Chief Luther Standing Bear

Indian Wisdom (933)

HE ‘GREAT OUT-DOORS’ WAS REALITY and not something to be talked
about in dim consciousness. And for them there was perfect safety.
There were not the dangers that seem to surround childhood of today. [
can recall days—entire days—when we roamed over the plains, hills, and
up and down streams without fear of anything. I do not remember ever
hearing of an Indian child being hurt or eaten by a wild animal.

Every now and then the whole village moved ten or fifteen miles to a
grassier spot, but this was not considered much of a job. It was less trouble
than moving a house from the front to the back of a city lot. Miles were to
us as they were to the bird. The land was ours to roam in as the sky was for
them to fly in. We did not think of the great open plains, the beautiful roll-
ing hills, and winding streams with tangled growth, as ‘wild.” Only to the
white man was nature a ‘wilderness’ and only to him was the land ‘infested’
with ‘wild’ animals and ‘savage’ people. To us it was tame. Earth was boun-
tiful and we were surrounded with the blessings of the Great Mystery. Not
until the hairy man from the east came and with brutal frenzy heaped in-
justices upon us and the families we loved was it ‘wild’ for us. When the
very animals of the forest began fleeing from his approach, then it was that
for us the ‘Wild West’ began.
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NATURE

The Lakota was a true naturist—a lover of Nature. He loved the earth and
all things of the earth, the attachment growing with age. The old people
came literally to love the soil and they sat or reclined on the ground with a
feeling of being close to a mothering power. It was good for the skin to
touch the earth and the old people liked to remove their moccasins and
walk with bare feet on the sacred earth. Their tipis were built upon the
earth and their altars were made of earth. The birds that flew in the air
came to rest upon the earth and it was the final abiding place of all things
that lived and grew. The soil was soothing, strengthening, cleansing, and
healing.

This is why the old Indian still sits upon the earth instead of propping
himself up and away from its life-giving forces. For him, to sit or lie upon
the ground s to be able to think more deeply and to feel more keenly; he
can see more clearly into the mysteries of life and come closer in kinship to
other lives about him.

The earth was full of sounds which the old-time Indian could hear,
sometimes putting his ear to it so as to hear more clearly. The forefathers of
the Lakotas had done this for long ages until there had come to them real
understanding of earth ways. [t was almost as if the man were still a part
of the earth as he was in the beginning, according to the legend of the tribe.
This beautiful story of the genesis of the Lakota people furnished the foun-
dation for the love they bore for earth and all things of the earth. Wherever
the Lakota went, he was with Mother Earth. No matter where he roamed
by day or slept by night, he was safe with her. This thought comforted and
sustained the Lakota and he was eternally filled with gratitude.

From Wakan Tanka there came a great unifying life force that flowed in
and through all things—the flowers of the plains, blowing winds, rocks,
trees, birds, animals—and was the same force that had been breathed into
the first man. Thus all things were kindred and brought together by the
same Great Mystery.

Kinship with all creatures of the earth, sky, and water was a real and ac-
tive principle. For the animal and bird world there existed a brotherly feel-
ing that kept the Lakota safe among them. And so close did some of the
Lakotas come to their feathered and furred friends that in true brother-
hood they spoke a common tongue.
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The animal had rights—the right of man’s protection, the right to live,
the right to multiply, the right to freedom, and the right to man’s indebted-
ness—and in recognition of these rights the Lakota never enslaved the ani-
mal, and spared all life that was not needed for food and clothing.

This concept of life and its relations was humanizing and gave to the La-
kota an abiding love. It filled his being with the joy and mystery of living;
it gave him reverence for all life; it made a place for all things in the scheme
of existence with equal importance to all. The Lakota could despise no
creature, for all were of one blood, made by the same hand, and filled with
the essence of the Great Mystery. In spirit the Lakota was humble and
meek. ‘Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth,’ was true for
the Lakota, and from the earth he inherited secrets long since forgotten.
His religion was sane, normal, and human.

