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PREFACE

Since its inception in 1945, the Conference on Iroquois Research has brought people
together to discuss the history, culture, and language of the Iroquois from their earli-
est existence to the present time. Over sixty years later, interest in Iroquoian studies is
still enthusiastically embraced by scholars and non-scholars alike. Furthermore,
understanding the traditions and history of the Haudenosaunee is important for both
native and non-native people, and this collection of essays offers an opportunity to
further this understanding.

The chapters herein represent recent research in the disciplines of history, archaeol-
ogy, ethnohistory, and sociology, while some also offer insight into the efforts of the
Haudenosaunee to understand their own history and preserve their traditions. The
scholarly research of the authors often encompasses a uniquely Iroquoian viewpoint
and provides valuable knowledge about a people who had a profound influence on
the development of New York State, both before and after European colonization, and
whose continuous presence still affects the state’s politics, economy, and environment.
While these essays began as twenty-minute oral presentations, they have been
expanded for publication and updated to reflect scholarship published and events that
have occurred since their original delivery at the Conference.

Finally, it would be remiss not to mention that the late Dr. Mary Druke Becker was
the impetus behind the publication of this volume. Her energy, knowledge, and ded-
ication to the study of Iroquois history and culture helped to propel the Conference
successfully into the twenty-first century.

Christine Sternberg Patrick
April 20, 2009






INTRODUCTION
A Brief History of the Conference on Iroquois Research

Barbara Graymont and Christine Sternberg Patrick

When the first Conference on Iroquois Research met in
1945, it was in the hope and anticipation of reviving
interest in Iroquois studies. The idea for this conference
originated when William N. Fenton, Merle H. Deardorff,
and Charles E. Congdon were coming home from a
research trip to Hamilton College where they had
reviewed the papers of the missionary Samuel Kirkland
(1741-1808). The three men were fully aware that there
were many aspects of Iroquois culture and history still
waiting for scholarly study. They were therefore enthusi-
astic about the possibility that such a conference would
stimulate further interest in the Iroquois and attract new
scholars to the field.

Fenton, then at the Bureau of American Ethnology, had
done his ethnological field work as a graduate student
among the Allegany Senecas and had learned the Seneca
language. Deardorff, a banker from Warren, Pennsylvania,
and a member of the Society for Pennsylvania
Archaeology, had become acquainted with the nearby
Senecas at the Cornplanter Grant in Pennsylvania and also
with members of the Allegany Seneca Nation just to the
northward, across the New York State border. Congdon,
an attorney and historian from Salamanca, New York, was
also a commissioner of the Allegany State Park, and he
offered the park’s administration building at Red House
for the proposed conference.

William Fenton compiled a list of twenty individuals
whom he knew were interested in revitalizing Iroquois
studies. Out of this list, eighteen attended the first
Conference on Iroquois Research, which was held
October 26-28, 1945, at Red House. There were discus-
sions on the fields of ethnology, archaeology, and linguis-
tics as well as on the then-current state of Iroquois schol-
arship. The nearby Senecas gave a parting farewell to the
conference by performing a group of social dances for the

attendees before the proceedings closed. The conference
was such an intellectual success that another meeting was
planned for the next year.

Frank Speck, one of those at the first conference and
head of the anthropology department at the University of
Pennsylvania, had once commented that he could not
persuade students to go into Iroquois studies because
they felt that the field had been covered so completely in
the past that there was nothing left to do. This conference,
as it continued over the years, would be a vehicle for dis-
proving that notion and for examining the richness of
Iroquois life and culture.

On October 4-5, 1946, the second conference was held
again at Red House, where it would remain for most of
the next eleven years. New participants joined the found-
ing group in general discussions on research being done
or needing to be accomplished in the fields of Iroquois
ethnology, linguistics, history, and archaeology. The atten-
dees also compiled a plan of studies for the future. Those
who had been doing research in these various fields gave
reports on their ongoing work. All looked forward to the
next year’s meeting, feeling that the original purposes of
the conference were now bearing fruit.

The 1947 and 1948 conferences met with equal success.
Interest in Iroquois studies grew, and the conferences
brought in new people. There was no meeting at Red
House in 1949, however. Instead, Iroquoianists attended
the 48th Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological
Association in New York City, where a special session, on
November 17, was denominated the fifth Conference on
Iroquois Research. The papers presented at this meeting
were devoted to local diversity in Iroquois culture and
were published the following year (Fenton 1951).

In 1950, the conference returned to Red House, and in
their presentations the attendees gave evidence of the
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important discoveries their research had produced. These
were summarized in 1951 by Fenton and John Witthoft as
separate portions of a joint article: “Iroquois Anthropology
at Mid-Century,” published in the Proceedings of the
American Philosophical Society. Fenton covered the scholar-
ly developments in Iroquois history, ethnology, and lin-
guistics, and Witthoft dealt with archaeology.

Recognizing not only the importance of studying sepa-
rate topics but also the necessity of integrating these top-
ics to achieve a fuller understanding of the Iroquois cul-
ture, the 1951 and 1952 conferences at Red House each
dealt with a single theme—respectively, “stability and
change in culture history” and “ethnohistory.”

There were no meetings in 1953 and 1954. In the latter
year, however, a small group of Iroquoianists met pri-
vately for luncheon meetings at the sessions of the
American Anthropological Association to plan for a
future conference that would include both American and
Canadian Iroquoianists. The end result was that strong
support and participation from Canadian scholars have
been important components of the conference ever since.
This informal endeavor resulted in a conference that was
sponsored by the New York State Education Department
in 1955 and held in March at the New York State Museum
in Albany. Strongly influenced by the new field of ethno-
history and recognizing the need for a broad spectrum of
scholars for such research, the delegates to this conference
expressed a keen desire to seek foundation funding for an
ongoing regional study of the various areas of Iroquois
cultural conservatism that had survived through three
hundred years of ongoing attempts to force the culture of
the dominant White society upon the Iroquois.
Foundation support, however, was not forthcoming for
such an extensive endeavor.

Despite the increased interest in Iroquois studies since
1945, the tenth conference of 1956, held again at Red
House, had a small attendance. The reports presented
there, however, were significant. Morris Freilich later
published his paper on the Mohawks in high steel
(Freilich 1958), and a report on a Seneca language project
foreshadowed Wallace L. Chafe’s careful phonemic
recordings of the Seneca language and eventually his
Seneca dictionary (Chafe 1960; 1967).

The eleventh conference emphasized the topic of revi-
talization. Anthony Wallace’s presentation at Red House
in 1957 discussed the story of the Peacemaker who had
preached unity among the Five Nations, who had former-
ly lived in a state of perpetual warfare among themselves,
and analyzed the narrative as a revitalization movement
(Wallace 1958). Another highlight was R. William
Dunning’s report on a modern interpretation of the
ancient Iroquois Feast of the Dead (Dunning 1958).

The following year the Iroquoianists met with
Cherokee specialists at the 57th Annual Meeting of the

American Anthropological Association in Washington,
D.C, for a joint two-session meeting on November 20.
The rationale for this meeting’s format was the long-held
belief that Cherokee is an Iroquoian language. Although
the languages differ in many respects, scholars believe
that the northern Iroquois and Eastern Cherokees
undoubtedly had a common origin sometime in antiqui-
ty. This scholarly cooperative endeavor represented the
then-current research in both cultures, covering such
issues as linguistics, archaeology, ceremonialism, revital-
ization, and acculturation. The papers given at this sym-
posium were later published by the Smithsonian
Institution (Fenton and Gulick 1961).

Highlights of the 1959 conference, which was back at
Red House, were Merle Deardorff’s history of the Kinzua
Dam controversy and Annemarie Shimony’s memorable
study of Iroquois conservatism, which would be included
in her book Conservatism Among the Iroquois at the Six
Nations Reserve (1961). Deardorff’s presentation was espe-
cially timely since the conference found itself in the midst
of the troubles that the Seneca people were experiencing
with the federal government over the proposed building
of the Kinzua Dam, which was meant to control flooding
in western Pennsylvania. It would, however, also serious-
ly flood western Seneca territory, thereby violating the
federal government’s promise in the Canandaigua Treaty
of 1794 to honor Iroquois territorial integrity.

Although the conference was an intellectual success as
far as scholarly work was concerned, it would be the last
meeting held at Red House, because the conference mem-
bers felt that they should not be meeting near Seneca ter-
ritory during this stressful time for the Seneca people
when there was little the conference members could do to
help. The Kinzua dam eventually flooded the whole
Cornplanter Grant in western Pennsylvania and a signif-
icant part of the Allegany Seneca Nation territory in
southwestern New York. The end of this conference
marked the beginning of an era of varying venues and
often sporadic meetings.

In response to the decision to abandon Red House, Yale
University linguist Floyd Lounsbury extended an invita-
tion to members of the Conference on Iroquois Research
to meet at Yale in 1960. Unfortunately, only a small group
of ethnologists and linguists accepted the invitation to
discuss the problems and progress encountered in their
continuing research.

In recognition of the importance of Canadian scholars to
the field of Iroquois studies, the conference accepted an
invitation to hold its 1961 session at McMaster University
in Hamilton, Ontario. The following year the Conference
on Iroquois Research met during one session of the
American Indian Ethnohistoric Conference at Albany, New
York, indicating the growing influence of Iroquoianists in
the developing field of ethnohistory. Albany’s nearness to
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the original Iroquois homeland also allowed the attendees
to take a side trip to an old Iroquois site and to the home of
Sir William Johnson. Milton Hamilton, one of the editors of
the multi-volume Sir William Johnson Papers, gave the
group a dinner address on Johnson as an early interpreter
of Iroquois culture and polity (Hamilton 1963), while
Harold Blau presented an analysis of the Iroquois dream
guessing ceremony (Blau 1963).

The Conference on Iroquois Research did not convene
again until 1965, when it met in Glens Falls, New York. As
with previous meetings, established scholars as well as
aspiring scholars and students made formal presentations
on a wide variety of topics, including ceremonialism,
acculturation, language, religion, factionalism, and the
introduction of anthropology into the social studies cur-
riculum for New York State’s public school system. There
were also several important reports on archaeological
excavations in both Canada and New York State. The pro-
ceedings of this conference were published by the New
York State Museum (Tooker 1967). This meeting marked
an important new phase in the history and development
of the organization. After twenty years, the nurturing role
of the conference in rejuvenating Iroquois studies was
well established. No longer would there be a hiatus of a
year or more between conference meetings. The organi-
zation was now on a firm and permanent footing.

The next year, the conference met at a vacation lodge at
Raquette Lake in New York’s Adirondack Mountains,
where the reclusive locale appealed to the attendees.
Members of the group were totally immersed in the schol-
arly presentations and discussions of that weekend, with-
out any distractions from the outside world. Accordingly,
some expressed a desire that future meetings be held
either in the same place or in a similar locale. An impor-
tant opportunity to do so came the following year when
the next meeting was held at the Institute on Man and
Science in Rensselaerville, New York, not far from Albany.
The 100-acre campus of the Institute on a hillside above
the eighteenth-century village below provided a quiet
and pleasant rural setting, usually with colorful fall
foliage, for the assembled Iroquoianists. It was a location
that would eventually become a permanent home for the
Conference on Iroquois Research during the first week-
end of every October.

Before the dormitories at the Institute were built, some
of the delegates found sleeping accommodations in the
private homes in the village. Meetings were held around
the fireplace in the parlor of the Old Stone House on the
Institute campus until the construction of the present,
modern auditorium. These improvements, however, did
not decrease the general air of congeniality and cama-
raderie that still pervades the conference proceedings and
the communal meals provided at the Institute.

Introduction A Brief History of the Conference on Iroquois Research

The group generally numbered about twenty in the
earlier years at the Institute, but the fulfillment of the con-
ference’s original goal of revitalizing Iroquois studies
meant that it grew to forty, then to sixty or more. It
reached a record 115 attendees in 2005. The conference
did not immediately settle upon Rensselaerville as it per-
manent location. It met at Peterborough, Ontario, for a
joint meeting with the Algonquian Conference in 1970; at
Albany, New York, in 1976; at Cherokee, North Carolina,
for second Cherokee-Iroquois Conference in 1978; and at
Albany for a joint meeting with the American Society for
Ethnohistory in 1979. From 1980 until 2009, the confer-
ence has been scheduled in Rensselaerville.

The educational work that the Conference on Iroquois
Research has accomplished by providing a forum for both
established scholars and new students of Iroquois culture
ensured that many individuals would gather for almost
forty years in Rensselaerville to share their latest research
and theories in a friendly and encouraging atmosphere.
The diverse group of attendees also includes members of
the Iroquois nations who are particularly interested in
preserving and understanding their culture and past and
who are a vital part of the academic exploration and dis-
cussion at the conference.

The Iroquois Conference, as it is often called, has con-
tinued to bring forth a growing amount of good, sound
scholarship, such as that found in Papers in Linguistics
from the 1972 Conference on Iroquois Research (Foster 1974),
Studies on Iroquoian Culture (Bonvillain 1980), and
Extending the Rafters: Interdisciplinary Approaches to
Iroquoian Studies (Foster et al. 1984). Many journal articles
also had their beginnings at the conference including
“Effigy Pipes, Diplomacy, and Myth: Exploring
Interaction between St. Lawrence Iroquoians and Eastern
Iroquoians in New York State” (Wonderley 2005) and
“James Dean in Iroquoia” (Tiro 1999). Perhaps Mary
Druke Becker best summarized the impact of the
Conference on Iroquois Research: “It has been a forum for
discussion of major research initiatives in Iroquois studies
since its inception. Any systematic look at the acknowl-
edgements, footnotes, and/or bibliographies of pub-
lished work on Iroquois since [1945]. . . brings numerous
citations to the Conference and papers presented at it”
(1968, 45).
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Chapter 1

STYLISTIC AND TECHNOLOGICAL ANALYSES OF CERAMIC VESSELS
FROM THE BAILEY SITE, ONONDAGA COUNTY, NEW YORK

Christina B. Rieth and Elizabeth Horton

INTRODUCTION

Iroquoian village and hamlet sites are known for their
large and diverse artifact assemblages. Lithic and ceramic
artifacts constitute the majority of the artifacts found on
these sites in New York and southern Ontario (Lennox
1995; Ritchie and Funk 1973; Snow 1995). Detailed analy-
ses of these materials often provide insights into the set-
tlement, subsistence, economic, and interaction patterns
of the community (Snow 1994; Rieth and Horton 2006).

Archaeological excavations by the New York State
Museum'’s Cultural Resource Survey Program at the pre-
contact Bailey site in Onondaga County, New York,
produced a large ceramic assemblage consisting of vessel
fragments (Rieth and Horton 2006). Stylistic and techno-
logical analyses of these artifacts contribute to our under-
standing of the chronology of the site and enhance our
understanding of Native manufacturing techniques.

This chapter provides an overview of the ceramic
assemblage from the Bailey site, describes how the vessels
were used, and discusses the role of ceramic vessels with-
in the larger realm of Iroquoian settlement and subsis-
tence. A discussion of how this information can be used to
understand Iroquoian culture and history follows.

SITE OVERVIEW

Archaeological excavations at the Bailey site were conduct-
ed between 2002 and 2004 in advance of highway con-
struction along Route 31 in the Town of Clay, Onondaga
County, New York (Figure 1.1). Materials recovered during
excavations indicate that the site reflects the occupation of
a horticultural hamlet. Accelerator Mass Spectrometry

dates derived from pottery encrustations and charred
maize locate this habitation during the Late Prehistoric Oak
Hill and Chance Phases (c. A.D. 1300-1450).

Artifacts were recovered from shallow storage features
and a dense sheet midden encompassing much of the
site. These are consistent with contemporaneous remains
from Iroquoian sites in New York and include incised
pottery and pipe fragments, bifaces, projectile points, a
stone adze, charred floral and faunal remains, and lithic
debitage (Rieth and Horton 2006). The recovery of
charred berries, maize, squash, and nutshell suggest that
the site was occupied for much of the year (Horton and
Rieth 2004).

Figure 1.1. The location of the Bailey Site, Onondaga County,
New York.
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CERAMIC ASSEMBLAGE

Sample Description and Analysis

For comparative purposes, the primary unit of analysis
was the vessel rather than individual sherds. The ceram-
ic sherds from each excavation unit were examined and
organized into vessel lots. Ten or more sherds, a single
rim sherd, or a nearly complete vessel therefore might
represent vessels. Unlike other studies (Wray et al. 1987),
body sherds were included in this analysis as they pro-
vide information about the surface treatment, size, and
volume of the vessels. This information is important and
assists archaeologists in determining vessel function.

Forty-three distinct vessels were identified from the
4,103 sherds. These artifacts were recovered from feature
and non-feature contexts during the hand excavation of
shovel test pits, test units, and test trenches. Figure 1.2
depicts some of the rim and body sherds recovered from
the site.

Thirty-one different decorative and technological
attributes were recorded for each vessel. These attributes
included ceramic type; orifice diameter; lip shape and
wall thickness; lip decoration; rim shape; interior decora-
tion; collar/neck shape and height; collar design; collar
base treatment and thickness; castellation and decoration;
surface treatment; temper size/type; and vessel color.

