A Sample of John’s American Indian Talk

Good morning boys and girls. My name is Mr. Fishback and I ‘m going to talk to you about the first people that lived here where your school is; the American Indians.. Like in the movie “Pocohontas.” Who has seen the movie “Pocohontas?” That movie is about the people who used to live here although the movie is a little bit make believe. Many of these people have rivers named after them like the Potomacs, Susquhanocks, Nanticokes, Patuxents and Patapsicos. Have you ever heard of these rivers?  Do you know why Indians are called Indians? (somebody may answer or not).  A Man named Christopher Columbus sailed across the Atlantic Ocean thinking he had discovered a new route to Asia. He thought he had landed in the country of India but he actually landed in this new land called the Americas where the United States is located so he called the people here Indians. That name has stuck ever since.

      A long, long time ago there were no cars, buildings, roads, TV, Ipods, telephones, computers or Stores like Target and Giant. The only thing that existed were trees, rivers, animals, rocks, nature and the people we call the “Indians.” Anything the Indians needed, they got from nature. Mother Earth was their name for nature. If they were thirsty, they walked down to the stream and drank the water (I motion with my hand the action of scooping up water to my mouth as I squat down). If they were hungry, they hunted animals for food and gathered fruits, roots, fish, oysters, crabs, nuts and many different wild foods that grew around them. They were very smart and could make anything they needed to survive with their own hands. They found a use for almost everything. In fact, to show proper respect to an animal they killed, like a deer, they would thank the animal for giving up its life and promise to use every part of that animal. The Algonquin word for thank you is wanishie. Can you say wanishie. The Algonquin word for deer is Acktoo. Can you say Acktoo? (they say Acktoo and I say ) Bless you. (Because it sounds like they are sneezing). They would say wanishie acktoo! (Thank you deer) or wanishe tingwa (thank you turkey). They ate the muscles or meat, they tanned the skin for clothing and made rawhide from it (I pick up a rawhide deerskin and point to it) which was cut into string, drum heads, containers, quivers, suitcases and so many other things. Deer bones were made into knives, needles, fishhooks, buttons, arrowheads and many other things. (I might even pick up a deer bone and smash it into pieces with the tomahawk- I then hold up a piece of the bone that is pointed). What is this called? It slices, dices smashes, and protects you from wild animals and many other important jobs. It is the Tomahawk and it’s just a rock, stick and string made from deerskin rawhide. Here is a knife (I move my hand up to cover all but an arrowhead size piece and ask the question what is this? or say this would be an arrowhead) Not just the bones of the deer’s’ feet were used but also the toes or hooves for glue and rattles (here is where I show them the deer hoof rattle- I say to them Do you recognize what part of the deers leg this rattle came from?-the deers hooves are hanging from the stick and the hooves rattle nicely when I shake the stick.).  They made string from the deer’s sinew. This is the tissue in all animals including you it helps animals move their legs and arms. You can feel your sinew if you touch the inside of your arm where your elbow is. (I point to this area, and touch mine to demonstrate. I then show a piece of sinew that fits into the space in a deer leg I have sliced open and dried- I pound on the sinew with a tomahawk briefly until it breaks into smaller fibers. I tear one of these fibers from the main bundle, run it through my mouth to wet it and twist it on my leg. It is transformed into thread, which is pretty cool. A few students might say gross or eeewwwww. I tell them they should say “ very interesting” because they are learning about another culture and it is important not to judge what they did as gross or disgusting. They had do do these things so they could survive. I then test them by saying something like, Indians often ate the intestines or heart from a fresh killed Buffalo, and they would pull it right out of the body and take a bite without cooking it. (I motion like I’m taking a bite) or some tribes burned dried buffalo poop as firewood. This is when we all practice together “very interesting.” I ask the students if anybody thinks they can break the sinew string but nobody has ever broken the sinew string. I might even have two students hold each end while I cut it with a flake of stone to demonstrate how they used rocks as knives.

