. The stories frequently explain how something came to be, why a practice matters, or what consequences follow from particular choices. Even when the tone shifts from humorous to solemn, the narratives share an interest in order, survival, kinship, and the transmission of knowledge. These common concerns give the collection coherence beyond its formal diversity.

Grinnell’s editorial and prose style is marked by directness, clarity, and an effort to present narratives in readable English while preserving their distinct identities as Blackfeet stories. The titles themselves signal the concentration on named figures, striking incidents, and culturally specific institutions. In many pieces, the language is plain and sequential, allowing actions, encounters, and ceremonial explanations to carry the narrative weight. That stylistic restraint is important to the collection’s character: these works are offered less as literary embellishment than as records of stories and practices that Grinnell considered important to preserve and circulate in written form.

The ongoing significance of Blackfeet Indian Stories lies partly in this preservational function. George Bird Grinnell occupies an important place in the publication of materials on the Blackfeet, and collections of this sort remain relevant to readers interested in the history of anthropology, folklore collection, Native North American narrative traditions, and the literary afterlives of oral storytelling in print. At the same time, the collection also reflects the conditions of its compilation and publication: these are Blackfeet stories mediated through a non-Native editor and author. Reading them today calls for attention both to what is preserved here and to the form in which it was transmitted.

As a whole, this collection is best approached as a concentrated introduction to the kinds of materials Grinnell made available under the broad designation of Blackfeet stories. It does not offer a single plot or a complete imaginative world invented by one novelist; instead, it assembles traditional narratives, cultural accounts, and explanatory prose into a representative body of work. For modern readers, its value rests in the interplay of mythic narrative, social memory, ceremonial knowledge, and ethnographic framing. That interplay gives Blackfeet Indian Stories its enduring importance as both a literary artifact and a historical document of publication, preservation, and interpretation.
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    George Bird Grinnell’s Blackfeet Indian Stories emerged from the late nineteenth-century encounter between an expanding United States and the Indigenous nations of the northern Plains. The tales were gathered chiefly from Blackfeet people in what is now Montana and the Canadian borderlands, homelands of the Siksika, Kainai, and Piegan branches of the Blackfoot Confederacy. During the decades after the Civil War, railroads, military campaigns, and settler migration transformed this region. Stories about Old Man, animal powers, warfare, and ritual therefore preserve a worldview formed before reservation confinement, while also reflecting the urgency of recording traditions amid rapid political and ecological upheaval.

A central historical force behind many pieces in the collection was the destruction of the buffalo economy in the 1870s and early 1880s. Commercial hide hunting, facilitated by new transportation networks and U.S. expansion, decimated the herds on which Blackfeet subsistence, trade, spirituality, and seasonal movement depended. Narratives such as The Buffalo Stone, The Buffalo-Painted Lodges, and The First Medicine Lodge become more legible against this collapse, because buffalo were not merely food but the basis of ceremonial life and social organization. Grinnell, who traveled the Plains as a naturalist, understood the disappearance of bison as both an ecological disaster and a cultural crisis shaping memory.

The 1870 Baker Massacre on the Marias River also forms part of the background to the world these stories recall. U.S. troops under Major Eugene Baker attacked a Piegan camp in Montana Territory, killing many people, most of them noncombatants. Although Grinnell’s collection is not a direct chronicle of that event, recurrent themes of camp vulnerability, warfare, ghosts, and disrupted kinship resonate with the insecurity that followed such violence. In the decades after the massacre, federal power over the Blackfeet increased sharply. Readers in Grinnell’s time often approached the stories as remnants of a threatened people, a frame shaped by these traumatic episodes.

Another key context was the reservation era inaugurated by the 1855 Lame Bull Treaty and deepened after the 1887 Dawes Act, even though allotment affected tribes unevenly. By the 1880s and 1890s, Blackfeet life was increasingly constrained to the Blackfeet Reservation in northern Montana, while Canadian Blackfoot communities faced parallel pressures north of the border. Agency control, ration dependence, mission activity, and schooling altered everyday practice and the transmission of oral tradition. In that setting, stories about societies, medicine bundles, and culture heroes recorded institutions whose authority had been challenged but not erased. Grinnell’s work reflects both salvage ethnography and genuine collaboration with knowledgeable Blackfeet narrators.

The collection also belongs to a period when anthropologists, reformers, and popular readers sought Indigenous oral literature as evidence of a supposedly vanishing past. Grinnell, born in 1849, was trained as a naturalist and became known for his work on Plains peoples and wildlife conservation. His extended visits to Blackfeet country from the 1880s onward, and his friendships with men such as James Willard Schultz and Blackfeet consultants including George Comes at Night, informed his transcriptions and retellings. Because he wrote for non-Native audiences, he often framed narratives as windows into pre-reservation culture, a choice that shaped contemporary reception as documentary as much as literary.