Reflection upon life and its meaning, consideration of its wonders, and
observation of the world of creatures, began with childhood. The earth,
which was called Maka, and the sun, called Anpetuwi, represented two
functions somewhat analogous to those of male and female. The earth
brought forth life, but the warming, enticing rays of the sun coaxed it into
being. The earth yielded, the sun engendered.

In talking to children, the old Lakota would place a hand on the ground
and explain: ‘We sit in the lap of our Mother. From her we, and all other
living things, come. We shall soon pass, but the place where we now rest
will last forever.’ So we, too, learned to sit or lie on the ground and become
conscious of life about us in its multitude of forms. Sometimes we boys
would sit motionless and watch the swallow, the tiny ants, or perhaps some
small animal at its work and ponder on its industry and ingenuity; or we
lay on our backs and looked long at the sky and when the stars came out
made shapes from the various groups. The morning and evening star al-
ways attracted atrention, and the Milky Way was a path which was traveled
by the ghosts. The old people told us to heed wa maka skan, which were the
‘moving things of earth.” This meant, of course, the animals that lived and
moved about, and the stories they told of wa maka skan increased our inter-
est and delight. The wolf, duck, eagle, hawk, spider, bear, and other crea-
tures, had marvelous powers, and each one was useful and helpful to us.
Then there were the warriors who lived in the sky and dashed about on
their spirited horses during a thunder storm, their lances clashing with the
thunder and glittering with the lightning. There was wiwila, the living
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spirit of the spring, and the stones that flew like a bird and talked like a
man. Everything was possessed of personality, only differing with us in
form. Knowledge was inherent in all things. The world was a library and
its books were the stones, leaves, grass, brooks, and the birds and animals
that shared, alike with us, the storms and blessings of earth. We learned to
do what only the student of nature ever learns, and that was to feel beauty.
We never railed at the storms, the furious winds, and the biting frosts and
snows. To do so intensified human futility, so whatever came we adjusted
ourselves, by more effort and energy if necessary, but without complaint.
Even the lightning did us no harm, for whenever it came too close, mothers
and grandmothers in every tipi put cedar leaves on the coals and their
magic kept danger away. Bright days and dark days were both expressions
of the Great Mystery, and the Indian reveled in being close to the Big Holy.
His worship was unalloyed, free from the fears of civilization.

[ have come to know that the white mind does not feel toward nature as
does the Indian mind, and it is because, I believe, of the difference in child-
hood instruction. I have often noticed white boys gathered in a city by-
street or alley jostling and pushing one another in a foolish manner. They
spend much time in this aimless fashion, their natural faculties neither
seeing, hearing, nor feeling the varied life that surrounds them. There is
about them no awareness, no acuteness, and it is this dullness that gives
ugly mannerisms full play; it takes from them natural poise and stimula-
tion. In contrast, Indian boys, who are naturally reared, are alert to their
surroundings; their senses are not narrowed to observing only one another,
and they cannot spend hours seeing nothing, hearing nothing, and think-
ing nothing in particular. Observation was certain in its rewards; interest,
wonder, admiration grew, and the fact was appreciated that life was more
than mere human manifestation; that it was expressed in a multitude of
forms. This appreciation enriched Lakota existence. Life was vivid and
pulsing; nothing was casual and commonplace. The Indian lived—lived in
every sense of the word—from his first to his last breath.

The character of the Indian’s emotion left little room in his heart for an-
tagonism toward his fellow creatures, this attitude giving him what is
sometimes referred to as ‘the Indian point of view.” Every true student,
every lover of nature has ‘the Indian point of view,” but there are few such
students, for few white men approach nature in the Indian manner. The
Indian and the white man sense things differently because the white man
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has put distance between himself and nature; and assuming a lofty place
in the scheme of order of things has lost for him both reverence and under-
standing. Consequently the white man finds Indian philosophy obscure
—wrapped, as he says, in a maze of ideas and symbols which he does not
understand. A writer friend, a white man whose knowledge of ‘Injuns’ is
far more profound and sympathetic than the average, once said that he
had been privileged, on two occasions, to see the contents of an Indian
medicine-man’s bag in which were bits of earth, feathers, stones, and vari-
ous other articles of symbolic nature; that a ‘collector’ showed him one and
laughed, but a great and world-famous archeologist showed him the other
with admiration and wonder. Many times the Indian is embarrassed and
baffled by the white man’s allusions to nature in such terms as crude, primi-
tive, wild, rude, untamed, and savage. For the Lakota, mountains, lakes,
rivers, springs, valleys, and woods were all finished beauty; winds, rain,
snow, sunshine, day, night, and change of seasons brought interest; birds,
insects, and animals filled the world with knowledge that defied the dis-
cernment of man.