Figure 1.2. Rim and body sherds from the Bailey Site, Onondaga
County, New York. Collection curated at the New York State Museum,
Albany.

RESULTS

Pottery Types

Pottery types were determined following MacNeish
(1952). The number and percentage of each pottery type
are shown in Table 1.1. The two most common types are
the Garoga and Chance Incised types, with each type
comprising greater than 20% of the overall assemblage.
Garoga and Chance Incised pots are found on late
prehistoric sites in central New York (Tuck 1971) as well
as the Mohawk (Snow 1995) and Genesee valleys (Wray
et al. 1987). Wagoner Incised, Rice Diagonal, Fonda
Incised, Dutch Hollow Notched, and Onondaga
Triangular types were also identified and represent types
typically found on Late Woodland sites in New York
(Snow 1995; Tuck 1971).

One cord-marked and two check-stamped vessels were
recovered. Traditional pottery typologies often associate
these types with Late Middle Woodland and/or Early
Late Woodland groups in New York (Ritchie and
MacNeish 1949). However, there is evidence that stamp-
ing may also be a Late Woodland and Contact period trait
in parts of the Northeast (Chilton 1996, 109). Recovery of
stamped pottery from the same proveniences as collared
vessels suggest that these sherds were either (1) rede-
posited from an earlier ephemeral camp or (2) the
Iroquois occupants of the site manufactured vessels using
a variety of surface treatments.

Ten vessels (23.3%) lacked diagnostic attributes and
could not be associated with a particular pottery type
(Table 1.1). These vessels contain incised motifs and most
likely date to the Late Woodland occupation of the Bailey
site given their recovery contexts.

Orifice Diameter

The size of the orifice diameter is important and impacts
the effectiveness of the container for use as a long-term
cooking vessel. The orifice diameter of the vessels was
measured using a standard rim diameter chart that
matched the sherd curvature against a series of concentric
circles. With the exception of very small pots, only those
sherds that exhibited more than 4 centimeters of the rim
were used to arrive at diameter estimates. Since the
mouths of some Iroquoian pots are oval or square rather
than round and often change at a castellation, these fig-
ures should be regarded as best estimates.

Diameter estimates could only be calculated for thirty-
five (81.4%) of the forty-three vessels (Table 1.2). Results
suggest that more than half of the vessels (20 or 57.1%)
contain orifice diameters measuring less than 15 centime-
ters (5.91 inches). The remaining vessels (15 or 42.9%)
contain orifice diameters measuring more than 15 cen-
timeters (5.91 inches).

Christina B. Rieth and Elizabeth Horton



Table 1.1. Summary of Pottery Types Recovered from the Bailey Site (n=43).

Pottery Type* Cultural Period Number of Vessels % Vessels
Garoga Incised Late Woodland/Contact 13 30.2%
Chance Incised Late Woodland/Contact 9 20.9%
Wagoner Incised Late Woodland/Contact 4 9.3%
Rice Diagonal Late Woodland/Contact 1 2.3%
Fonda Incised Late Woodland/Contact 1 2.3%
Dutch Hollow Notched Late Woodland/Contact 1 2.3%
Onondaga Triangular Late Woodland/Contact 1 2.3%
Cord-marked Late Middle/Early Late Woodland 1 2.3%
Check-stamped Middle Woodland 2 4.6%
Unidentified — 10 23.3%

*Types based on information contained in MacNeish (1952).

Table 1.2. Orifice Diameter.

Diameter (cm) Number Percentage
5-10 4 11.4%
10-15 16 45.7%
15-20 10 28.6%
20-25 5 14.3%

Lip Shape and Wall Thickness

Lip shape refers to the shape of the surface where the inte-
rior and exterior rim meet along the uppermost surface of
the vessel. Four basic lip shapes were recorded in the
assemblage: flat, thickened, rounded, and cleft. A flat lip
shape is characterized by a surface in which the interior
and exterior rim of the vessel form right angles with the
lip. A rounded lip shape is characterized by a surface that
is beveled or rounded in profile, while a thickened lip
shape is characterized by a lip surface that is thicker than
the rim of the container. This thickened surface is often
rounded or squared. A cleft lip shape is characterized by
a thickened surface that is divided into two sections as a
result of incising or the application of some other decora-
tive motif.

Of the forty-three vessels, forty-one (95.3%) were ana-
lyzed for their lip shape (Table 1.3). The remaining two
vessels lacked a complete lip making it difficult to deter-
mine the final shape. The majority of the vessels (31 or

Table 1.3. Summary of Lip Shape.

Lip Shape Number Percentage
Flat 31 75.6%
Rounded 5 12.2%
Thickened 3 7.3%
Cleft 2 4.9%
Total 3 —

75.6%) contained a flat lip shape. A flat lip shape is com-
monly found on vessels in central and western New York
(Engelbrecht 1996) and is also described by MacNeish
(1952) as a predominant attribute on Iroquoian vessels
throughout the Northeast. Rounded and thickened lip
shapes, also seen in the Bailey site collection, are identi-
fied in limited quantities on other Iroquoian sites in the
Schoharie Valley and central New York (LaFrance 1980).
The only two vessels with a cleft lip shape were both
identified on the check-stamped vessels.

Vessels containing flat and rounded /beveled lip shapes
were found in the same stratigraphic levels, features, and
loci across the site. Although Garoga Incised containers
predominantly exhibited a flat lip shape, other containers
such as the Wagoner and Chance Incised types appear to
have a greater range of attributes on the vessels identified
with flat and rounded lip shapes. Measurements of the lip
thickness for all of the vessels contained in the collection
were recorded to the nearest millimeter. The range of size
varied from 3.94 to 10.49 millimeters with the average
thickness being 8.45 millimeters.

Lip Decoration

Lip decoration refers to the range of motifs and their
method of application around the lip of the vessel (Table
1.4). Following Engelbrecht (1996), Wray et al. (1987), and
others, the decoration and thickness of the lip of the ves-
sel provide important information about the style and the
techniques used in vessel construction. Forty-one vessels
produced information about the decoration of the lip of
the container. Eighteen (43.9%) lack decorative motifs
around the lip of the vessel. Among these types are sherds
associated with Garoga and Chance Incised vessels.
Wray et al. (1987, Appendix E) indicate that incised lines
around the lip are formed when a sharp object is inscribed
into the surface of the clay, producing a line that often
appears deeper than it is wide. The lip of the vessel often
contains sharp edges and has a v-shaped appearance
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Table 1.4. Lip Decoration.

Method of Application Decoration Number Percentage
Plain — 18 43.9%
Incising Oblique lines (/ and \) 8 19.5%
Vertical lines 5 12.2%
Horizontal lines 3 7.3%
Notched Notches 6 14.6%
Cord-marked Horizontal lines 1 2.4%
Total 41 —

when viewed in cross-section. Sixteen vessels contained
incised motifs around the lip of the vessel. The incised
lines found on the vessels from the Bailey site were iden-
tified in a variety of styles: Eight vessels (19.5%) had
oblique lines; five (12.2%) had vertical ones; and three
(7.3%) had horizontal lines.

Notching and cord-marked motifs were found in lim-
ited quantities across the site. Notching was identified
on six (14.6%) of the vessels and is represented by a
series of exterior protrusions on the outer lip of the con-
tainer. Cord-marking was identified on one (2.4%) vessel
and the design consists of a single continuous horizontal
cord-wrapped stick or paddle line encircling the lip of
the vessel.

Rim Shape

The interior and exterior rim were recorded as concave,
convex, or straight (MacNeish 1952). Only twelve
vessels exhibited enough of the rim to yield information
about rim shape (Table 1.5). Half contained a concave-
convex rim shape while 25% contained a concave-
straight rim shape. Smaller quantities of the following
rim shapes were also identified: convex-concave (8.3%),
convex-convex (8.3%), and convex-straight (8.3%). No
containers with a straight interior rim shape were iden-
tified in the collection.

It is not known why the occupants of this site preferred
a concave-convex or concave-straight rim shape. The

Table 1.5. Interior and Exterior Rim Shape.

Interior Exterior Number Percentage

Rim Shape Rim Shape

Concave Concave — —
Convex 6 50.0%
Straight 3 25.0%

Convex Concave 1 8.3%
Convex 1 8.3%
Straight 1 8.3%

Straight Concave — —
Convex — —
Straight — —

Bailey site is not the only Iroquoian site to exhibit this
type of rim attribute. Engelbrecht (1996, 60) reports that
vessels with concave-convex and concave-straight rims
were frequently found on pots from the Ripley site in Erie
County, New York. Although Ripley was occupied later
than the Bailey site, the presence of these characteristics
on pots in different geographic areas and dating to differ-
ent periods may be indicative of long-term changes in
pottery manufacture that occurred over much of the
Northeast.

Interior Decoration

The inner edge of the lip and the vessel interior just below
the lip were also analyzed. Of the forty-one vessels ana-
lyzed, all but four (9.7%) containers revealed a plain inte-
rior. The remaining four vessels contained incised,
oblique, or vertical lines and each lacked a collar. Similar
interior motifs have been identified in central New York
sites associated with occupations dating to the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries (Tuck 1971).

Collar Shape and Height

Following the definitions outlined in MacNeish (1952),
several collar types were identified at the Bailey site. These
include a well-defined collar, appliqué collar, poorly
defined collar, and no collar. Of the forty-one vessels ana-
lyzed, thirteen (31.7%) vessels contained a well-defined
collar, one (2.4%) an appliqué collar, ten (24.3%) a poorly
defined collar, and seventeen (41.4%) had no collar.

Of the twenty-four vessels with measurable collars,
collar heights were determined by measuring the distance
from the top of the lip to the base of the collar and are sum-
marized in Table 1.6. The majority of the vessels (11 or
45.8%) contained a collar height between 12 and 21 mil-
limeters. Most of these collars were well defined and dec-
orated with oblique incised lines. Four vessels exhibited
collars less than 12 millimeters high, and each of these
were poorly defined. Three containers exhibited a collar
height greater than 32 millimeters. Many archaeologists
have argued that collar height increased through time
(Chilton 1996, 102). Although larger collars appear on later
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Table 1.6. Collar Heights.

Height (mm) Number Percentage
<12 4 16.7%
12-21 1 45.8%
22-31 6 25.0%
32-41 2 8.3%
>41 1 4.2%

Iroquoian vessels, most vessels dating to the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries contain smaller collars with
height ranges similar to those found at the Bailey site.

Collar Design

In the Northeast, rim and lip forms are often considered
to encode stylistic messages about the manufacturer
(Engelbrecht 1996; Ritchie and MacNeish 1949). The pres-
ence of collared rims, their height, and their decoration
are considered to be particularly diagnostic. For
Iroquoian vessels, motifs of incised decoration, especially
on vessel collars, form the core of type distinctions. These
attributes are common on vessels dating after the four-
teenth century, and the decorations usually consist of
clear, symmetrical, geometric designs (MacNeish 1952;
Ritchie and MacNeish 1949). An important quality of col-
lars on globular or sub-globular Iroquoian vessels is that
they are very pronounced. Collars often have castellations
or peaks, drawing attention to the incised geometric
designs. Wobst (1977) and Chilton (1996) have interpreted
such attributes as a form of “information exchange.”

Analysis of decorative motifs of the twenty-four vessels
with existing collars resulted in a large number of varia-
tions in collar design (Table 1.7). The largest number (14
or 58.3%) contained a series of oblique incised lines
around the collar. Most of these vessels contained motifs
with lines oriented to the right (\) as opposed to the left
(/). Smaller quantities of vessels also contained other
motifs including horizontal, opposed oblique (/ \),
opposed oblique with horizontal or vertical lines, hori-
zontal followed by oblique lines, punctates, and horizon-
tal lines followed by opposed oblique lines.

Table 1.7. Collar Design.

Collar Base Treatment and Thickness

At the Bailey site, smoothed lines, gashes, and notches
were used to decorate the base of the collars. Punctates
and other motifs are recorded for Iroquoian vessels from
the Niagara Frontier (Engelbrecht 1996), central New
York (Pratt 1976), and southern Ontario in Canada
(Wright 1980), but they were not present on the vessels
from the Bailey site. Analysis of the fifteen vessels with
recordable collar base treatments indicated that nine
vessels (60%) contained a notched collar base treatment.
Notched collars are commonly seen on vessels found on
sites dating to the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in
central and eastern New York. Four smoothed and two
gashed collar treatments were identified in smaller quan-
tities at the Bailey site.

Measurements of collar thickness were determined by
measuring the base of the collar, which is often the thick-
est part (Engelbrecht 1996). As shown in Table 1.8, the
majority (9 or 60%) of the vessels contained a collar base
thickness between 10 and 15 millimeters. Smaller quanti-
ties of vessels contained a collar base thickness of 5-10
millimeters or greater than 15 millimeters.

Presence of Castellation and Decoration

Of the forty-three vessels identified, only four vessels
(9.3%) contained one or more castellation. Of those, two
(50%) contained one castellation, one (25%) contained two
castellations, and the final vessel (25%) contained four
castellations. Three of the vessel’s castellations were point-
ed, with the remaining container having a rounded shape.

Decorative motifs identified on the castellation of these
pots included oblique and vertical lines. Three (75%)
vessels contained castellations that were decorated with
oblique lines while one (25%) vessel contained vertical
lines. Decorative motifs found on these containers largely
consist of geometric designs that are symmetrical. Unlike
other Iroquoian vessels (Engelbrecht 1996; Pratt 1976, 208,
211; Wray et. al. 1987), none of the vessels from the Bailey
site contained spouts or effigies, suggesting further varia-
tion in the construction of these containers by Iroquoian
groups.

Table 1.8. Collar Base Thickness.

Design Number Percentage Thickness (mm) Number Percentage
Plain 1 4.2% 5-10 2 13.3%
Horizontal Lines 2 8.3% 10-15 9 60.0%
Oblique Lines 14 58.3% >15 4 26.6%
Opposed Oblique 2 8.3%

Opposed Oblique with horizontal or vertical lines 1 4.2%

Horizontal followed by oblique lines 1 4.2%

Row of punctates 1 4.2%

Horizontal followed by opposed obliques 2 8.3%
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Surface Treatment

Surface treatment is related to the overall performance
and function of the vessel (Chilton 1996). Roughening of
the vessel surface can provide a more secure grip (Rice
1987, 232), while allowing the vessel to absorb heat more
thoroughly and reducing the evaporation of liquids
(Herron 1986). Prezzano (1985) argues that the applica-
tion of various types of treatments can also increase ther-
mal shock resistance and reduce thermal spalling.

At the Bailey site, the majority (40 or 93.0%) of the ves-
sels contained a surface treatment consisting of incised,
smoothed, and notched decoration. Body sherds exhibit-
ed a smoothed surface treatment while rim sherds were
largely decorated with incised and notched surface treat-
ments. Two (4.7%) plain vessels were recovered from the
Bailey site. One (2.3%) cord-marked pot and one (2.3%)
dentate-stamped vessel were also recovered.

Temper Size/Type

Analysis of the temper in the vessels provides important
information about the manufacturing techniques used by
native potters. The addition of temper to raw clay per-
forms important functions that enhance the overall con-
struction of the pot by lessening shrinkage and eliminat-
ing stickiness, as well as altering the overall appearance
of the container (Chilton 1996, 81; Rice 1987). The addition
of temper also serves to alter the firing and post-firing
properties of the vessel (Rice 1987).

Identification of the types of temper used was complet-
ed using 10x magnification. It is extremely difficult to
identify rock minerals in this fashion, particularly as these
rocks and minerals have been fired in a clay body, some-
times reheated several times (especially in the case of
cooking pots), and exposed to the elements in a deposi-
tional environment for hundreds of years. An alternative
and superior means to identify inclusions is to make a
thin-section from the sherds and examine the resulting
microscopic slide under a petrographic microscope in
polarized light. However, this process is costly, time con-
suming, and destructive to the sherds. Therefore, the non-
invasive macroscopic method was preferred for this study.

The inclusions found in the containers from the Bailey
site consisted largely of grit and grog. As used here, grit
refers to fragments of crushed rock while grog refers to
small fragments of pottery and ceramic material found in
the sherd. Further examination of these sherds indicates
gneiss, mica, and feldspar are major constituents.

Of the forty-three vessels identified, thirty-four (79%)
contained a grit temper with inclusions ranging in size
from 0.5 to 2 millimeters. Many of the inclusions have a
semi-spherical shape and are moderately well sorted. A
cord-marked vessel contained larger inclusions (in the
1-2 mm range). As demonstrated by Prezzano (1985),
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Early Iroquoian vessels recovered from sites in central
and southern New York often contain larger inclusions
and are characterized as being earlier containers. The
presence of large inclusions in vessels from the Bailey site
may either indicate the presence of earlier vessels inter-
mixed with later vessels or the potter’s inexperience in
reducing temper to a smaller size.

Grog was observed in six (13.9%) of the vessels. Grog-
tempered vessels have not been recovered in great num-
bers from other Late Woodland sites in central New York.
Given their limited number at the Bailey Site, it is possi-
ble that these pots were used for a different function than
other containers, since grit-tempered vessels would not
have held heat as well and would not have been con-
ducive to long-term cooking.