 The Indians used their imagination to help them create whatever it was they needed. Do you know that your imagination is they most important thing you have? A famous smart guy named Einstein said that imagination is the most important thing you have. And Indians are full of imagination. I am going to try to get you to use your imagination to think like an Indian. Look at this turtle shell and tell me what the Indians might have used it for or if you lived in the woods what would you use it for. A bowl or container, how about this shell, it could be used as a spoon. How about this antler, if you tie it to a stick, you would have what? you have a rake, cut a point off the antler, sharpen it and what would you have. You have a knife or spear point. The Indians believed that if they did not use every part of the animal they killed that they might not get more animals in the future. They often felt god or Manitou might punish them. Everybody say Manitou. From the skull, (crush it with Tomahawk) they took the brain and used it to make leather. (This is where I sometimes crush a skull with a tomahawk to create excitement or to keep them focused-I grab hold of the buffalo hide) This buffalo hide was made soft and by tanning it with brain. Each animal has enough brains to tan it’s own hide. The Indians could also tan with the liver, urine and other internal organs. From a deer’s foot. Who can tell me the three main vegetables that Indians grew and ate? They are called the three sisters. While you are thinking about that, I want to tell you that the Indians talked to all the parts of nature like they were family. Mother Earth, Grandmother moon, brother wolf or my little mouse brother, or the three sisters. (Here is where I call on students to tell me the three vegetables. -so what are the three vegetables that Indians ate?) Corn, beans and squash. They not only ate these vegetables but they found many other uses for them. Who knows the Indian name for corn?  It’s an amazing name. Maize is the name for corn. Can you say maize? That is an Algonguin Indian word. Algonquin Indians where the group of tribes that lived along the East Coast of the United States like Virginia Maryland and all the way up to Maine.Corn was stripped from the cob with a deer jaw (I pick up the deer jaw and scrape the corn off the husk) and was ground into corn meal or made into necklaces. Cornhusks were also made into sandals, masks and corn husk action figures. (Here is where I pick up the cornhusk figure and talk to the students while I move its arms. I would say something in an animated voice like “Hello boys and girls, I am cornhusk man (or woman)” (I then pretend that the figure is running over to a student and jumps up on a knee or shoulder. By now this is when somebody laughs and I turn the figure toward the laughing one and point the figures arm toward the laugher and say in my animated voice “who are you laughing at?” then I run over to the laughing person and act upset. They seem to get a big kick out of this entertainment which helps bring history alive then I move on). The Indians did not only eat squash but you could dry it and make things from it. (I grab a gourd, which has a narrow neck that is cut). What would this be used for? Somebody says, “for holding water”. I then would ask “if I cut this in half what would you have?” (I motion with my hand as if cutting the bottom half) “A bowl” says a student. I show a smaller gourd and say what would you make if I put corn inside the gourd and put it on a stick? (I shake the rattle, which I just put together. And a student says “a rattle”. Who knows what the three main musical instruments that Indians used? Usually the students answer; the drum (I beat the drum loudly), the rattle (which I shake) and the flute (which I pretend to play or play if the flute is working). Indians also grew a very important plant, which you have heard of. It was a very important part of their religion and culture. This is the device they used to consume this plant. Some Indian tribes call it the “chanupa”. Can you say Chanupa? It is the peace pipe and they smoked tobacco in it. Indians were the first to grow and smoke tobacco. We now know that smoking is bad for you and can give you cancer. It is bad for you, right? The Indians believed that the smoke form tobacco carried their prayers to Manitou. They might say:”Manitou please help my grandfather who is sick.”  Indians were the first people to eat something I bet everybody here loves to eat? Chocolate. They drank it! Indians were also the first to eat Maple syrup, corn bread, potatoes, tomatoes, turkey and pumpkins. Indians also invented the canoe, kayak and snowshoe and many other things.  Indians played many different games. One of the games they played was called little brother of war. (I pick up Indian lacrosse stick and ball). Who knows what we call this game and why did the Indians call it little brother of war? (A student or two usually answers with some kind of reference to the violence that was a part of the game) Lacrosse was a big deal. A hundred or more people might be on one team and the lacrosse field could be a mile or more long. People would play all day and bet many of their possessions on the game. You could tackle players, hit them on the head and all kinds of rough play. (I motion with the stick that I’m hitting somebody.) Sometimes people died during a Lacrosse game. Another Indian game they played is hoop and spear (I grab the spear stick and hoop, then roll the hoop and try to throw the stick through the hoop.) Some Indians played a form of this game using a rock rather then a hoop. They called it chutney. Can you say Chutney? Why did Indians play games like these? What did these games help them with? To hone their skills and get in good shape. Chutney and hoop and spear helped with hunting for food and lacrosse helped them to become fast and strong. Did you know that some Indians could run down a deer and catch it with their own hands because they were in unbelievable good shape? Some Indians such as the Apache Indians could run 75 miles in one day!

Indians hunted with bow and arrows, (I pick up the bow and arrow), blow guns (I pick-up the blow gun, put a dart inside and should it at a box or something which it would stick into-they love this and usually there are oooohhhhs and aaahhhhs) and the Atl-Atl (I pick-up the spear and spear thrower, I often tell them how the spear thrower Atl-Atl developed.) The Indians used to hunt big animals like buffaloes and Mammoths with just spears. What happened to the Indians when they ran up to a big animal and speared him with a sharp stick? He gets mad, runs after the guy and maybe hurts or kills the spearman. So the smart, imaginative Indians invented this device (I hold up the ATL-ATL spear thrower) which allows you to throw a spear the length of a football field.  This is called an Atl-Atl. Can you say Atl-Atl 10 times fast? Scientists believe that Indians with Atl -Atls where responsible for the extinction of many of the large species of animals like mammoths that used to live in North American many, many years ago. They could stand a safe distance away and throw spear after spear until they killed the beast where before the atl-atl they would have a very tough time killing the animal with out being killed.