Religious suppression and selective persistence are especially important for understanding accounts of medicine pipes, lodges, and societies. In the late nineteenth century, U.S. officials and missionaries often discouraged ceremonies they considered pagan or wasteful, while the 1883 Code of Indian Offenses sought to regulate Native ritual across many reservations. Among the Blackfeet, however, ceremonial associations such as the All Comrades Societies and the Bulls Society remained vital markers of status, discipline, generosity, and sacred obligation. Stories explaining the origins of rites, medicine, and social groups thus carry more than mythic interest: they defend legitimacy, encode instruction, and preserve collective memory at a moment when ceremonial continuity was under pressure.

Borderland politics further shaped the tradition Grinnell recorded. The Blackfoot Confederacy had long moved across what became the U.S.-Canada boundary after 1846, trading, raiding, intermarrying, and hunting throughout the northern Plains. The international line gradually hardened through customs enforcement, mounted police activity in Canada, and reservation and reserve policies on both sides. Yet cultural traffic continued, and stories circulated among related communities despite colonial division. This helps explain the broad geographical horizon of the collection, with its references to camps, enemies, supernatural places, and animal powers spanning the eastern Rocky Mountain front. Grinnell’s sense of a coherent Blackfeet tradition depended on this older transboundary world.

Finally, the collection should be read alongside Grinnell’s larger role in late nineteenth-century conservation and western writing. His advocacy for Yellowstone, wildlife protection, and Plains history predisposed him to see Blackfeet narratives as records of intimate environmental knowledge and of a moral order rooted in buffalo-country life. That perspective illuminates stories about animals, landscape features, and cosmology, but it also risks freezing Blackfeet culture in an earlier era. Modern readers therefore approach Blackfeet Indian Stories as both a valuable archive and a mediated text: a body of oral tradition preserved during crisis, yet shaped by translation, editorial selection, and the expectations of turn-of-the-century American audiences.
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    Two Fast Runners
This tale centers on speed, rivalry, and the testing of personal gifts within a world where endurance and cunning carry social weight. Its brisk, legend-like tone highlights Blackfeet ideals of prowess, honor, and the uncertain boundary between human effort and supernatural aid.
Like many pieces in the collection, it joins action with moral emphasis, showing how exceptional ability can bring both admiration and danger. Grinnell’s retelling favors clear episodic movement and recurring motifs of contest, travel, and transformation. 
The Wolf Man
This story follows a figure shaped by intimate contact with wolves, exploring kinship across the human-animal divide and the costs of crossing ordinary social boundaries. The tone is eerie but sympathetic, emphasizing survival, altered identity, and the power of animal knowledge.
A recurring collection motif appears here: the natural world is not backdrop but a field of agency, instruction, and spiritual relation. The narrative’s plain style lets its uncanny premise stand out without heavy explanation. 
Kŭt-o-yĭs´, the Blood Boy
This narrative presents a heroic youth marked by unusual origins and extraordinary destiny, moving through trials that establish status and power. Its tone is mythic and ceremonial, focusing on resilience, vengeance, and the making of a culturally significant figure.
The story reflects one of the collection’s major patterns: identity is forged through ordeal, kin loyalty, and encounters with forces beyond the ordinary. It balances marvels with a direct storytelling cadence rooted in oral-traditional momentum. 
The Dog and the Root Digger
This compact tale pairs animal and human worlds in a story of dependence, labor, and practical intelligence. Its understated, fable-like tone draws attention to reciprocity, everyday subsistence, and the moral meanings attached to humble acts.
As elsewhere in the collection, animals are treated as beings with perspective and consequence, not merely symbols. The story’s simplicity is part of its effect, linking domestic life to larger patterns of obligation and adaptation. 
The Camp of the Ghosts
This story enters a haunted borderland where the living confront the presence and persistence of the dead. Its somber, suspenseful tone explores grief, taboo, and the fragile limits of human courage when faced with the unseen.
The piece exemplifies the collection’s frequent movement between realistic camp life and supernatural visitation. Grinnell’s restrained narration heightens the sense that spiritual danger is woven into ordinary experience. 
The Buffalo Stone
This tale revolves around a sacred object associated with buffalo power, linking ritual attention to communal survival and hunting fortune. The tone is reverent and explanatory, stressing reciprocity between people, spiritual agencies, and the animals they depend upon.
It shows a central theme of the collection: material objects can hold histories, obligations, and cosmological force. The narrative also reflects Grinnell’s tendency to preserve tradition through clear, compact framing rather than interpretive argument. 
How the Thunder Pipe Came
This origin narrative explains the coming of an important ceremonial object and the responsibilities attached to its use. Its tone is formal and sacred, emphasizing revelation, transmission, and the binding relationship between ritual practice and communal well-being.
The story marks a shift from adventure-centered tales toward accounts that anchor Blackfeet ceremonial life in mythic precedent. Recurring motifs include gifted knowledge, strict observance, and the danger of mishandling spiritual power. 