Three (6.9%) vessels contained open cavities suggesting
that the inclusions may have leached out after breakage
or may have disintegrated during the firing process.
Softer materials, such as limestone and shell, are particu-
larly prone to disintegration during firing and are poor
candidates for long-term cooking containers

Interior/Exterior Vessel Color

The interior and exterior color of a vessel is partially
derived from the characteristics of the paste and from the
presence, size, and composition of inclusions. The final
color of the sherd is often masked or altered during firing
(Rice 1987) and/or later use. Consequently, the color of
pottery fragments should be interpreted with extreme
caution.

For the purpose of this study, interior and exterior col-
ors were recorded using Munsell Soil Color Charts (1998).
If the vessel contained several different colors, the two
most prominent colors were recorded. In instances where
the surface treatment varied across the surface of the arti-
fact, the predominant color was recorded.

In addition to surface color, information about the color
of the vessel core was recorded. Core color is important
because it can provide important information about the
conditions under which the vessel was fired. Firing
atmospheres are characterized by either darker interior or
exterior profiles.

The sherds from the Bailey site contained variable inte-
rior and exterior colors that generally fell within the
brown color palate of the Munsell soil color charts.
Common exterior colors consisted of 10YR 5/3 and 7.5YR
3/2 (Munsell 1998). The interior colors are darker, rang-
ing from 10YR 2/2 to 10YR 5/2.

Analysis of the core color of these vessels revealed
that the site’s occupants might have utilized several dif-
ferent firing techniques. Overall, approximately 59% of
the vessels have a dark interior color, which suggest that
they were fired upside down, or at least under condi-
tions where the interiors of the vessels were deprived of
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oxygen (Arnold 1985; Rice 1987). The remaining 42%
contained a lighter interior indicating that these vessels
may have been fired right side up in a kiln (Arnold 1985;
Rice 1987). The use of both types of firing techniques is
interesting and may either suggest individual variation
on the part the potter or that there was “no wrong or
right way” to fire a pot.

Noticeably absent from the color palate are sherds
with an orange hue. The collections of the New York
State Museum document pottery sherds with this color
from other sites in Onondaga County. Their absence in
the Bailey site assemblage suggests that recovered ves-
sels were likely fired under more formalized, oxygen-
poor firing conditions, such as in pits or Kkilns.
Alternatively, it may indicate that clay sources utilized
at the Bailey site contained less iron than those used at
other Iroquoian sites.

Other

Twenty-one sherds from twelve (27.9%) vessels contained
interior and / or exterior encrustations. Residues from two
vessels provided Accelerated Mass Spectrometry (AMS)
dates of 710 +/-40 B.P. (Beta 184152) and 340 +/-40 B.P.
(Beta 184153) (Table 1.9).

In summary, the pottery sherds recovered from the
Bailey site suggest that most containers were well-fired
grit-tempered containers with an incised decoration on
the exterior surface. These characteristics resemble simi-
lar vessels found on Late Prehistoric sites in central and
eastern New York (Chilton 1996; Snow 1995). Small cord-
marked and check-stamped vessels were also recovered
and suggest that earlier decorative attributes may have
continued into the Late Woodland Period.

DISCUSSION

Analysis of the pottery sherds allowed us to address
research areas associated with the (1) chronology, (2)
style, and (3) function of the containers (Horton 2003) and
contributed to our understanding of the pre-contact occu-
pation of the Bailey site.

A general framework for the chronological affiliation of
pre-contact vessels was established with the publication
of Ritchie and MacNeish (1949) and MacNeish’s (1952)
pottery typology for New York. Under this scheme, col-
lared, castellated, and incised pots occur later in time than
thick-walled, interior and exterior cord-marked vessels in
New York and throughout much of the Northeast
(Chilton 1996; Engelbrecht 1996; Prezzano 1985; Ritchie
1993; Tuck 1971).

The vessels from the Bailey site are largely collared con-
tainers with a smaller vessel-wall thickness and a globular
body shape. Well-defined incised collared rims are found
on many of these containers and are considered diagnos-
tic attributes of Iroquoian containers. Incised oblique, ver-
tical, and horizontal motifs surround the collar of the con-
tainer and form the core of the type distinctions at the site
(MacNeish 1952) with most of the containers associated
with the Garoga and Chance Incised types. These types
are generally found on sites dating after circa A.D. 1300
and are consistent with the AMS dates.

Changes in the manufacture of vessels after the intro-
duction of maize are commonly described in the archaeo-
logical literature of the Northeast (e.g. Chilton 1996;
Prezzano 1985). Braun (1983) and others (Prezzano 1985)
have argued that the thickness of the vessel wall has a
direct impact on the vessel’s resistance to thermal shock
and the ability of the vessel to be used as long-term cook-
ing containers. According to Braun (1983), thinner-walled
vessels are less likely to crack when used to cook foods
(i.e. maize) that have extended cooking times. The aver-
age wall thickness of the vessels recovered from the
Bailey Site is 8.45 millimeters. Changes in vessel con-
struction to better accommodate longer heating times of
pots for cooking food generally represent later phenome-
na associated with vessels found on sites dating after A.D.
1200. Thinner vessel walls and the out-flaring shape of the
neck and rim of the container are consistent with attrib-
utes associated with expected changes in these pots after
the introduction of maize horticulture. Comparative data
from later Iroquoian and Algonquian sites in eastern New
York and New England (Chilton 1996), as well as earlier
sites in central New York (Prezzano 1985), suggest that
the vessels from the Bailey site have an average wall

Table 1.9. Accelerator Mass Spectrometry Dates from the Bailey Site (NYSM #11165).

Unit Feature No. Material Radiocarbon Age (BP) Calibrated Date Range (2 Sigma)
Unit 11 Fea. O Charcoal 370+/-40 BP AD 1450 to 1650
Unit 25 Fea. B7 Charcoal 3810+/-40 BP BC 2430 to 2140
Unit 2 Fea. A/J Maize 140+/-40 BP AD 1430 to 1520
Unit 2 Fea. R Maize 50+/-40 BP AD 1470 to 1660
Unit 28 Fea. P Encrustation 710+/-40 BP AD 1250 to 1300
Unit 23 Fea. B9 Maize 150+/-90 BP AD 1520 to 1580, AD 1630 to 1660
Unit 23 Level 6 Encrustation 340+/-40 BP AD 1440 to 1640
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thickness between larger thicknesses in earlier non-horti-
cultural and later horticultural groups with thinner-
walled vessels. These measurements, combined with the
recovery of maize and other domesticated plants from the
site, supports the belief that the site’s occupants were
manufacturing durable containers that could withstand
long cooking episodes.

Although recent research (Schulenberg 2002) suggests
that use dates of Iroquoian vessel types are more fluid
than described by Ritchie and MacNeish (1949), the basic
tenets of their scheme are still appropriate for our study,
with thinner-walled collared vessels replacing thicker-
walled non-collared containers after A.D. 1300.

The limited orifice size of more than half the vessels
provides further evidence that the vessels at the Bailey
site were not haphazardly constructed, but were created
to meet the cooking needs of the site’s occupants.
Following Chilton (1996), Braun (1983), and Prezzano
(1985), the vessel orifice diameter is important since ves-
sels with smaller orifice diameters have a greater chance
of restricting evaporation than vessels with larger orifice
diameters. This vessel form allows for higher cooking
temperatures, reducing the cooking time of some
Iroquoian foods such as maize.

Iroquois population grew after A.D. 1300 and settle-
ments became more nucleated (Tuck 1971) with a greater
reliance on tropical cultigens and other cultivated plants
such as maize, beans, squash, and sunflower, all of which
were recovered from the Bailey site (Horton and Rieth
2004). Social and economic ties between communities
likely led to the development of regional exchange net-
works as increasingly distinct political units were devel-
oping during this period (Tuck 1971).

Through variation in vessels and their decorations, pot-
ters may have indicated differences in sociopolitical
groups. Clay pots were used for cooking in household
and communal settings and were highly visible in the
community on a daily basis. Since maize stews were
cooked for a long period of time, pots would often be set
on the hearth for many hours. With the base of the pots
either sitting in or dangling over the fire, the pronounced
collar on the vessels were a visible, centrally located icon
for anyone entering the communal area. Collars often
have castellations, which draw attention to the geometric
designs on the vessel.

Two small vessels, which probably held less than one
quart, were also identified. Neither vessel has the large
formal collars found on the medium-sized containers and
both lack evidence of interior or exterior residues.
Engelbrecht (2003, 85) comments on the potential func-
tion of small containers, stating that, in general, “non-col-
lared vessels often lack evidence of food remains, sug-
gesting that they were used for storage or tea brewing.”

Partial refitting of three larger vessels suggests that
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they may have measured more than 40 centimeters in
diameter and likely held more than 10 quarts of material.
The limited number of large vessels recovered suggests
that large groups did not likely use pottery communally,
but instead for storage or individual cooking by smaller
family units. Following Snow (1994, 13), smaller vessels
were used by smaller kin groups and facilitated trans-
portation of non-solid food and water. Larger vessels are
commonly found on later village sites in central New
York (Bradley 1987; Pratt 1976; Tuck 1971). They are often
associated with multifamily longhouses and may reflect
“communal dining” by the large kin groups that existed
among the Iroquois at the time of European contact.

Although the social behaviors that influenced these
group interactions are not well understood, ethnohistori-
cal descriptions provide the basis for the archaeological
study of group interactions. In addition, it is possible that
decorative attributes were accompanied by distinct tech-
nological changes in pottery (Arnold 1985), but this
hypothesis would need to be tested with a much larger
sample of Iroquois pottery sherds than was recovered
during the Bailey site excavations.

The process of decorating pots has the potential to both
reflect and constitute Iroquoian society. As Wobst (1977,
329) states, “those sets of material culture which poten-
tially are visible to all members of a given social group are
much more likely to show . . . expression of stylistic
form.” While the potential for social messaging is clearly
marked in decorative attributes, it is important to point
out that style is not simply encoded in or tacked onto fin-
ished products. It is also encoded in the operational
sequence of manufacture, or technical style (Arnold 1985;
Lemmonier 1986; Prezzano 1985). It is likely that sociopo-
litical information was communicated through style not
only while pots were sitting in the hearth, but when
groups of women gathered to make pots. The slab build-
ing of pots with consistent sizes and shapes and the repet-
itive incising of decorations on collars provide the poten-
tial for pots to embody messages about group member-
ship, the role of women, social integration, and the egali-
tarian ideal of Iroquoian society. Thus pots, as a central
and visible output of the joint effort of women within the
matrilineage, have the potential for carrying social mes-
sages in both manufacture and use.

The vessels from the Bailey site may have been manu-
factured to reflect a combination of the potters’ individual
and/or group identities. Important vessel attributes con-
sisting of arrangements of incised oblique and horizontal
lines are embodied in the collar and castellation of the
vessels from the Bailey site. The fact that other types of
designs (e.g. circular motifs) seen on contemporaneous
Iroquoian pottery were not found on these containers fur-
ther suggests some communal idea of what was appro-
priate and what was not an appropriate decoration for
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pottery. Consequently, the arrangement and selection of
particular vessels was probably not random but rather
embodied some important attributes of cultural identity
and social relationships between regional groups.

Given the site’s location along the Seneca River, a major
waterway, it is likely that the occupants of the Bailey site
regularly came in contact with other groups traveling
through the region as evidenced in the recovery of one
Dutch Hollow Incised vessel from the site. This pottery
type is commonly associated with groups living in west-
ern New York and is found in limited quantities on sites
in central and eastern New York (MacNeish 1952). For
non-local groups traveling through the region, visible sty-
listic identifiers of site inhabitants, signaling their position
within larger sociopolitical frameworks, would have been
important given the internal hostility among many
Iroquoian groups after A.D. 1300 (Snow 1995).

CONCLUSION

The clay vessel fragments from the Bailey site produced
information about native manufacturing techniques and
vessel function prior to European contact. The results of
this analysis suggest that the ceramics from the Bailey site
represent a diverse assemblage of containers associated
with the pre-contact occupation of the site. Stylistic attrib-
utes of the vessels are consistent with the AMS dates
recovered from the site and suggest that the Bailey site
was occupied after A.D. 1300. Although cord-marked and
check-stamped pottery fragments were recovered from
the site, there is currently no evidence to suggest that a
substantial earlier component dating prior to c. A.D. 1300
is represented at the site.

Analysis of the vessels from the Bailey site indicates
that a range of containers was found at the site.
Comparison of orifice diameter, wall thickness, and col-
lar /lip size of these vessels suggests that the largest num-
ber of vessels (38 or 88.3%) were medium-sized contain-
ers that could have held several quarts of material. These
vessels were probably used for cooking and food prepa-
ration. Encrustations on these containers support the
belief that these containers were used prior to being dis-
carded and were not manufactured to sit on a shelf or be
used in some non-utilitarian manner. Given the utilitarian
nature of these artifacts and the potential for these arti-
facts to break easily, it seems likely that that a single fam-
ily may have used many different cooking vessels. While
it is not known how long these vessels were used,
Engelbrecht (2003) argues that Iroquoian households may
have used vessels for as little as three months to as much
as several years before discarding them. Ethnohistoric
data suggests that the Iroquois used clay pots for a vari-
ety of tasks within a community. While clay vessels are

commonly described as cooking containers, they also
may have served other functions, including to brew tea
for medicinal purposes (Engelbrecht 2003, 85), to store
food, or to use as drums (Parker 1968).

The pottery sherds recovered from the Bailey site sug-
gest that most containers were well-fired grit-tempered
containers with an incised decoration on the exterior
surface. These characteristics resemble similar vessels
found on Late Woodland sites in central and eastern
New York (Chilton 1996; Snow 1995). Small cord-
marked and check-stamped vessels recovered suggest
that earlier decorative attributes may have continued
into the Late Prehistoric era.

Analysis of the style and functional attributes of the
sherds suggests that the vessels may have been con-
structed to convey information about the potters’
and/or users’ identities and their group affiliations.
Specific attributes associated with the construction of
the collar, castellation, and overall decoration may have
been incorporated by potters to convey information
about group differences and the social behaviors reflect-
ed in those differences. The location of the site next to a
major waterway would have undoubtedly resulted in
regular interactions with both friendly and enemy
groups. The ability of individuals to identify with a par-
ticular group can be expressed through the group’s
material culture. The highly visible nature of Iroquoian
pots would have served to reinforce corporate identities
through even the most utilitarian of daily activities.
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Chapter 2

THE ELDEST MEDICINE:
Red Osier Dogwood in Iroquois Folklore and Mythology

Anthony Wonderley

About a hundred years ago, an enormous corpus of
Iroquois (Haudenosaunee) folklore and myth was commit-
ted to paper by both native and non-native scribes.
Among the more serious efforts! were collections assem-
bled by William Beauchamp (1922), Elias Johnson (1881),
Arthur Parker (1989 [1923]), Erminnie Smith (1983
[1883]), and Hope Emily Allen (1948, Wonderley 2004).
Even more substantial compilations, recorded at least
partly in the native languages, were assembled by
Jeremiah Curtin (2001 [1922]), J. N. B. Hewitt (1918; Rudes
and Crouse 1987), and Frederick Waugh (1912-1918;
Randle 1953). Very similar (and presumably closely relat-
ed) Huron and Wyandot folklore was made available at
the same time by other researchers (see Barbeau 1915;
Connelley 1899; and Hale 1888, 1889). The years witness-
ing these documentary efforts—1880 to 1925—were a sort
of golden age for documenting such stories.

It seemed obvious at the time that recording this mate-
rial was a valuable thing to do. Few doubted that oral
narrative reflected key aspects of culture ranging from
details of daily life to quintessential symbols and values.
And, because such content was, in effect, chosen by the
people themselves, oral narrative constituted a kind of
tribal autobiography providing an insider’s view of the
culture (for example, see Boas 1916, 393). I think the
anthropologists, folklorists, and Indians of that era got it
right. The great body of Haudenosaunee oral narrative
they preserved bears eloquent witness to a cultural out-
look now a century gone and otherwise inaccessible.

Those familiar with Iroquois oral narrative have
remarked on its distinctiveness, usually with reference
to such aspects of narrative genre as character, episode,
plot, tone, and so forth (Fenton 1947; Thompson 1929,
xxii; Morgan 1962 [1851], 166). What may be the most
unique feature of all in Iroquois folklore, however, is the

frequent reference to red osier dogwood. Often called
red willow, the plant is not itself a story or a protagonist
or a even a single stock occurrence but rather what folk-
lorists call a motif. Reference to it constitutes a discrete
unit recurring in many tales and myths. As a recogniza-
ble element spanning many topics, red willow connects
disparate plots and establishes a thread of common
identity among them.

WHAT IT IS

Iroquois folklore once abounded with references to “red
willow,” “osier,” and “dogwood,” terms in English? that
almost certainly referred to the same plant: red osier dog-
wood or Cornus sericea (formerly and synonymously C.
stolonifera), a native deciduous bush commonly growing
six to twelve feet high. At home in a northern habitat of
swamps and marshy soils, the shrub is remarkable for its
wildlife value. Its small white fruits are eaten by blue-
birds, cardinals, kingbirds, bobwhites, ruffed and sharp-
tail grouse, and several species of woodpecker. Deer, elk,
moose, cottontails, and snowshoe hare eat its twigs
(Petrides 1972, 77; Soper and Heimburger 1982, 359).