  Now I want to tell you about Mesung. Everybody say Mesung. Mesung was like the Indian bogeyman. If kids in the village were misbehaving then an adult would dress up in a bear suit, put on a scary mask and ran through the village chasing the kids. Then later the parents would tell the children that they better behave or Mesung would get them. (During the Mesung story I put on a buffalo hide and mask then growl and run towards the kids. The best way to do this would to go behind a door or curtain saying I will show you Mesung. I would then get dressed up and come out for better effect.)

How did the Indians make a fire? Did they go to the local store and pick up a pack of matches or a lighter? Usually a kid answers with rubbing sticks together. I tell everybody to take their two hands and rub them together like this (I start rubbing my hands together). I jokingly tell them to stop before their hands catch on fire. What do you call it when you rub two things together creating heat? Friction answers one or several students. I tell the that friction is This is when I pick up the bowdrill firemaking apparatus and tell then that this bowdrill uses friction to create fire. I then demonstrate the technique creating smoke, which excites the audience with ooohhhs and ahhhhs. 

Do you what to hear a kind of ghost story? When Indians that lived around here died there was a special ceremony that the other Indians did with the body. The first thing they did was to remove all the insides of they body, then put the body in a special wigwam or bark house where the body was kept and watched over by a medicine person. When many bodies had been collected in the hut a large hole was dug. All the bodies were placed in the hole along with important items like bows, robes, copper jewelry and other items they believed would help the dead in their next life. These burial holes are called Osararys. Everybody say ossuaries.

  Indians had no written language. They had no books and had to rely on passing information from each other by the spoken word. This is called the oral tradition. Everybody say “oral tradition”. They did sometimes write symbols on animal skins to record stories.

Did you know that many Indian tribes believe we live on the back of a turtle? They call North America Turtle Island. Would you like to hear the story of how earth was first created according to the Seneca Indians? A long, long time ago there was only water as far as the eye could see and a place high above called skyland. In Skyland lived a powerful chief with a young wife who was expecting a baby. One day the chief’s wife had a powerful dream that the great tree that was in their village fell over leaving a big hole. Well the woman told her husband about the dream. The chief said to his wife “ I’m sorry to hear that because when you have a powerful dream like that you have to do everything you can to make it come true.” So the chief got all the warriors in his tribe together so they could pull this huge tree over. The warriors tried and tried to pull the tree over but they could not. Finally, the chief said, “let me try”. He squatted down and wrapped his big arms around the great tree and pulled it over. And where the tree was standing was a big hole just like in the woman’s dream. She walked over to the hole and peered into the hole. She could see water everywhere. As she was looking through the hole, she slipped and started falling into the hole grabbing. She grabbed a branch full of seeds but it broke and she fell through the hole with a handful of seeds. Way down below, there were animals in the water that saw her falling. Two swans flew way up and caught her. The other animals began to discuss where the woman could be put. The duck said “ I know, I will swim down to the bottom of the water and get some mud to make a place for the woman to live. So the duck swim down and down trying to reach the bottom but ran out of air and had to come back to the surface. (This is where I pretend that I am swimming deeper and deeper than trying to reach for the bottom but am forced to swim up and finally reaching the surface let out the air with a great gasp.) Then, the beaver says “ I will do it, I have powerful webbed feet and a strong tail” So the beaver swim deep, trying his best to reach the bottom but he could not and had to return to the surface with a great gasping release of air. Finally, the muskrat said “Let me try” So the muskrat took a big leap out of the water and then dove deep telling himself I’m going to get that mud even if it’s the last thing I do. He swam deeper and deeper trying to find the mud. (I demonstrate how the muskrat swam and struggled reaching out to grab the mud-For the beaver and muskrat I use pelts from my collection as props). Finally, the muskrat grabs a handful of mud and swims back to the surface bearly making and letting out a huge breath of air, then breathing heavily. Just then the turtle, swims over to the muskrat and says “ here, put the mud on my back. All of the sudden, the turtle gets bigger and bigger and then mud on the turtles back spreads all over the growing turtle. The swans fly the woman down to the turtles back dropping her and the seeds in her hand fall onto the mud. Then many different kinds of plants start growing on the turtle and the turtle grows so big that it becomes turtle island. This is how earth was first created