Cold Maker's Medicine
This medicine-centered narrative traces the acquisition or significance of power associated with Cold Maker, joining cosmological forces to human need. The tone is grave and instructional, with thematic emphasis on sacred efficacy, proper conduct, and the limits of ordinary agency.
Like several ceremonial pieces, it treats medicine not as abstraction but as lived relation among persons, forces, and rites. The style remains spare, allowing ritual seriousness to emerge from sequence and detail rather than ornament. 
The All Comrades Societies; The Bulls Society; The Other Societies
These closely related pieces describe Blackfeet social and ceremonial societies, outlining their roles, distinctions, and place within communal order. Their tone is descriptive and ethnographic compared with the more mythic tales, focusing on organization, prestige, discipline, and collective identity.
Together they reveal a notable shift within the collection from legendary narrative to accounts of institutions that structure everyday and ceremonial life. Recurring motifs include age, achievement, mutual obligation, and the public performance of status through ritual forms. 
The First Medicine Lodge
This foundational account presents the origin and significance of a major ceremonial institution, tying present practice to sacred beginning. Its tone is solemn and explanatory, emphasizing continuity, suffering, renewal, and the communal stakes of ritual observance.
The piece develops one of the collection’s strongest through-lines: ceremonies are historical memory made active. It also shows Grinnell’s recurring preference for linking custom to narrative origin, so that structure and meaning illuminate each other. 
The Buffalo-Painted Lodges
This narrative explains the meaning and prestige of lodges marked by buffalo imagery, joining visual culture to sacred history and social standing. The tone is respectful and interpretive, stressing how objects and designs embody protection, memory, and ceremonial authority.
As in other culture-focused entries, artistic forms are treated as carriers of power rather than decoration. The story reinforces the collection’s broader concern with how material life, symbolism, and communal identity remain tightly interwoven. 
Mīka´pi—Red Old Man
This portrait-like narrative centers on a notable figure whose life preserves memory, authority, and the values of an earlier Blackfeet world. Its tone is reflective and dignified, emphasizing character, reputation, and the transmission of cultural knowledge through remembered lives.
The piece signals another tonal variation in the collection: from mythic origins to personal remembrance. Grinnell’s plain style here serves commemorative aims, letting anecdotal detail suggest the texture of historical change. 
Red Robe's Dream
This story turns on a dream or vision that carries guidance, warning, or spiritual insight into waking life. Its intimate, contemplative tone explores the authority of visionary experience and the way private revelation can shape public action.
Dream knowledge is a recurring motif across the collection, where insight often comes through nonordinary encounters rather than rational planning alone. The narrative’s economy keeps the emphasis on significance and response rather than spectacle. 
The Blackfeet Creation; Old Man Stories; The Wonderful Bird; The Rabbits' Medicine; The Rolling Rock; Bear and Bullberries; The Theft from the Sun; Bobcat and Birch Tree; The Red-eyed Duck
These mythic and trickster-centered tales present the making of the world, the deeds of culture figures, and the disruptive play of animals and powerful beings. Their tone ranges from playful to cosmic, but together they probe creation, appetite, cleverness, accident, and the unstable order of things.
Across this grouping, recurring stylistic signatures include episodic action, abrupt reversals, and matter-of-fact treatment of marvels. Thematically they show how Blackfeet storytelling can hold instruction, humor, danger, and cosmology in the same compact narrative frame. 
The Lost Elk Meat
This tale builds from a seemingly practical problem into a study of luck, folly, and the consequences of human conduct. Its tone is lightly ironic and grounded, emphasizing subsistence pressures while retaining the compact force of oral narrative.
As elsewhere in the collection, food is never merely material; it is tied to responsibility, sharing, and the precariousness of survival. The story’s modest scale offers a counterpoint to the grander origin and ceremonial accounts. 
The Smart Woman Chief
This narrative highlights a woman of unusual ability and authority, presenting leadership in terms of intelligence, action, and social recognition. Its tone is admiring and vigorous, with themes of gender, status, and exceptional competence within a martial and communal world.
The story stands out for foregrounding female power in a collection often centered on male exploits and institutions. Even so, it shares the broader pattern that prestige is earned through visible deeds and tested capacity. 
The Ancient Blackfeet
This concluding historical-cultural piece looks back toward the older Blackfeet world, gathering customs, values, and social memory into a broad retrospective view. Its tone is elegiac yet measured, emphasizing continuity, loss, and the durable coherence of a way of life.
It crystallizes a notable shift across the collection from self-contained tales toward preservationist remembrance. Thematically it gathers recurring concerns—kinship, warfare, ceremony, animal relations, and moral order—into a final sense of cultural depth and endurance. 
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  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. 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[1q]; 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



















OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
GEORGE BIRD GRINNELL





OEBPS/Images/img_C_03.jpg






OEBPS/Images/img_C_02.gif