Its most notable feature, however, is its color. As new
growth occurs during the late spring and summer, its
branches are green. In the late fall, they begin to turn red
and become progressively redder over the winter. At their
late-February peak, they are a deep, blood-red dominat-
ing the winter landscape. In the woods around my central
New York home, they provide nature’s first clear signal
that spring rebirth is imminent.

In a general sense, red willow (almost certainly mean-
ing several species of Cornus and not necessarily C.
sericea) is well known ethnobotanically throughout much
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Figure 2.1. Red willow in winter.
Photo by Anthony Wonderley.

of native North America as medicine for eye and respira-
tory ailments and for fever (Densmore 1928, 288; Driver
1969, 558, Moerman 1998, 178-80). Dogwood frequently
is mentioned as the material of arrow shafts. Throughout
the eastern half of the United States, red willow is best
known as an important—possibly the principal—ingredi-
ent of kinnikinnick, an Algonquian word for smoking
material made from wild plants and often mixed with
tobacco (Springer 1981, 220; Yarnell 1964, 181). Native
people may have been smoking kinnikinnick prior to the
appearance of tobacco about 2,500 years ago (Hall 1977,
513-14; Rafferty 2001; Yarnell 1964, 86). In the Iroquoian
area, the practice of smoking almost certainly preceded
tobacco since the word for “pipe” predates that for
“tobacco” (Mithun 1984, 274-76).

Dogwood occurs in the Iroquois pharmacopoeia as a
plant for treating respiratory problems. It also is regarded
as the chief ingredient of an emetic (an oral purgative to
induce vomiting) taken in the spring to purify the body
(Fenton 1942, 524; 1945, 50; Herrick 1995, 178-79; Thomas
1994, 72). The plant, therefore, occupies a respectable
niche in Iroquois curative practice but is certainly not
among the most pharmaceutically important plants to
Haudenosaunee people (Herrick 1995, 21, 91-92). One
would never guess, on the basis of these apparently prac-
tical applications, that red willow pervaded Iroquois folk-
lore around 1900.

WHAT IT DID AND HOW IT WORKED

Red osier dogwood was thought to be efficacious in sev-
eral forms and states. For one thing, it was “the typical
Iroquoian magic material” (Randle 1953, 629), something

16

employed in Iroquois oral narrative to achieve any act
that needed to be done immediately or to change any con-
dition requiring instant alteration. A red osier switch was
a magic wand that could enlarge a table and make food
appear or transform a dog into a monster bear (Hewitt
1918, 672-79; Waugh 1915: J. Davis 201 £25%). In the hands
of a hero in an Iroquois story, a red-willow branch could
change logs into giant men, lengthen one’s legs in a fight,
and animate a manikin helper (Curtin 2001 [1922], 346;
Waugh 1915: T. Smoke 201 £29). Poles made of red willow
marked off the course of a footrace against an evil sorcer-
er (Curtin 2001 [1922], 31). Scrapings of red-willow bark
thrown into a pond would induce a giant bloodsucker liv-
ing there to rise to the surface (Waugh 1915: J. Jamieson
201 £29). And, throughout Iroquois folklore, arrows that
never miss are often said to be of this material (Curtin
2001 [1922], 33, 346; Waugh 1915: G. Davis 201 29 and
Waugh 1918: E. Cook 202 {23).

Some applications of red willow required burning, as
one might expect from its association with kinnikinnick.
At least one hero story has the protagonist demonstrate
his power by converting red-willow smoke, inhaled from
a pipe as kinnikinnick, into wampum beads (Hewitt 1918,
262-66, 516). More notable was the idea of igniting osier
to fly through the air. In one recurrent vignette, the hero
rises on the smoke of burned red-willow shavings to pur-
sue some witches making a getaway (Curtin 2001 [1922],
188; Waugh 1915: “Ooksayik” 201 £26).

The most frequent use of red willow in Iroquois folk-
lore, however, was as a weapon against supernatural ene-
mies (Allen 1948, 41-42; Curtin 2001 [1922], 426). The
branches of the bush could be employed against a foe in
various ways as Frederick Waugh discovered on the Six
Nations Reserve, Ontario:

* Abear fighting a giant lizard is aided by a man who,
with twigs of red willow, spears parts of the reptile
as they fly off to prevent them from reassembling
(Waugh 1915: Mrs. P. John 201 £27).

* A person kills a magical animal called “It-Eats-All”
with red osier dogwood switches (Waugh 1915: T.
Smoke 201 £27).

e A stone ax, hafted with red osier dogwood, is used
to kill a witch (Waugh 1918: E. Cook 202 24).
Generally speaking, however, the osier weapon was an
arrow:

* A boy shoots a cannibal bird with an arrow of red
willow (Waugh 1912: P. John 201 £6).

e Ahunter kills a monster bear with twelve dogwood
arrows (Waugh 1915: D. Jack 201 {24).

e A bear engaged in mortal combat against her wiz-
ard husband is helped by a human’s red-willow
arrow (Waugh 1918: D. Jack 202 {23).
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e Ten human hunters, each supplied with three

arrows of red osier dogwood, overcome a monster
cricket (Waugh 1918: E. Cook 202 £24).

e A giant bloodsucker is slain by a Thunder (celestial
beings charged with exterminating large snakes) in
concert with arrows of red willow shot by a boy
(Waugh 1915: J. Jamieson 201 £29).

e Thunders kill a giant snake with the help of a mor-
tal who shoots red-willow arrows (Waugh 1915: S.
Hill 201 £28; and see Shimony 1994 [1961], 162).

A weapon of red osier dogwood is specified in the
snake-that-swallowed-a-village ~ (Wonderley 2005,
229-31), probably the best-known serpent tale in Iroquois
folklore. The story tells of an odd-looking pet snake that
matures into a monstrous man-eater, sometimes
described as having two heads. Eventually the serpent
overwhelms the people of a nearby village who walk into
the creature’s open jaws. According to an Ontario version
(Waugh 1918: E. Cook 202 {24), the last survivor manages
to kill the snake with a red-willow stave. When several
people emerge from the carcass, they are immediately
given an emetic made from red osier dogwood to restore
them to full health. Other variants were recorded among
the Senecas of New York in the 1880s (Hewitt 1918, 106,
420-21) and the Iroquoian-speaking Wyandots of
Oklahoma in the 1910s (Barbeau 1915, 146-48).

The snake-that-swallowed-a-village must have been
regarded as important for it was one of the very few sto-
ries to be recorded—repeatedly—during the first half of
the nineteenth century (see Beauchamp 1892, 20-21;
Morgan 1962 [1851], 159-60, n.1; Schoolcraft 1975 [1846],
60-61). Some versions specify that the snake was dis-
patched by arrows of red osier dogwood. For example,
Mohawk Chief John Norton stated in 1816 that a surviv-
ing youth slew the monster with three red-willow arrows
(Klinck and Talman 1970, 110). A Seneca account of 1823
(but said to date to the late 1700s) described a boy killing
the snake with an arrow “made of a kind of willow”
(Seaver 1990, 143). In a Seneca version of 1838, the mon-
ster’s career was ended by a boy firing “an arrow of wil-
low” (Severance 1904, 81).

The imagery of this story remains vigorous today. A
Haudenosaunee journalist recently published the plot as
a traditional tale of two environmentally destructive ser-
pents (named Canada and the United States) slain by a
Mohawk boy armed with a special bow of willow
(George-Kanentiio 2000, 30-34). The contemporary
telling, therefore, still retains at least a vestigial allusion to
killing evil ones with red osier dogwood.

One could also employ red willow in liquid form as a
bath to rejuvenate some vitalistic function. In a story
about a Stone Giant, for example, the mythological forest
monster has a severed human hand that miraculously

indicates the location of game. Because the game-pointer
does not work when it dries out, one must recharge its
magical life by immersing it in a solution made from red
willow (Beauchamp 1922, 147).

Dogwood frequently is mentioned in Iroquois folklore
as the main ingredient of an emetic that restores health to
a body imperiled by some contact with the supernatural.
It “was used to induce vomiting,” according to FE. Roy
Johnson (1967, 201). “In ancient times, the mere sight of a
magical snake or some other like monster could bring
death if a great magical medicine was not used.” A man
who battles a giant bloodsucker is so cured after downing
a decoction made from bark scrapings of the red osier
dogwood (Waugh 1915: J. Jamieson 201 f29). Similarly,
William Fenton observed (1987, 156) that red willow is
used to treat a nosebleed resulting from seeing a power-
ful non-human being.

Red willow also was regarded as an antidote to witch-
craft (Waugh 1915: “Ooksayik” 201 {26). As an Oneida
story summarized in 1919 put it:

Once a woman that wasn’t good fell in love with a
young man and his people didn’t like her but she
gave him some love powder and he fell in love with
her. His family felt very bad and his grandmother cut
three red whips and stewed them and gave him to
drink and he was cured of his craze (Allen 1948, 73).

The anti-witchcraft beverage mentioned here presumably
counteracted the love potion as an emetic. What seems to
be regarded as poison induced by an other-worldly con-
nection is, in all these instances, vomited out.

A red-willow emetic also corrected an unpleasant per-
sonality. This is what happened to a Stone Giant when
offered a red-osier-dogwood drink:

After the Stone Giant had drunk about half of the
medicine, he grew pale and nauseous and vomited
... Mixed in with his vomit were all kinds of bugs
and crawling things, for the medicine had knocked
the evil out of him. Again he drank of the potion and
vomited up more of the vile matters. Finally the
Stone Giant stopped vomiting and was rid of the evil
that had possessed him (Rudes 1994, 474).

A substance that could cure a brute of his villainous
nature was very strong medicine indeed. It counteracted
baneful effects from the numinous and, to us, non-normal
world and domesticated monsters through the action of
cleansing and purification. It was medicine of a spiritual-
ly powerful sort that cured the body from the inside out.

The red-willow associations described in this section
apparently are unique to the Iroquois region or, in the
case of the snake-that-swallowed-a-village, to the
Iroquoian-speaking community. Robert Hall (1977,
157-59; 1983, 40-41) has long argued that red willow is
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connected to ancient rituals involving sacred smoke, to a
symbolism of weaponry employed to make peace, and to
concepts of immortality. Certainly arrows and kinnikin-
nick are often said to be of red willow in Great Lakes folk-
lore. However, in the predominantly Midwestern setting
of Hall’s arguments, red willow is only one of several red-
dish plants connoting life continuity, the others being red
cedar, bearberry, and sumac (1977, 505-6). Of these, red
cedar is the one most frequently named as the weapon
one wields against non-human foes (Barnouw 1977, 122,
132-37; Hoffman 1896, 148-49). Further, red cedar carries
the strongest ceremonial associations in Delaware/
Lenape and Great Lakes traditions (Smith 1995, 72-73;
Speck 1931, 127, 171) and in the archaeology of the
Mississippian heartland (Johannessen 1993, 199; Pauketat
et al. 2002).

The Southeast is home to a philosophy of purificatory
emetics similar to that of the Iroquois (Hudson 1976,
34041, 415-16). However, the substance inducing vomit-
ing is not the osier bush but rather redroot and other
plants believed to “render the user pure and properly pre-
pared for participation in his ritual encounters with the
sacred” (Grantham 2002, 55).

HOW THEY ASSERTED ITS AGE

Embedded in the Iroquois creation myth is the tradition
that dogwood was the first plant on our earth, springing
up at water’s edge around the circumference of Turtle’s
back. In a 1971 Oneida account, the woman who fell from
the sky sees that the “first two things that came to be
growing were the red willow” and something else the
narrator could not recall. A 1912 Oneida version insists on
the same incident: “The earth began to grow bigger, and
[the woman] could see the red osier dogwood bushes”
(Lounsbury and Gick 2000, 40, 165). Mohawk Seth
Newhouse specified this detail in the late 1890s: “At that
time she looked and saw that willows had grown up to
bushes along the edge of the water” (Hewitt 1974 [1928],
288). Around 1876, Seneca Esquire Johnson related the
plant to the creative activities of the Good Spirit: “and at
once the earth was made beautiful with the green grass.
He then made the red willow grow on the wet land”
(Caswell 1892, 232). An Oneida account by James Dean
documents what is probably the red willow integrated
into the creation myth more than two centuries ago: “The
earth continued to expand and soon formed a small
island, skirted with willow and other aquatic shrubbery”
(Lounsbury and Gick 2000, 158).

The most magisterial rendering of this great epic is that
given in 1900 by the great synthesizer of Iroquois lore,
John Arthur Gibson.* Gibson stated that the good twin
(the demiurge also characterized as the Good Spirit) cre-
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ated grass, the sunflower, and then red willow. In other
passages, however, Gibson insisted that red willow was
the first plant to grow on this earth (Hewitt 1974 [1928],
544, 573). “Here,” the good twin announced after creating
it, “I have planted a medicine which then shall be the eld-
est one of all those that shall continue to grow here”
(Hewitt 1974 [1928], 491). Dogwood’s great age was later
confirmed by Frank Speck (1995 [1949], 31) who was
given to understand that the red willow was the oldest
plant referenced among the trees and bushes in the
Thanksgiving Address—the all-purpose ritual invocation
used to open and close formal social gatherings.

What the medicine was supposed to do is unclear
although, a little further on in Gibson’s account, the good
twin wafts his grandmother up to the sky on red-willow
smoke. Then, turning to the first human couple, he says
that, in the future, only the word and mind will be able to
go up, and they only on tobacco smoke (Hewitt 1974
[1928], 552-53). Thus, Gibson mythologically dated red
willow to an age preceding people and tobacco use.

The prominence accorded red willow by the Iroquois in
their cosmogony is not characteristic of mythology else-
where in the Northeast. The closest one can come to it
occurs in the Nanabozho cycle of the Great Lakes as an
apparent mythic charter to smoke red-willow kinnikin-
nick. In some versions, Nanabozho punishes his rear end
for its failure to keep watch while he sleeps. Blood from
the Algonquian trickster-hero’s self-induced wound
stains the osier bush red, which, hereafter, shall be avail-
able for humans to smoke (Barnouw 1977, 29-30;
Bloomfield 1928, 231; Kohl 1985 [1860], 393; Michelson
1917, 113, 179, 415; Skinner 1927, 340).

HOW THEY IROQUOIANIZED
FOREIGN STORIES

When the Iroquois incorporated outside material into
their story-telling repertoire, they included some refer-
ence to red osier dogwood. Like a stamp of approval, the
addition seems to have certified the tale as authentically
Iroquois. A comparison of how narratives about horned
serpents and disobedient children were told in non-
Iroquois and Iroquois settings illustrates this process of
incorporation.

Present throughout much of North America was a
motif consisting of three sequential conditions or ele-
ments. First, a human must get across a body of water, fre-
quently because he/she seeks rescue from having been
marooned on an island or escape from an enemy in close
pursuit. Second, the human receives assistance from a
horned beast—usually a serpent, but sometimes a fish, a
walrus, or a more complicated mythical being of compos-
ite attributes. Third, the passenger riding on the beast’s
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head often induces the beast to continue in its efforts or to
speed up by feeding the steed, giving it eagle feathers,
shooting arrows in front of it, or tapping its horns. As a
story or as an episode within a larger narrative, this
sequence is documented in the Southeast (Grantham
2002, 183-84; Lankford 1987, 205-6; Swanton 1929,
126-28, 172-75, 234-39), in New England (Fewkes 1890,
269-70), in the northern Great Lakes (Michelson 1919,
383-85; Skinner 1911, 92-93; and see Barbeau 1915, 102-3),
and in the Plains (Dorsey 1997 [1905], 26-27; Lévi-Strauss
1990 [1968], 436-37, 445, 451-52).

This motif, which I call crossing-water-on-a-horned-
beast,” shows up in a Seneca tale in which a horned ser-
pent rescues a young woman stranded on an island.
Placing the woman on his head, the snake carries her to
the safety of the mainland while under attack by a pursu-
ing Thunder. Earlier, the snake had instructed his passen-
ger to equip herself with twelve osier switches. In one
version, the woman “noticed that the snake began to
slacken the speed and started to sink lower than usual; so
... she took one whip and give it a sharp lash . . . then [the
snake] seem to take new life, started out with its head up
again and renewed speed” (Cornplanter 1986 [1938],
61-62). “In the awful fury of the tempest,” according to
another, “the great serpent cried in terror: ‘Oh use your
lashes! Oh spur me onward! My strength is failing!
Scourge me!”” (Parker 1989 [1923], 226).

The motif also occurs in an Oneida story that tells of a
boy who rides a magic bull while fleeing from dangerous
enemies in close pursuit.® When the boy and bull hesitate
at the bank of a river, the bull says, “I am about worn out
and I can hardly get across the stream, but you cut seven
whips of red willow. When you see me begin to sink,
begin to whip me with the whips one at a time and throw
each one away when it is worn out.” The youth does so
and the two of them just barely make it across (Allen 1948,
34-35, 47-48).

The girl on the snake and the boy on the bull are the
only Iroquois examples known to me of crossing-water-
on-a-horned-beast and both make reference to red willow.
Red willow is not, on the other hand, mentioned in any of
the examples of the motif documented elsewhere.