But nothing the Great Mystery placed in the land of the Indian pleased
the white man, and nothing escaped his transforming hand. Wherever for-
ests have not been mowed down; wherever the animal is recessed in their
quiet protection; wherever the earth is not bereft of fourfooted life—that
to him is an ‘unbroken wilderness.” But since for the Lakota there was no
wilderness; since nature was not dangerous but hospitable; not forbidding
but friendly, Lakota philosophy was healthy—free from fear and dogma-
tism. And here I find the great distinction between the faith of the Indian
and the white man. Indian faith sought the harmony of man with his sur-
roundings; the other sought the dominance of surroundings. In sharing, in
loving all and everything, one people naturally found a measure of the
thing they sought; while, in fearing, the other found need of conquest. For
one man the world was full of beauty; for the other it was a place of sin and
ugliness to be endured until he went to another world, there to become a
creature of wings, half-man and half-bird. Forever one man directed his
Mystery to change the world He had made; forever this man pleaded with
Him to chastise His wicked ones; and forever he implored his Wakan
Tanka to send His light to earth. Small wonder this man could not under-
stand the other.

But the old Lakota was wise. He knew that man’s heart, away from na-
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ture, becomes hard; he knew that lack of respect for growing, living things
soon led to lack of respect for humans too. So he kept his youth close to its
softening influence.

RELIGION

The Lakota loved the sun and earth, but he worshiped only Wakan Tanka,
or Big Holy, who was the Maker of all things of earth, sky, and water. Wa-
kan Tanka breathed life and motion into all things, both visible and invisi-
ble. He was over all, through all, and in all, and great as was the sun, and
good as was the earth, the greatness and goodness of the Big Holy were not
surpassed. The Lakota could look at nothing without at the same time
looking at Wakan Tanka, and he could not, if he wished, evade His pres-
ence, for it pervaded all things and filled all space. All the mysteries of
birth, life, and death; all the wonders of lightning, thunder, wind, and rain
were but the evidence of His everlasting and encompassing power.

Wakan Tanka prepared the earth and put upon it both man and animal.
He dispensed earthly blessings, and when life on earth was finished, pro-
vided a home, Wanagi yata, the place where the souls gather. To this home
all souls went after death, for there were no wicked to be excluded.

Roderick Nash

The International Perspective (1982

I personally am not very interested in animals. I do

not want to spend my holidays watching crocodiles.
Nevertheless, I am entirely in favor of their survival.

I believe that after diamonds and sisal, wild animals will
provide Tanganytka with its greatest source of income.
Thousands of Americans and Europeans have the strange

urge to see these animals. Julius Nyerere, ca. 1961

roM 1854 To 1857 Sir St. George Gore, a British nobleman, vaca-
tioned in the wilderness of the upper Missouri River. Gore trav-
cled through what later became Wyoming and Montana with 4o assistants,
112 horses, 24 mules, six yoke of oxen, a large pack of staghounds and grey-
hounds, and three milk cows. He shot 2,000 buffalo, 1,600 deer and elk and
105 bears.! From April 1909 to March 1910 ex-President Theodore Roose-
velt vacationed in the wilderness of British East Africa. Roosevelt traveled
through what later became the nations of Kenya and Uganda with 200
trackers, skinners, porters, gun bearers, and tent “boys.” Roosevelt and his
son shot, preserved, and shipped to Washington, D.C., over 3,000 speci-
mens of African wildlife.?

In the half century between Gore’s safari and Roosevelt’s the United
States changed from an exporter to an importer of wild nature. The
changeover might be thought of as occurring in the 18gos when the Ameri-
can frontier officially ended and the cult of wilderness began.? Previously,
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