The specific application of osier described here—whip-
ping—is new. However, its effect (replenishing the vigor
of a weary supernatural) resembles the restoration of the
Stone Giant’s depleted game-pointer noted above.

The second example of how a foreign tale was cus-
tomized to an Iroquois setting comes straight out of the
Brothers Grimm. The German story of “The Willful
Child” is quoted below from the Grimms’ “large edition”
of 1857 (story no. 117).

Once upon a time there was a child who was willful,
and would not do what her mother wished. For this
reason God had no pleasure in her, and let her

become ill, and no doctor could do her any good, and
in a short time she lay on her death-bed. When she
had been lowered into her grave, and the earth was
spread over her, all at once her arm came out again,
and stretched upwards, and when they had put it in
and spread fresh earth over it, it was all to no pur-
pose, for the arm always came out again. Then the
mother herself was obliged to go to the grave, and
strike the arm with a rod, and when she had done
that, it was drawn in, and then at last the child had
rest beneath the ground (Grimm and Grimm 1944,
534-35).

An Iroquois version, given by an Oneida in 1918, runs
as follows:

Once there was a little girl who was very naughty
but her mother never punished her and in time she
died and her mother was very sad. She was buried
and one day a man was going past the cemetery and
saw her hands sticking out of her grave. He told her
mother who was terribly broken up over it and went
to see the minister about it. The minister asked if the
child had ever been punished. The mother said no.
She had been very naughty but never punished.
Then the minister asked how old she was and the
mother said she was 12. Then he told her to get 12 red
whips and whip her hands with one at a time and
then throw it away. She got them and the hand began
to draw back as soon as she began with the first whip
and when she had used the whole 12 they had entire-
ly disappeared (Allen 1948, 38).

Here again, the Iroquois took a story of apparent for-
eign derivation and added to it an allusion to red willow
and, again, the application is whipping. Now, however,
lashing is done to correct youthful disobedience. The
whips seem to cure by drawing brattiness out as if it were
a discrete substance. A similar alteration of attitude or
personality was experienced by the Stone Giant who took
a red-willow emetic.

Descriptions of osier lashing seem oddly specific as to
the number of whips involved. Why? Whipping with
osier is not punishment. It is medicine that soaks up an
offending condition (fatigue, nastiness) like a sponge.
Several whips are needed because, applied one at a time,
the curing action is regarded as gradual and cumulative.
And, having absorbed the noxious property, the whips
must be disposed of carefully.

Although lashing with dogwood is unique to Iroquois
oral narrative, a broadly similar concept of whipping may
have been known to the neighboring Lenape. On the one
hand, there may be allusions to ceremonial whipping
among those people during the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries (Harrington 1921, 58; Speck 1937, 8). On
the other, restorative whipping is mentioned in an early-
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twentieth-century folktale about a boy with thunderbird
power who teams up with Wehixamokis, a trickster-war-
rior character. The latter gets into a fight with giants who
all but subdue him:

So this friend of his, this boy, had more power than
Wehixamokis had. So he helped Wehixamokas. He
horsewhipped Wehixamokés because he was scared
and was getting overpowered. So by his assistance,
Wehixamokis and he managed to escape from those
giants (Bierhorst 1995, 115).

CONCLUSION

Red osier dogwood shows up nearly everywhere one
looks in the Iroquois folklore of 1900. Its smoke conferred
great power. Wizards could rise through the air on it and,
when inhaled through a pipe, the smoke could convert
red-willow kinnikinnick into wampum beads. As the deus
ex machina of storytelling, red willow provided an instant
magical solution to any difficulty. Weapons of red willow
were essential in battles against malignant supernatural
enemies. Furthermore, one could repair the capabilities of
certain malfunctioning objects by soaking them in liquid
derived from red willow.

A red-willow emetic counteracted witchcraft, corrected
villainous behavior, and revitalized a person after other-
worldly encounters. A lashing with osier switches
restored the vigor of an imperiled supernatural friend
and corrected childish misbehavior. In both cases, the
action was curative: debilitating, malefic, or offending
substances were removed from the body. As medicine,
red willow cleansed and purified. It renewed health and
replenished strength.

This powerful medicine was very old. In the case of the
snake-that-swallowed-a-village, the idea is documented
as being at least two hundred years old. More important-
ly, the Iroquois made a point of stressing a far-greater
antiquity by defining red willow in their cosmogonic nar-
ratives as the first plant and most ancient medicine in our
world. Foreign tales apparently were adopted into the
Haudenosaunee storytelling repertoire through the sim-
ple expedient of adding an incident involving red osier
dogwood to the plot. In 1900, the associations of red osier
dogwood comprised an extraordinary bundle of ideas
about medicine, smoke, wands, and weapons found
nowhere else.

How much of the old beliefs about osier have survived
to see a new century? One osier concept alive and well
today is the notion that red willow is the proper substance
for correcting unruly children. Whipping with such a
switch is still regarded as more cure than punishment
because “it is the ‘medicine’ in the red willow rather than
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the ‘spanking’ which corrects the ways of the child”
(Shimony 1994 [1961], 210). An obstinate child “should be
whipped four times with a red whip,” according to Chief
Jacob Thomas (1991, 2) because “a red willow whip is
considered to be the appropriate medicine.”

Although narrative knowledge of red willow apparent-
ly is much diminished, what does remain carries convic-
tion. When the prophet Handsome Lake was vouchsafed
a vision of the House of Punishment, according to Chief
Thomas,” he saw a mother and daughter imprisoned for-
ever in a boiling pot because they had not administered
the medicine properly (Thomas 1994, 110-11). “The child
said to the mother, “You should have scolded me more
and punished me with a red whip.”

ENDNOTES

1. A number of other compilations, dating from the same period and
purporting to recount Iroquois folklore, seem to me inauthentic. The
stories published by Canfield (1902), Converse (1908), and Powers
(1923), for example, are fanciful or so thoroughly reworked as to be
of dubious value for nearly any research purpose. Similarly, Parker’s
Skunny Wundy (1994 [1926]), a children’s book of “Seneca Indian
tales,” is very much a consciously crafted literary work. His slightly
later Rumbling Wings (1928) is even more clearly the creative product
of his own imagination.

2. Words for this bush in various Iroquoian languages are given below
with their English equivalents.
¢ Oneida: o-nikw”htala? (red) nika-kwil-6:t" (willow; kind of whip)
(Lounsbury and Gick 2000, 75);

¢ Onondaga: kwen-tah-ne-u-hoon-too-te (red tree) (Beauchamp
1893, 116);

* Seneca: gwen'den'en niyo'enno'den’ (red shoots) (Fenton 1945, 50);

e Tuscarora: tikdtci? rurdtkwardyé"? (red medicine stick) (Rudes
and Crouse 1987, 136);

e Wyandot: u'gyohara’ (dogwood) u-hskwira' (stick) (Pearson 2001,
136).

The botanical term usually seems to combine “red” with something
like “branch” or “stick.” “Red willow” may be as good a translation
as any. Of course, one can never be certain the precise referent, in
every instance, is Cornus sericea.

3. When citing the unpublished papers of Waugh (1912-1918), I refer-
ence the informant (in this case, J. Davis), the box (201), and the fold-
er (f25). Not knowing the informant in one instance, I provide the
story title (“Ooksayik”).

4. Chief Gibson may also have alluded to red osier dogwood in his
1912 version of the League Tradition, that is, the origin story of the
Iroquois Confederacy. The passage in question occurs in the Roll Call
of the Chiefs (On the Journey), the first ritual of the Condolence
Council: “they spread out whips for them . . . at the mucky place”
(Woodbury 1992, 575).

5. Some examples of crossing-water-on-a-horned-beast were listed by
the great folklorist Stith Thompson as variants of the “Whale-boat”
motif (R245). In Whale-boat, “a man is carried across the water on a
whale (or fish). In most cases he deceives the whale as to the near-
ness to the shore or as to hearing thunder” (Thompson 1929, 327).
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Lankford (1987, 208) agreed with this classification for the south-
eastern examples with which he is most familiar. Lévi-Strauss (1990
[1968], 444-57), on the other hand, identified the incident in question
with the Ferryman motif, often a crane who extends his neck across
a body of water to aid the escape of a story’s protagonist. While
crossing-water-on-a-horned-beast could well be a subset of Whale-
boat (o1, conceivably, the Ferryman), my grouping calls attention to
traits that set it apart from the other examples of Whale-boat and are
not essential to the definition of the Whale-boat motif.

6. The Oneida story illustrates borrowing from the outside world with
a vengeance because the full plot is an amalgam of at least two sto-
ries of wide Eurasian distribution: “The Little Red Ox” (Thompson
1981, 178; motif A511A) and, in its Native American context, “The
Enchanted Horse” (Thompson 1929, 208, and see Thompson 1946,
59-60).

7. Red osier dogwood is not mentioned in earlier Handsome Lake texts
as given by Morgan (1962 [1851], 233-59) and Parker (1913).
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Chapter 3

IROQUOIS MOURNING AND CONDOLENCE INSTALLATION RITUALS:
A Pattern of Social Integration and Continuity

Denis Foley

The multiple forms and social contexts of the condolence
ceremonies used by traditionalist Iroquois groups, among
themselves and in their relations with external parties,
have long been the subject of academic study. To under-
stand the continuance and importance of these cere-
monies from the seventeenth century until the present
time, the concepts of condolence, ritual, and involution
need explanation. Condolence is used to distinguish a
series of ceremonies held at various levels of Iroquois
society to mourn the death of an individual. Ritual is a
highly conventionalized set of behaviors that individuals
believe will help, by supernatural means, to protect, puri-
fy, or enrich the participants, whether members of their
own group or not. Involution is the increasing complica-
tion of a simple pattern by the elaboration, inversion, and
repetition of its component units (Gluckman 1968, 285)
Renewal, or purification, occurs only when the mourn-
ers adhere to a rigid ritual pattern. Every member of
traditionalist Iroquois society is in one of two moieties
during condolence ceremonies: either the clear-minded or
the mourning. If the pattern is not completed by the clear-
minded segment, then malignant forces, which are
defined in the traditionalist concept of death, may destroy
not only specific individuals but possibly Iroquois society
itself. This destruction is a negative sanction on those who
do not comply with their ritual obligations. The mourn-
ing ritual therefore creates a positive ethic of cooperation
at the lineage, clan, tribal, confederate, and alliance levels.
The completion of the mourning ritual allows for closure
in the section of Iroquois society that has experienced a
death. An ethic of cooperation based on ritual reciprocity
can mend society despite overbearing political factions or
ongoing personal disputes. Onondaga Chief Peter Sky
terms this process a mutual privilege, the “privilege of the
Hai-Hai.” The term Hai-Hai appears to have various

meanings. Chief Sky translated it as hail-hail, similar to the
meaning given by Horatio Hale (1883) in his translation
titled The Iroquois Book of Rites. However, the Jesuits trans-
lated “Hai-Hai” as an imitation of the cry of souls. John N.
B. Hewitt concurred with the Jesuit Fathers (1898, 287).

In an effort to elaborate on a previous study of alliance
condolence procedures (Foley 1973), this analysis exam-
ines current and past condolence rituals within a narrow
framework of similarly structured Iroquois ritual mourn-
ing patterns: the traditional burial rites; the semi-annual
Ohgi’we, which honors all who died during the last six
months; the Feast of the Dead, which is held every ten to
twelve years to honor all who have died since the last
such ceremony; the Chief Installation Ceremony of the
twenty-first century; and the colonial and current Ally
Greeting Ceremony at the Wood’s Edge to Wipe the Tears
from a Loss. A comparison of these ceremonies shows
that they all contain systemic patterns that remain intact
over time and place. Each ceremony can be classified as a
variant of one model—a reciprocal-privilege burial ritual.
The content and social structure of condolence cere-
monies are reducible to a few component rituals because
it is formed by the repetition, juxtaposition, and addition
of repeated rituals and reciprocal role behaviors. Each
condolence unleashes a spiritual force that satisfies and
honors the all-powerful dead and renews both the indi-
vidual mourners and the related subsystems that form
Iroquois society.

The involution of core mourning rituals is an Iroquois
device to overcome the social and psychological stigmas
resulting from death and the subsequent loss at the line-
age, clan, community, and confederate levels. The condo-
lence ceremony also extends to all allies whether they are
First Peoples or not. If the Iroquois consider someone as a
fictive brother/sister or nephew /niece, the traditionalist
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may condole that individual for suffering a personal or
corporate group loss.!

The survival of traditional Iroquois society and its
political organization amid proselytizing, land losses, and
political intervention by a larger society says much for the
staying power of reciprocal ritual privileges and the
importance of mourning rites as integrating forces for lay-
ered social, political, and religious units.

The ceremonial culture of the Northeast Woodland
Iroquois Confederate Tribes—the Mohawk, Oneida,
Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca, who were later joined in
the eighteenth century by the Tuscarora and Tutelo as
“props” to the Longhouse—was among the first to be
studied by working with a skilled native informant. Lewis
Henry Morgan, who is considered the father of American
anthropology, gained his insight through the use of a col-
laborator, or “co-author” as today’s traditionalist Seneca
state. The Seneca Chief, and later Civil War general, Ely S.
Parker described the burial and Confederate chief’s instal-
lation rituals to Morgan, thus providing him with an insid-
er’s view of Iroquois ceremonialism. Morgan also used his
Iroquois contacts to view the rituals in person, first observ-
ing them at Tonawanda in October 1847. His friend
Horatio Hale, a distinguished practitioner in early North
American linguistics, observed these same rituals, as per-
formed by Mohawk Chief John “Smoke” Johnson in
October 1879 (Morgan n.d.; Fenton 1989, xiii).

The condolence ceremonies impressed these early
observers. Morgan (1851; 1877) described eighteenth-cen-
tury condolences in detail, and Hale (1883) translated The
Iroquois Book of Rites from mid-eighteenth-century
Mohawk and Onondaga versions. Hale termed the Chief
Condolence and Installation Ceremony the “Iroquois
Veda” (1883, 37).2 This Iroquois ceremony extends back
into the pre-contact era and at minimum is over five and
a half centuries old, having its origins in the founding of
the Iroquois League by the Peacemaker and his assistant
Hiawatha. Thus, it may be the oldest ongoing installation
ceremony of an existing national government official in
the Americas.

Morgan’s and Hale’s descriptions and analyses have
been enhanced and elaborated upon by a long list of
prominent observers, anthropologists, and linguists. The
Reverend William Beauchamp (1907), an Anglican priest
at Onondaga, produced an excellent examination of
Iroquois adoption, civil, religious, and mourning rituals.
He also demonstrated the persistence and continuity of
Iroquois ceremonialism by showing that the formalized
Welcome at the Wood's or Water’s Edge can be found in
Jacques Cartier’s visit in 1535 to the Huron village of
Hochelaga at present-day Montreal (1907, 421). In the
twentieth century, Smithsonian ethnologists John N. B.
Hewitt (1917; 1928; 1944; 1945) and William N. Fenton
(1946; 1953) recorded and described the material culture,
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Figure 3.1. William Fenton at Six Nations Reserve, Ontario, in front of
the council house, October 22, 2000.
Photo by Denis Foley.

texts, dance, and ritual organization of individual chiefs’
condolences. Fenton’s (1998) classic The Great Law and the
Longhouse is in part a historical search for the hereditary
condoled chiefs’ titles and an explanation of ritual conti-
nuity, including condolence behaviors, within the chang-
ing circumstances of the Iroquois Confederacy as it faced
interference from competing colonial powers and
Christian missionaries (Figure 3.1). Hanni Woodbury
(1992) began working in 1979, with William Fenton’s
encouragement, on a text that was dictated in Onondaga
by Chief John A. Gibson to anthropologist Alexander
Goldenweiser in 1912. It contains extensive materials on
the condolence council rituals as well as the story of the
formation of the League.

Today’s Condolence and Installation Ceremony, where-
by a new chief is appointed to succeed a deceased chief, is
a six- to seven-hour ritual beginning in the early after-
noon. Morgan and Beauchamp believed that the earliest
condolences were five-day affairs (Beauchamp 1907, 395).
In this ceremony, one moiety consists of the Four Younger
Brothers (the Cayuga, Oneida, Tuscarora, and Tutelo),
who may condole or be condoled by the other moiety,
which consists of the Three Older Brothers (the Mohawk,
Onondaga, and Seneca). The condolers express bereave-
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ment as they “wipe the eyes,”
“unplug the ears,” and “clear the
obstructions of grief from the
throat” of the mourning moiety,
nation, clan, lineage, and family.
The genius of linking a primal
need to overcome grief with recip-
rocal civil protocols may in part
account for the survival of the
Iroquois Confederacy itself as well
as the Chief Condolence and
Installation Ceremony. The cere-
mony evidently has profound sig-
nificance at an individual emotive
level and also at a more general
societal level.

The Iroquois Confederacy has
fiftty hereditary chiefs: nine
Mohawk, nine Oneida, ten
Cayuga, fourteen Onondaga, and
eight Seneca. Each position, and
its corresponding name, is restrict-
ed to a lineal descendant in the
female line of a particular clan. A
clan mother, therefore, nominates

Figure 3.2. Early twentieth-century condolence cane, exact date and
origin unknown. This cane serves as a mnemonic for the Roll Call of the
Founders. From a private collection, with permission of the owner.
Photo by Denis Foley.

a chief from within her own lineage. That nomination is
first referred to the nation and then to the Grand Council
of Chiefs, which has to approve the selection, along with
the condoling moiety. The Grand Council of Chiefs will
not sanction the traditional Condolence and Installation
Ceremony for a Christian, because today all chiefs must
be members of a Longhouse and followers of Handsome
Lake’s Good Message (Figure 3.2).

The nomination process and the decision to hold a
chief’s Condolence Ceremony is a consensual one. The
celebratory feast and the accompanying dances, however,
are arranged and paid for by members of the new chief’s
lineage, who may solicit contributions throughout the
reservation community. The general community assists
by allowing the use of its longhouse and cookhouse.

The Condolence and Installation of a chief represents a
burial ceremony extended to the confederate level. In this
ritual process, all layers of Iroquois social structure are
intermeshed. At the 2000 condolence of Mohawk Chief
Brian Skidders, grown men'’s eyes teared up when they
heard the Hai-Hai—the cries of the dead themselves and
the beginning verse of the Eulogy of the Founders. These
were tears of joy. The words said by Younger Brothers
over the trail to the Akwesasne Longhouse emotionally
linked the present Iroquois with previous generations.
Onondaga mourner Chief Peter Sky stated that he was
honored to be condoled by the Younger Brothers at a
Condolence Ceremony (Figure 3.3).

The conceptions of death held by current Iroquois tra-
ditionalists and the need for rituals to placate the dead are
consistent with earlier practice. Eighteenth-century Jesuit

Figure 3.3. Akwesasne condolence participants and Six Nation Hereditary Chiefs, 2000.
Photo courtesy of Joyce King.
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missionary Joseph-Frangois Lafitau explained that mourn-
ing rituals were a key element in the Iroquois belief system:

It could be said that all their work, all their sweating
and all their trade came back almost solely to doing
honor to their dead. They have nothing precious
enough for this (Fenton and Moore 1977, 413-14).

The Iroquois reaction to death was focused on specific
mourning rituals. According to Lafitau, one’s failure to
observe these rituals could have serious consequences:

If one missed this ceremony they regarded as a pun-
ishment from Heaven all the grim accidents which
could happen to him afterwards (Fenton and Moore
1977, 421).

The rituals had to be carried out according to previous
custom. If not properly fulfilled, the dead would suffer.
Lafitau maintained:

The funeral honors which have been rendered the
dead in all times and the care which was taken to fail
in nothing of the established customs have as foun-
dation only the common opinion of all the nations
that the souls would suffer for it if they failed in the
least of things which people believed proper in their
obsequies (Fenton and Moore 1977, 423-24).

Death and the reaction to death constituted a model
constructed upon an elaboration of the opposing themes
of despair and renewal. The practice of dividing
Iroquois society at the League level into two moieties
continues at the village level. Following a death, the
clear-minded, or akatoni, are responsible for the burial of
an individual ten days after his death and for conduct-
ing the appropriate rituals.

Since mourning was a cultural focus of the Iroquois, it
is not surprising that they took care to wipe the tears of
their allies so that they would not die of grief. Simon
LeMoyne, a Jesuit missionary of the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury, reported that the chief men of the Onondaga
addressed the Jesuits’ Father Superior as follows:

The Elders of our country have the customs of wip-
ing away another’s tears when they are affected by
any misfortune. We come, Achierdisé, to perform
that friendly duty toward thee. We weep with thee,
because misfortune cannot touch thee without pierc-
ing us by the same blow . . . As to our two nephews
who are dead, they must not go naked into the other
world; here are fine grave-clothes wherein to cover
them. Here is something also wherewith to place
them in their graves, to prevent the sight of them
from renewing thy grief, and to remove all sorts of
lugubrious objects away from thy eyes (Thwaites
1896-1901, 43:277-79).
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LeMoyne’s account is significant. First, it illustrates that
through fictive kinship, the Iroquois regarded themselves
as uncles who had to wipe the eyes of those who
mourned. The two deceased Frenchmen became their
own dead nephews, thus, extending the fictive akatoni
principle to the alliance level. Second, the description
demonstrates the obligation of the living to condole
another on his loss.

An outline of a 25 February 1690 Condolence Ceremony,
which was held in Albany by the Mohawks to condole
recent English deaths suffered at nearby Schenectady, illus-
trates the elaboration of a negative symbol during the cer-
emony. This occurs when the removal of a negative symbol
is followed by the insertion of a positive one, as in the fol-
lowing outline of the Requickening Address, in which the
renewal metaphors are assigned to the clear-minded and
the grief metaphors to the mourners:

Moiety Clear-minded Moiety Mourners
Wipe tears Grief blinds

Remove dead, Gather dead Grief causes sickness
Belt of Vigilance Blindness

Cleans blood from house, Sweeps clean  House defiled
Restores sun Dark clouds

(O'Callaghan 1850-1851, 2:91-92).

All mourning rituals contain the Requickening Address,
which uses cultural metaphors to symbolize death and
renewal and sets the ideal standard for dealing with loss.
The central symbols of despair and renewal pervade
Iroquois mourning rituals. The Iroquois despaired for a
multitude of reasons. First, the living grieve at the death of
a loved one. Second, the departed soul could return and
cause maladies for the living. Third, death imbalances the
mind, and if not treated correctly, mental illness or even
death can occur among the mourners (Shimony, 1961,
257). Consequently, when in mourning one not only felt
loss over the death of an individual, but one also became
a potential victim of the deceased’s spirit.

Two types of despair-renewal rituals existed. One kind
was the condolence of a loss at various levels of socio-cul-
tural integration: the village, confederacy, or alliance. At
the heart of this ritual was the Requickening Address in
which each component serves as a metaphor for the body,
nature, or energy (fire or light). The second type of ritual
was the communal Feast of the Dead in which all the
dead of the community were gathered from their individ-
ual graves and reburied communally. It closely parallels
the mourning service for an individual.

The Origin of the Feast of the Dead myth describes a
time when the Iroquois lived on scattered hillsides. The
story begins with one boy undertaking a journey to find
other men. During his journey he sets aside a portion of
his hunt for other men and animals. During the night, in
his dreams, the dead come and eat his food. In one dream
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these dead people identify themselves and say they are
very hungry. Throughout his journey he meets more
dead people, who leave only after they are fed. After five
winters the young warrior becomes lonely for his par-
ents and decides to abandon the dead. Before leaving, he
holds a final feast at which a spokesperson for the dead
requests that the boy remember the songs of the dead
and recall how the dead distributed food among them-
selves. The spokesman then asks the boy to go among
his own people, tell them what he saw, and teach them
the songs of the dead. The boy does so and institutes
proper mourning rituals.

The Feast of the Dead is the most sacred of Iroquois rit-
uals. As Simeon Gibson emphasized and Howard Skye
linguistically demonstrated to William Fenton (Fenton
1953, 143) it is closely related to the Northern Iroquoian
ten-day Feast of the Dead that Jesuit missionary Jean de
Brebeuf described among the Huron in 1636 (Thwaites
1896-1901, 10:261, 279-81, 289).

The current Feast of the Dead begins with a tobacco
invocation, which asks the dead not to interfere with the
families still alive, and includes a Requickening Address.
Unlike the other mourning rituals, the symbolic commu-
nity-wide gathering of the bones and the related but dis-
tinct Ohgi’we, a feast honoring all Iroquois dead, are today
a women’s ritual (Tooker 1991, 135; Shimony 1994, 231).
Both are performed at the women'’s side of the longhouse,
and distinct men’s and women'’s songs are sung. The pre-
scribed mourning songs and food offerings ensure that
the dead will journey to the afterlife satiated and not
harm the living (Goldenweiser 1912-1914, Book 16:2 and
Book 19:16-49). Thus a moiety structure based on gender,
rather than clan and lineage, is practiced today.

The question of the interrelationships between types of
condolences is an intriguing one. While the death of a
commoner or village chief only calls for condolence cere-
monies conducted at the local village level, the death of a
sachem—a hereditary chief of the League—requires con-
dolence at the confederate level. The participants are still
divided into two moieties so that representatives of the
opposite moiety on the confederate level, either the Three
Brothers or Four Brothers, conduct the ceremony. The
mourning rituals at the burial of a sachem differ in con-
tent and sequence from the Condolence of a commoner.
The burial of a chief is a more elaborate affair. Shimony
(1961, 257) suggests that the form used for the condoling
and requickening at the burial of sachems is similar to
that used at the Condolence and Installation Council. It
seems apparent that the Condolence used at Installation
developed from the Condolence at the Burial of Sachems.
Distance, weather, and the perils of almost continuous
warfare made it impossible for all the Confederate chiefs
of the clear-minded moiety to be present ten days after a
death for the burial and Condolence Ceremony. They re-

condoled the dead chief the next time all the clear-minded
and mourners were together, which would be at the
Installation Ceremony. The confederate-level Condolence,
therefore, occurs at the installation of a new sachem.

Because it is held at the confederation level, the
Condolence Ceremony for a sachem begins with a
Welcome at the Wood’s Edge. Later the speaker of the
clear-minded moiety recites the fifteen verses of the
Requickening Address. Wampum strings are colored
and ordered to represent a specific metaphor of the
Requickening Address, e.g. wiping tears from one’s
eyes, and accompany each relevant verse. The condolers
give the string to the mourners. When the condolers
complete their verses, the mourners repeat mirror
images of these verses to the clear-minded and then
return the wampum. This ritual reversal is an example
of involution, since the same contextual units are used in
combination. The use of wampum demonstrates both
involution and reciprocity because the clear-minded
give wampum to the mourners and then the mourners
return the wampum to the clear-minded in cadence with
their associated metaphoric verses.

The Condolence at the Installation repeats the original
burial ceremonial sequence and includes additional ritu-
als such as the Welcome at the Wood's Edge, the Roll Call
of the Fifty Chiefs, and the Eulogy to the Founders/Over
the Forest Chants. In other words, the Condolence at the
Installation is an elaborate burial ceremony without the
deceased being present. At a Mohawk Condolence held
in Canada in 1782, the clear-minded speaker noted, “we
speak words over the corpse,” yet no corpse was present.
The chief had died two weeks earlier (Hewitt 1928, 96).

In a similar manner, the Alliance Condolence repre-
sents an extension of this fictive burial procedure to
groups of a different band, tribe, or nation, including
Euro-Americans. The modern greeting of white delega-
tions that are aware of Iroquois protocol contains a tobac-
co ceremony, a revised or abridged Requickening
Address, purple wampum, and a symbolic across-the-fire
exchange. For example, when the Hyde Foundation’s
wampum belts were returned to the Onondaga
Longhouse in 1988, Chief Jacob Thomas conducted an
abridged Requickening Address that included a symbol-
ic exchange of wampum.3

The forms and patterns of the Condolence Ceremony
do not change significantly through time. For example,
Fenton’s (1946), Shimony’s (1961), Michelson’s (1988),
and King’s (2000) descriptions are similar in content,
social organization, and sequence to Morgan’s (1851) and
Hale’s (1883; 1895) accounts. Foley’s field interviews of
Onondaga Runner James Sky (1973), as well as those of
Chief Peter Sky (2001) and Cayuga ritualist Kenneth
Maracle (2006), both performers of the ritual from 1999 to
2006, contain an identical format and similar content to
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Figure 3.4. Elder Kenneth Maracle, Cayuga wampum-maker, holding a
replica of a two-row wampum belt, at the Iroquois Museum, Howes
Cave, New York, 2004.

Photo by Denis Foley.

earlier published accounts of Hewitt, Fenton, and
Shimony (Figure 3.4). The essential parts of the ritual—a
tribal moiety division into Elder and Younger Brothers; a
Hai-Hai or Eulogy to the Founders of the League; a
mourner’s symbolic Chant of Welcome at Wood's Edge;
Fifteen Words of Requickening with wampum exchanges;
and the Installation Ceremony itself—are present, includ-
ing the Roll Call of Chiefs and Six Songs of Farewell, a
feast, and late-night social dancing.

The Requickening chants of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century condolences reflect a similarity in content with
those contained in a Mohawk chief’s Condolence in 1782
that Hewitt translated (1928, 95-99). The eighteenth-cen-
tury version presents in detail the early Matters of
Requickening with wampum exchange. It is spoken by the
clear-minded and contains the wiping of the tears, clear-
ing of the throat, removing of the blood spots on the mat,
and a very brief section of the Eulogy to the Founders.

A description of an alliance ceremony held in 1774
shortly after the death of Sir William Johnson and the
subsequent appointment of Guy Johnson to the post of
Indian Superintendent lacks the detail of the accounts
noted above. The scribe who recorded this ceremony
abridged the various parts, as he may not have consid-
ered them important from a English governmental
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perspective or because he did not understand them.
Nevertheless, elements of the traditional ceremony are
clearly recognizable. The sequence, the moiety organiza-
tion of the Three Elder and Four Younger Brothers, the
use of wampum, and the recorded condolence are signif-
icantly similar to more detailed descriptions (Figure 3.5).
There is, however, no specific reference to the Six Songs of
Farewell to the dead chief, although the “chants” men-
tioned could be these. It is important to note that this
installation was not to the position of sachem, and this
may account for some differences (O’Callaghan
1853-1887, 8:497-98.

A Condolence occurs at the alliance level when two
allies, or potential allies, meet in a situation wherein one
has experienced a loss. One Iroquois speaker explained
this custom to William Johnson in 1756:

As it is the established Custom amongst us whenev-
er we have a meeting of our Bretheren the English, or
they enter our Fireplace to condole the Losses of their
people (O’Callaghan 1853-1887, 7:131).

Four specific criteria determined whether “a loss”
required a Condolence Ceremony. First, the allies perform
a Condolence if any of the principals, such as translators,
sachems, or representatives of an ally in former confer-
ences has died. Second, if a Condolence has been held for
the deceased, but a number of principals were not present
at that Condolence, the ceremony is repeated again. This
situation occurred in 1774:

As some of the principal men now present did not
attend the last congress [July 19, when the Six Nations
condoled the loss of Sir William Johnson], they must
continue in grief ‘till the Ceremony of Condolence is
performed (O’Callaghan 1853-1887, 8:498).

Figure 3.5. Johnson Hall (Sir William Johnson Presenting Medals to
the Indian Chiefs of the Six Nations at Johnstown, N.Y., 1772) Edward
Lamson Henry (1841-1919), 1903, oil on canvas, 21.25 x 37 inches.
Albany Institute of History & Art Purchase 1993.44.
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Third, condolences are a prerequisite to public confer-
ences if a member of one of the principal’s group has
killed any one of the others. Fourth, condolences occur if
either group has lost a member of high status or if a prin-
cipal has suffered a severe loss. The former class includes
famous pine tree chiefs or warriors. The latter class
includes close relatives of the principals.

Differences in form exist in condolences held outside
Iroquoia since geographical context determines the
sequential structure of the alliance condolences. When the
Iroquois were summoned to Montreal, Albany, or
Johnson Hall, elements could be omitted such as the
Welcome at the Wood’s Edge and the March of the Clear-
Minded. If the Condolence occurred in colonial territory,
a reconstructed conference of the period (1690-1774)
could be as follows:

I. Introduction or short greeting.
II. Condolence Business.
A. Requickening, speeches, belts transferred.
B. Mourners return condolences and belts.
III. Public Business.

A more elaborate condolence form appears to occur
when the conference is held in Iroquois territory, where
the material culture elements and the ritualists them-
selves are all available for a full elaboration of the cere-
mony. An excellent example of this form is apparent in a
1756 account of a condolence ceremony during an
Iroquois meeting with Sir William Johnson (O’Callaghan
1853-1887, 7:133-34). First, it began with the preparation
in the woods. This included the gathering of the clear-
minded into a group and a last discussion of what was to
be said. Second, it was followed by the march of the clear-
minded. At this junction a roll call was sung:

Then Sr William marched on at the Head of the
Sachems singing the condoling song which contains
the names laws & Customs of their renowned ances-
tors, and praying to god that their deceased Brother
might be blessed with happiness in his other state,
this Ceremony was performed by Abraham the cheif
Mohawk Sachem, Tesanunda, and Canaghquayeson
cheif Sachems of Oneida.

Third, the meeting of the clear-minded and mourners at
the wood’s edge came next:

When they came within sight of the Castle the Head
Sachems and Warriors [of Onondaga] met Sr
William, where he was stopped they [the mourners]
having placed themselves in a Half Moon across the
Road sitting in profound silence, there a Halt was
made about an hour during which time the aforesaid
Sachems sung the condoling song.

Fourth, the welcome of the clear-minded by the mourners
followed:

This being over, Rozinoghyata, with several other
councillors or Sachems rose up, and shook hand with
Sr William and bid him and his company wellcome
to their Town or Castle.

Fifth, the mourners escorted the clear-minded to the long-
house as they continued the condoling song;:

Then Sr William marched on at the Head of the
Warriors the Sachems falling into the Rear and con-
tinued singing their condoling song.

The sequence of these five rituals was called the
“Introduction” by the English translator and scribe who
recorded this meeting. The last part of the ceremony was
the recitation of the Requickening Address and the
exchange of wampum belts:

The full council of all the Nations met, with Sr
William at their Head, to perform the grand solemni-
ty of Condolence for the Death of Caghswautioony
cheif Sachem of Onondaga . . . All these compliments
of condolence were enforced, by 11 Belts and 3
Strings of Wampum.

This sequence is similar to the sequence of the confeder-
ate-level condolence. The content is also similar except
that the Six Songs of Farewell occurs only at the confed-
erate level.

In the late twentieth century, Hatahts'ikrehtha’ (“he
makes the clouds descend”), Cayuga Chief Jacob (“Jake”)
Thomas, became a condolence ritualist for the
Confederate chiefs at the Six Nations Reserve, Ontario
(Foster 2005, 221). The hereditary chiefs here were ousted
from formal governing power in 1923 by Canadian
authorities in a bloodless coup. An elective council
replaced the chiefs. After this event the Alliance
Condolence evolved into a version that stresses discon-
tent at the white man’s suppression of Iroquois rights. In
this ceremony Thomas used the traditional purple
wampum strings, which he symbolically passed over the
fire to his white allies. Chief Thomas, however, changed
the accompanying metaphors of wiping tears from the
eyes, unplugging the ears, and removing blood from the
mat to metaphors reflecting the theft of Iroquois lands
and broken promises and treaties. Recriminations intend-
ed for the non-Iroquois participants were added through
new metaphors: removing the fog that prevents one from
seeing the truth, removing dirt from one’s ears so the
story of the Iroquois people can be heard, and washing
the blood of the Iroquois people from the white man’s
hands so that they may know the clasp of true friendship.

Chief Thomas, who had a dry wit, used the newer con-
dolence form periodically when he greeted recalcitrant
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Canadian or American power brokers. He used strings of
wampum, each representing an article of requickening,
which he symbolically presented to the guest delegation.*
His words of requickening documented Canadian or
American actions and decisions that broke the Covenant
Chain of Alliance, which dates as far back as the colonial
Dutch period.
The version he used for Americans begins as follows:

We hold in our hands fourteen strings of purple;
these we hand, one by one, to you—authors of many
American history books, writers of cheap, inaccurate,
unauthentic, sensational novels, and other writers of
fiction who have poisoned the minds of young
America concerning our people, the Red Race of
America; to the producers of many western cowboy
and Indian television programs; to those treaty
breakers who delight in dispossessing Indian
Peoples by constructing dams on Indian Lands in
violation of sacred treaties; and to those of this our
country, who are prone to build up the glory of our
ancestors on the bones and life blood of our Old
People

With this first string of wampum we take away the
fog that surrounds your eyes and obstructs your
view, that you may see the truth concerning our peo-
ple (Thomas n.d.)

Chief Thomas used this form selectively until his death in
1998 (Figure 3.6).

The Thomas parody represents an extension of the con-
dolence ritual to those who are not honest allies. Yet dis-
cussions, policies, and business must be undertaken with
such partners. The Iroquois no longer threaten the fron-
tier of New York State. They do not hold the balance of
power as they did in the seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries. Therefore, a Condolence held today is some-
times both a sarcastic parody and an intentional warning
to a wayward ally.

It is clear that similarities of pattern, content, and fictive
organization are present in the Iroquois traditionalist
member’s burial, the Ohgi’we, the community-wide Feast
of the Dead, the Condolence and Installation of a heredi-
tary sachem or superintendent, an Ally Greeting ceremo-
ny, and the current abridged Greeting to Outsiders. Each
contains a Requickening Address, and the ritual
sequences include reciprocal repetition of this or other
key components. In addition, continued division into
moieties appears at all levels since a persistent binary
division of the participants in the specific ceremonies still
exists. In the case of the Feast of the Dead and its accom-
panying Ohgi‘we, as all are mourners, there is a
male—female division rather than the more usual clear-
minded and mourning moieties. In the case of the new
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Figure 3.6. Chief Jacob Thomas holding replicas of a two-row
wampum belt, left, and a friendship treaty belt, right, at Six Nations
Reserve, Ontario, Onondaga Longhouse, 1988.

Photo by Denis Foley.

Requickening Address typified by Chief Jacob Thomas,
the wampum exchange after each metaphor of requick-
ening is symbolic. These rituals form a systemic, conser-
vative pattern that has remained similar for over five
centuries. In essence, condolence ceremonies have contin-
ually integrated traditional social groups at all levels of
Iroquois society despite vast social, political, and eco-
nomic change.

ENDNOTES

1. The Iroquois traditionalists still condole their allies in both the larg-
er society and other First Nations. For example, in 2006 at the
Iroquois Indian Museum, Howes Cave, New York, ritualists from
the Onondaga Longhouse of the Six Nations Reserve, Ontario, gave
an abbreviated condolence for Iroquois Indian Museum board mem-
ber and anthropologist Mary Druke Becker.

2. The Veda is the oldest text of the Indo-European language group and
contains the rituals and myths of ancient India. It is part of a Hindu
oral tradition dating to at least 1500 B.C.E.

3 Chief Jacob Thomas (1922-1998), of the Six Nations Reserve in
Ontario, Canada, was a performer of all the condolence rituals. He
provided a traditional Cayuga version to linguist Michael Foster,
who is presently translating the complete ritual, which has approxi-
mately seven hours of chants and protocols.
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4. In the Alliance Condolence, Thomas used fourteen metaphors of
Requickening. Various descriptions of condolences refer to either
fourteen or fifteen Matters of Requickening depending on the clear-
minded speaker. It appears that two metaphors can sometimes
merge, thereby creating a single matter. Alternately, the last matter,
or the final burden, which speaks of the “Torch of Notification,” can
be omitted (Fenton 1998, 154-56).
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Chapter 4

IROQUOIS BEADWORK:
A Haudenosaunee Tradition and Art

Dolores Elliott

The Iroquois tradition of raised beadwork began in west-
ern New York in the late eighteenth century. It is slightly
older than the other great North American Indian bead-
working tradition that the Lakota, Cheyenne, and other
people of the Plains developed. Raised beadwork is
unique to the Haudenosaunee; it is made nowhere else in
the world. The Senecas, who decorated clothes, sashes,
and small pincushions with small glass beads in the eigh-
teenth century, probably invented the style of Iroquois
beadwork that still exists today. They were making bead-
ed pincushions by 1799 and purses by 1807. In the mid-
nineteenth century, ethnohistorian Lewis H. Morgan
noted in his League of the Ho-de’-no-sau-see, or Iroquois the
“delicacy, even brilliancy of their bead-work embroidery”
on women’s clothing (1851, Book 3:384), and he included
illustrations of beadwork on a needle case, woman’s skirt,
cradleboard, heart-shaped pincushion, and work bag, the
forerunner of a modern purse. He reported that in 1849 he
had purchased five varieties of work bags as well as three
varieties of pin cushions and five varieties of needle
books (Morgan 1850, 57).

The Iroquois tradition of beadwork continued to evolve
in the nineteenth century, and by 1860 Mohawks near
Montreal and Tuscaroras near Niagara Falls were creating
elaborate pincushions, purses, and wall hangings
adorned with raised beadwork. Despite the similarity of
items created, the two geographic areas developed differ-
ent styles of beadwork (Table 4.1). Throughout the late
nineteenth century and early twentieth century, at the
height of beadwork production, the Tuscaroras sold their
beadwork mostly at Niagara Falls, on their reservation,
and at the New York State Fair. They preferred to use
small clear and white beads. During this same period, the
Mohawks used larger clear beads and also employed red,
blue, green, and yellow beads on most of their early pieces

(Figure 4.1). While they sold their goods at nearby
Montreal, the Mohawks also traveled extensively
throughout North America to sell at fairs, exhibitions,
wild west shows, and Indian medicine shows. Some
even sold their beadwork when they traveled to England
to perform Indian dances at Earls Court, an exhibition
ground in London. Photographs taken in 1905 show
these performers attired in clothing decorated with
Mohawk beadwork.

My personal family experience illustrates typical
Iroquois beadwork transactions in the twentieth century.
My story starts in 1903 when my grandmother went to
the Afton Fair, a small agricultural fair in central New
York. She took my nine-year-old father, but his sister, then
eleven, was sick and could not go. My grandmother
brought her home a present from the fair. It was a beauti-
ful pink satin-covered bird-shaped pincushion that
sparkled with light green beads (Figure 4.2). My aunt
treasured this bird throughout her long life and displayed

Figure 4.1. Two needle cases that illustrate differences in nineteenth-
century Mohawk (left) and Niagara (right) beadwork.
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Table 4.1. Fifty Different Traits in Iroquois Beadwork.

Niagara Mohawk Thomas-Hill

20th and 21st century use of plastic, metal, and leather additions -

Asymmetrical heart designs with flower on one side and bird on other -

Beaded panels for the Improved Order of the Redmen uniforms ]

Beadwork production highest between 1880 and 1920 <] ]

Birds often have perches and dates under the tail - -
Canoes have flat bottoms ] -]
Canoes have narrow bottoms -] ]
Card holders -] ]

Checkbook covers and cell phone holders -
Clamshell needlecases - -}
Corn husk dolls - - -
Covers for picture albums and address books -
Dates beaded in numbers larger than 1/2 inch tall - -
Dolls with faces made from leather -

Eyeglass cases - -
Five-point pincushions - -
From 1860s to 1895 purple velvet preferred -

From 1895 to 1925 hot pink cloth popular ]

Heavy beaded edging with no cloth binding -}

Large clusters of beads hanging from flower centers -] -]
Mat and pincushion sets od

Multi-level mail holders @

Picture frames shaped like animals or things -

Picture frames with more than one window -

Place names of locations outside of New York State -

Place names of locations within New York State -

Polished cotton on the back of nineteenth-century pieces - -}

Preference for blue, green, red, yellow, and white beads on each piece -]

Pressed paper flower decorations used in the 1920s -

Raised beadwork often over one inch high - -
Red and blue cloth preferred -

Relatively large pincushions and picture frames -] -]
Short shoe form pincushions -]

Simple beaded edging with cloth binding - -}
Single and double match holders and whisk broom holders -

Sprengperlen used lavishly until 1917 -

Sprengperlen used sparingly - -
Strawberry emeries and pincushions - -
Symmetrical designs on heart and trilobe heart pincushions -

Tall boot or shoe form pincushions - -} -}
Three dimensional birds have wings down ]

Three dimensional birds have wings up <] ]
Trees and mat sets -] ]
Trifold needlecases -] -}

U.S. and other national flags pictured -} -
Urns -} -
Use of checkerboard or salt and pepper technique of alternate bead colors -

Wide variety of animals and birds pictured -

Wide variety of mottoes and labels of pieces -

Words beaded in letters larger than 1/2 inch tall -
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Figure 4.2. 1903 Mohawk bird purchased by my grandmother. 8.5 x 7.5
inches.
In Afton Historical Society collection.

it proudly in her china cabinet, where I saw it when I was
a child. At her death this cherished heirloom was passed
on to her daughter who later donated it to the Afton
Historical Society in Chenango County, where it is
presently on view.

My research indicates that this bird was made by a
skilled Mohawk beadworker from a Mohawk communi-
ty located near Montreal and several hundred miles from
the Afton Fair. This pincushion probably got to the fair
with a group of Mohawks who traveled by train or
wagon to perform at fairs, medicine shows, and exhibi-
tions. While at these venues, they also sold their hand-
made baskets and beadwork.

In 1958 I bought a small red heart-shaped pincushion at
a booth in the Indian Village at the New York State Fair,
which is held near Syracuse (Figure 4.3). It was a present
for my mother, who displayed it prominently on her bed-
room dresser for the next twenty-five years until I inher-
ited it. Mary Lou Printup, a leading Tuscarora sewer, later
identified this pincushion as one she had made. She, like
most Tuscarora beadworkers prefer to be called “sewers,”
a term not popular with some other Iroquois beadwork-
ers. In my research and writing, I use the word “bead-
worker” to refer to all except those individuals who
specifically prefer to be called “sewers.”

When I purchased the red heart I had no idea that this
pincushion had anything in common with the bird that
my grandmother acquired fifty-five years earlier. I knew
that I wanted to get something special for my mother, and
this pincushion was special because it was beautiful and
made by a native artist. In buying it I shared something
with my grandmother, who died before I was born, that
is, the purchase of a piece of Iroquois beadwork. Most
likely the purchase of the bird was my German-born
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Figure 4.3. 1958 heart pincushion purchased at the New York State
Fair. Niagara Tradition. 4.5 x 4 inches.

grandmother’s only interaction with a Haudenosaunee
woman, and my purchase at the State Fair was my first
interaction with a Tuscarora sewer, the first of many.

In a similar manner Iroquois beadworkers and their non-
Indian customers, often tourists or attendees at a public
entertainment venue, have been brought together by bead-
work for over two centuries. These transactions undoubt-
edly number in the tens of thousands.! During honeymoon
trips to Niagara Falls and visits to agricultural fairs, exhibi-
tions, and other attractions, people purchased Iroquois
beadwork as mementos to remember these places and
experiences. The beads often form designs featuring birds
and flowers, natural themes that appealed to the Victorian
women who drove the market of souvenir sales in the nine-
teenth century. Studies by Beverly Gordon (1984; 1986) and
Ruth B. Phillips (1998) describe the souvenir trade and
point out the importance of these items to the people on
both sides of the transactions.

Souvenir beadwork was so treasured that the pieces
were frequently kept in cedar chests or keepsake boxes.
Therefore, when unwrapped one hundred or more years
later, they are often in pristine condition. Ironically, few
contemporary beadworkers have samples of their ances-
tors’ work because it was usually made for sale to
strangers, although some beadwork was created as gifts
for family and friends.

Because most pieces were made for sale to tourists,
many people have dismissed Iroquois beadwork as “sou-
venir trinkets” not important enough to collect, study, or
exhibit. In fact, they are often called whimsies, a term that
I believe trivializes them and diminishes their artistic and
cultural value. But within the last two decades Iroquois
beadwork has become the subject of serious study and
museum exhibitions. At least four traveling exhibits of
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Iroquois beadwork have been installed in over a dozen
museums and seen by thousands of museum visitors in
the United States and Canada since 1999.2 This scholarly
recognition has resulted in an increased appreciation of
these beadwork creations and the artists who made them.
What were considered curious tourist souvenirs when
they were made are now generating increased respect
from both the general public and the Haudenosaunee.

Contemporary beadworkers see their work as a signif-
icant part of Haudenosaunee culture and an important
link to the past. In Haudenosaunee communities bead-
workers are admired as continuing a revered tradition.
Although there are a few male beadworkers, the majority
are women, and in a matrilineal-society with powerful
clan matrons, the economic benefit of beadwork sales
increases the influence of the women even more.

Iroquois beadwork is still sold at Niagara Falls, the
New York State Fair, and several pow wows and festivals
in the northeast; the methods of beadwork distribution
have changed little over two hundred years. The bead-
work itself, however, has changed tremendously. Over
the last two centuries the styles of beadwork have
evolved from simple small pincushions and purses to
highly elaborate shapes, becoming works of art in the tra-
ditional sense. The beads selected have progressed from
the very small seed beads used around 1800 to the larger
seed beads of 1900 and finally, by 2000, to a wider variety
of bead sizes and colors.

Iroquois beadwork remains a unique art form distin-
guished by several characteristics found only in work cre-
ated by Haudenosaunee beadworkers. Iroquois bead-
work features a design in glass beads that have been sewn
on a fabric that is stretched over a backing of cardboard or
cloth lining. The materials used in the beadwork are pre-
dominately small seed beads, cloth, cardboard, paper,
and in pincushions, a stuffing. The beads are sewn onto
the fabric in geometric or natural designs using waxed,
doubled white thread.? The beads are usually sewn over
a paper pattern that remains in place under the beaded
elements. Although not practiced at all times in the histo-
ry of Iroquois beadwork, the most distinctive trait is that
the beads are raised above the surface of the cloth face.
Some pieces have raised beaded elements that are over an
inch high. The beads are raised by putting more beads on
the thread than is needed to span the pattern so that the
beads form an arch above the pattern. The amount of
extra beads determines how high the arches are, that is,
how much the beadwork is raised. Various velvets were
and still are the favored fabrics, but other fabrics such as
wool, twills, silk, and satin are also used. Pincushions
often have beaded velvet fronts and polished cotton
backs. Polished cotton is a shiny stiff material that is also
referred to as chintz or oilcloth. On the majority of late
twentieth-century and contemporary twenty-first-centu-
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ry pieces, the back is a colorful calico. Some pieces, main-
ly in the Niagara Tradition, have a silk or cotton binding
around their perimeters to cover the cut edges and attach
the front and back fabrics. Tight beadwork on the edging
often binds Mohawk pieces together so a cloth binding is
not necessary. Flat purses as well as fist and box purses
are constructed in the same manner, with cardboard as
the base.

Pincushions were usually stuffed with sawdust, but
sweet grass, cotton, cattail fluff, newspapers, and poly-
ester have also been used. Contemporary craftsmen
remember that their mothers preferred pine sawdust
because of the nice aroma.* Small strawberry-shaped pin-
cushions are traditionally filled with emery, used to
sharpen and polish needles. Velvet and twill-covered pic-
ture frames and other wall hangings on cardboard bases
have polished cotton backs on earlier pieces and calico on
more recent ones. European glass beads were often aug-
mented with metal sequins on nineteenth-century pieces
and with plastic sequins and other plastic novelty beads
since the late twentieth century. Bone and shell beads and
leather, which are often used in other American Indian
beadwork, rarely occur in Iroquois beadwork.

The most common form of Iroquois beadwork, and the
form most easily recognizable by people who are not
familiar with Iroquois beadwork, is the flat black purse or
bag featuring identical colorful, beaded floral designs on
both sides. Most flat bags have flaps on both sides, but the
opening is across the top where the two sides meet. The
face fabric is usually black or very dark brown velvet, and
the interior is often a light-colored linen or polished cot-
ton. A binding, usually red, is attached around the closed
sides of the purses. A beaded fringe is sometimes added.
The fringe is merely sewn to the binding and does not
hold the two sides of the bag together; it is purely deco-
rative. The flaps usually are edged with white beads that
are larger than the beads that outline the flaps and body
(Figure 4.4). The flaps and body are sometimes outlined
with short parallel lines like a stockade. The faces of the
flap and body are covered by stylized flowers in shades of
blue, red, yellow, and white connected with green stems,
which are sometimes striped in two shades of green.
Some bags feature a small slit pocket under one of the
flaps. It may have been meant to hold a comb or mirror.

Although there are great similarities between existing
bags, they could not have been made by the same person.
Based on the numbers of flat black bags in personal and
museum collections and the frequency that they appear
on eBay, I estimate that at least twelve thousand flat bags
were made between the 1840s and 1910. And there is evi-
dence that some may have been made earlier. A chronol-
ogy of these purses has not been developed, but traits
such as striped buds, the use of very small seed beads,
and beaded “flairs” seem to indicate an early date. The
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Figure 4.4. Four flat, black nineteenth-century purses. Note the four
colors in the flowers. Average 7 x 6 inches.

use of the four-color motif indicates that they were made
by Mohawk beadworkers, and at least one bag is lined
with a Montreal newspaper from the 1840s (Karlis
Karklins, personal communication, 2000). An interesting
observation is that although some bags are similar, no two
identical bags have been encountered.

Similar floral beadwork is found on glengarry-shaped
caps that indicate a Scottish influence easily found in the
St. Lawrence Valley, and some of the bags may be
inspired by the shape of Scottish sporrans. Similar floral
beadwork was also applied to moccasins, mats, watch
pockets, and other small items. Even with so many exam-
ples of this type of beadwork, the place of manufacture
has not been determined. Although they are identified as
Tuscarora in some collections, they do not share traits
with known Tuscarora beadwork and are probably not
Tuscarora. If they were made by Mohawk beadworkers,
as is suspected, the exact location of their manufacture is
not known. It is ironic that we know so little about the
origin and evolution of the most common form of
Iroquois beadwork.

In Flights of Fancy: An Introduction to Iroquois Beadwork, 1
defined sixty forms or types of Iroquois beadwork.
Variations in size and material, however, increase the
number of types or, at least, subtypes. There are twenty-
five basic pincushion shapes, twenty shapes of wall
hangings, eight purse and container shapes, and many
miscellaneous forms such as dolls, mats, and trees, plus
moccasins, shirts, skirts, leggings, hats, and other items of
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clothing. Approximately half of all Iroquois beadwork
falls in the pincushion category; purses comprise about a
quarter, with wall hangings and miscellaneous forms
making up the remainder. Necklaces, earrings, barrettes,
small souvenir pins, and wirework are not included in
this study. I have personally examined over six thousand
pieces of Iroquois beadwork and have studied photo-
graphs of over twenty thousand more, and I have never
seen two identical pieces of any kind, except for a few
intentionally matched pairs of wall hangings. It would
have been so easy for the beadworkers to replicate the
same pattern over and over and mass produce identical
pieces, but they did not. This fact illustrates the creativity
of the beadworkers who wanted to make each piece a
little bit different. Some bead artists, moreover, created
works of great imagination featuring incredible animals
and fantastic flowers.

In addition to the distinctive floral and faunal designs on
the beadwork, upper case letters and numbers are some-
times included in the designs on Iroquois beadwork. These
designations fall into five categories: an expression of
sentiment; the year the piece was made; the location of the
sale; an identification of the function or form of the piece;
and the name of the image on the beadwork. Although
beaded words appear on items made by Native Americans
in Iowa and Alaska, they are usually only of place names
found in those two areas and not sentiments, dates, or
labels such as those often found on Iroquois beadwork.

For those desiring Iroquois beadwork expressing sent-
imental thoughts there are pieces with beaded sayings
such as REMEMBER ME, THINK OF ME, LOVE ME, I
LOVE YOU, GOOD LUCK, CALL AGAIN, TAKE ME
DEAR, TRUE LOVE, O MY DEAR, SMILE DEAR, JUST
ONE GIRL, HONEY, DEAR FATHER, DEAR SISTER,
and DEAR MOTHER. These sentiments are perfect on
gifts for loved ones. Of course many pieces have been
purchased during honeymoon visits to Niagara Falls, but
the most common expression on beadwork from there is
merely FROM NIAGARA FALLS (Figure 4.5). Perhaps
the mental image of the Falls carries so much power that
no other words are necessary.

Some expressions display Indian humor such as the
small cardboard canoes that are labeled FAST on one side
and BOAT on the other. There is a horseshoe wall hanging
that asks ARE YOU SINGLE, a purse that pictures a
labeled MICKEY MOUSE, and one that states IN GOD
WE TRUST OTHERS PAY CASH. And there is a 1926 FOX
on a BOX (Figure 4.6). Others carry a serious religious
message with JESUS PROTECT OUR FAMILY, GOD
BLESS OUR HOME, JESUS NEVER FAILS, and GOD IS
LOVE. The earliest expressions appear on beadwork
made in the 1860s and become most popular during the
1890s and the first two decades of the twentieth century.

Much Iroquois beadwork is easy to date because dates
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Figure 4.5. Front and back of a mid-nineteenth-century Niagara needle
case. 2.5 x 4 inches.

Figure 4.6. FOX on a BOX purse with 1926 beaded on the end. Note
the four basic colors used in the Mohawk Tradition.

Figure 4.7. Front and back of an 1850 Niagara pincushion. 3 x 3 inches.
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are frequently beaded on them. As early as the 1830s
beaded dates were incorporated into Seneca flat purse
designs. The earliest known bead-dated pincushion is a
small, square Seneca pincushion with 1850 beaded on the
back. This is the only piece that I have seen with a bead-
ed date on the back instead of the front (Figure 4.7). Birds
often display a date under the tail, such as the 1903 date
beaded under the tail of my aunt’s bird. Years became
common on pieces made after 1895, with the years
between 1900 and 1920 the most frequent.

Sometimes beadwork has a date written on the back in
pen. The earliest written date that I have seen was made
in the late 1790s. It may be one of the earliest Iroquois pin-
cushions ever made. Often a piece was so important to
the owner that a date and even a name and a place was
written on the back. While these notations are invaluable
in dating individual pieces they are also useful in dating
similar items that carry no date. The notes frequently con-
vey information otherwise difficult to find. For example,
one pincushion has written on the back, “New York State
Fair, Sept 17, 1889.” Furthermore, “25 cts” is penned on
the side. This Mohawk trilobe pincushion demonstrates
that there were Mohawks at the State Fair that year, which
was several decades before the Indian Village was con-
structed in the 1920s. And the price for a nice, but not spe-
cial, pincushion was twenty-five cents. A new, generic
pincushion today sells for about twenty-five dollars.

The name of the place where the beadwork was sold is
often beaded on the front. About fifty different place
names have been observed, and the most common place
names are NIAGARA FALLS, MONTREAL, CAUGH-
NAWAGA, OTTAWA, STATE FAIR, SARATOGA, and
TORONTO (Figure 4.8). The existence of more distant
places shows that the beadwork traveled many miles
with its makers and sellers. There are pieces that carry
names such as ST LOUIS, BANFF, KLONDIKE, TORON-
TO NATIONAL EXHIBITION, CHICAGO WORLDS
FAIR, STE ANN DEBEAUPRE, RIVIERE DULOUP, MT
CLEMENS, ALLENTOWN EXHIBITION, DEVILS
LAKE, BROCKTON FAIR, YORK FAIR, and FORT
WILLIAM CANADA.

In a humorous vein many pieces carry beaded titles that
identify the function or shape of the particular piece of
beadwork. Identifications include BOX, SOUVENIR,
WHISK, INDIAN CANOE, SCISSORS, PICTURE FRAME,
PIPECASE, BANJO (a whisk broom holder in the same
shape as a banjo), and MATCHBOX. The word BOX on the
lid of a box purse, SOUVENIR on a pincushion, and PIC-
TURE FRAME are the most common words (Figure 4.9).

In a similar manner animals that are pictured on pieces
are sometimes identified with the beaded name next to
the animal. Examples include PIG, LION, BIRD, FOX,
and DOG. (Note the word PIG beneath the pig’s stomach
on Figure 4.10) Over forty different animals have been
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Figure 4.8. 1920 Mohawk heart pincushion with a place name. 4.75 x
5 inches.

Figure 4.10. 1912 Mohawk purse in hot pink, with PIG. 5.25 x 5.25
inches.

Figure 4.9. 1938 Mohawk SOUVENIR star pincushion. 4.25 x 4.75
inches.

observed beaded on beadwork. In addition to the ones
listed above are chickens, ducks, owls, squirrels, cats,
geese, deer, moose, goats, rabbits, elephants, horses,
zebras, camels, rhinoceroses, cows, and an amazing vari-
ety of unidentifiable animals that may not be intended to
represent real birds or animals but may have been creat-
ed to showcase a beader’s creativity.

Frequently words were misspelled, including BUX for
box, SOUENIR for souvenir, OTAWA for Ottawa, PIC-
TUPE and PITCHUR for picture, BAST BOAT and FAST
BOST for fast boat, MARRY CHRISTMAS for Merry
Christmas, MONTREAL MATCHAL for Montreal match-
es, and EXHIBITIN for exhibition. Many of these can be
explained by the fact that many Mohawk beadworkers
were illiterate, although they often spoke Mohawk,
English, and French. To create the beaded words, they
had someone print out the desired words so they could
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Figure 4.11. Mohawk boot pincushion with MONTREAL spelled back-
wards. 5.5 x 4.25 inches.

copy the letters; words were misspelled when they were
copied incorrectly. There are humorous family stories of
Mohawk school kids intentionally printing out “naughty”
words that should not have been beaded on pincushions,
but I have never seen one. One piece has Montreal spelled
LAERTNOM when the beadworker did not notice that the
pattern had been reversed. Notice on Figure 4.11 that the L
on the left is crowded sidewise on the heel. Also note the
unidentifiable animal on the top of the boot.

The Mohawk Tradition of Iroquois beadwork is very
distinctive, and the Mohawk beadworkers of
Kahnawake, Kanesatake, and Akwesasne were the most
productive. Their work outnumbers ten to one that made
by all other Haudenosaune beadworkers. Moreover,
besides those living in the St. Lawrence River Valley there
were Mohawks in the late nineteenth century who lived
in Manhattan and Brooklyn, where they made a great
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Figure 4.12. Improved Order of the Redmen jacket in the Mohawk
Tradition. 35 x 19 inches, 12 x 5 inch chest panels.

deal of beadwork to sell on the streets of New York City
and on the docks to sailors. Because these sales did not
provide enough income, some families made beadwork
for regalia worn by a fraternal organization known as the
Improved Order of the Redmen (Figure 4.12).

Although the earliest Mohawk beadwork dates to the
1860s, the period of greatest productivity was between
1880 and 1920. Nineteenth-century beadwork features
large, clear beads with floral and bird motifs. Words and
dates are beaded in large letters often more than an inch
tall. The earliest types are pincushions, picture frames,
and wall pockets. Often added to clear beads are those in
four basic colors: red, yellow, green, and blue. When there
is one color, the other three are usually also included. It is
rare to find a piece that has clear beads highlighted by
beads of only one color.

The most common type of Mohawk beadwork is the
purple, pillow pincushion, a large rectangular pincushion
averaging 8.5 by 10 inches (Figure 4.13). Thousands of
these pincushions were created. They feature one or more
birds and flowers made of mostly clear beads sewn onto
purple velvet. Often a vase or basket form is also por-
trayed. Beaded horses, angels, and words are noted, but
are rare. Although other colors of velvet were used, purple
in various shades was the favorite. The velvet pincushion
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Figure 4.13. Mohawk purple pincushion, one of most common forms of
Mohawk beadwork. 8 x 10 inches.

center is framed by clear leaves often alternating with col-
ored leaves. The colored leaves are positioned so that
leaves of the same color are always opposite each other on
the outer edges. Sometimes a few colored beads are incor-
porated into the center design. Out of the hundreds of this
type of pincushion studied, no two identical ones have
ever been observed. The backs of the pincushions are usu-
ally polished cotton in pink, blue, purple, or red. Clear
edging beads surround most pincushions, and many
have loops on each corner. Many are stuffed with saw-
dust, which make them heavy; some weigh over two
pounds. The largest pincushions are four inches thick.
Smaller ones and lighter ones are stuffed with cotton or
sweet grass. It is thought that these large pincushions
were used to store large Victorian hatpins. They were
made from the 1870s to the first decade of the twentieth
century. Pieces made in the 1870s sometimes feature
crossed U.S. flags, a design which may have been inspired
by the U.S. Centennial. Although most likely made on
reserves near Montreal, Canada, they obviously were
made for the U.S. tourist market.

Purple heart-shaped and trilobe heart-shaped pincush-
ions are also common and are obviously related to the
large rectangular purple pincushions. Leaves in the four
basic colors alternating with leaves in clear beads are
often found along the top of the hearts. Most have hang-
ers to place them on a wall. Picture frames with one, two,
or four picture openings were also made in the same color
combinations (Figure 4.14). There are also box purses
with purple velvet sides. Sometimes the short sides of the
boxes are covered with red or blue fabric instead of pur-
ple. Boxes also feature beaded elements in the four colors
alternating with clear ones. The use of the same bead col-
ors with purple velvet makes it obvious that pincushion
makers also made boxes and picture frames. The picture
frames and box purses were constructed of fabric glued
over thin cardboard like that used in cereal boxes or shirt
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Figure 4.14. Mohawk picture frame with two openings. 8.5 x 9.5 inches.

Figure 4.15. 1890s Mohawk boot pincushion, with a close-up of the
toe. 8.5 x 6.5 inches.

boxes. The beadworkers had to sew through the card-
board, fabric, and paper pattern to sew the beads in place.
They needed sharp needles and strong fingers.

In the 1890s new forms and different fabrics were
adopted by the Mohawk beadworkers. Gold and green
cloth encrusted with clear, green, amber, and sometimes
pink or blue beads were featured. The new forms includ-
ed stuffed birds, wall pockets, horseshoe wall hangings,
whisk broom holders, and match holders. Pincushions in
the shape of high-heeled Victorian boots, which began in
the 1880s, were elaborated into large fancy boots in the
1890s (Figure 4.15).
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Figure 4.16. Hot pink Mohawk trilobated heart-shaped pincushions.

Mohawk beadworkers started around 1895 to use hot
pink cloth, which soon replaced purple velvet as the
favored material. For the next twenty years hot pink was
used on heart pincushions (Figure 4.16), picture frames,
purses, and horseshoe wall hangings. Leaves in the four
colors still appeared along the tops of hearts, but they
now were in new shades of blue, red, yellow, and green
beads. Animals and flowers, often raised over an inch
above the hot pink surface, were often executed in a
checkerboard technique that alternated clear or white
beads with colored beads. During this time chalk-white
beads replaced the clear beads that were so popular in the
nineteenth century.

During the first two decades of the twentieth century,
the wall hangings, especially the match holders, evolved
into striking pieces of art. Some were almost completely
covered with tubular beads called sprengperlen, which
would have sparkled in the flickering light of kerosene
lamps (Figure 4.17). The sprengperlen were made in facto-
ries in Bohemia, and when the factories there closed in
1917, these large beads were no longer available. So after
1917 the wall hangings and pincushions that had fea-
tured showy sprengperlen designs and loops changed to
all seed beads.

Mohawk beadwork became much simpler after 1930,
and although still made by a few families today, there are
far fewer Mohawk beadworkers than a century ago.
Classes are being organized so new Mohawk beadwork
will be created in the twenty-first century. On the other
hand, there are at least a dozen people who are active
beadworkers on the Tuscarora Reservation near Niagara
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Figure 4.17. 1909 Mohawk match holder, with sprengperlen. 7.75 x 6
inches.
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Figure 4.18. 1990 Niagara GOOD LUCK horseshoe. 6.5 x 6.5 inches.

Falls in western New York. Many are descended from the
sewers who made exquisitely detailed beadwork in the
1860s and 70s.

While pincushions, needle cases, match holders, whisk
broom holders, small canoes (probably comb or match
holders), purses, and picture frames are functional, wall
hangings shaped like horseshoes seem to have no practi-
cal use. These cardboard-based pieces, which range from
3 to 12 inches tall, often feature beaded words (Figure
4.18). Although GOOD LUCK