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 “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” has been anointed the official picture book of the State of 
Michigan and has become synonymous with the promotion and experience of the National Lakeshore. 
Frank Ettawageshik of the Little Traverse Bay Odawa has said, “It is not a tourist thing. It is a favorite 
story of generations of my people.” 1 What “generations of my people” means, however, has been 
obscured by the sands of time, and far more can be learned by uncovering what tracks endure—
historical, personal, cultural, linguistic, folkloric, literary—than by romantically assuming every “favorite 
story” of Native Americans, that also happens to be a “favorite story” for tourists and consumers of 
picture books, must have preceded “the white-man’s foot.” 2 
 The earliest printed version I have located appeared in the Detroit Free Press, Sunday, January 
23, 1891, with no byline and the title, “An Indian Legend: The Traditions Concerning Sleeping Bear 
Point and the Manitou Islands.”  

 
 The folk lore of the Indians of Michigan is almost a thing of the past, but few of their legends 
being preserved at the present time. To be sure, there are a few of the old natives whose locks 
have been whitened by the recurring frosts of many winters, who preserve a few of the traditions of 
their tribes. Such a one is Wien-da-goo-ish, an aged brave, whose huge proportions gave him the 
name mentioned, which, translated into English, means giant. Being in a communicative mood a 
few days ago he related one of his tribal traditions, concerning the Manitou Islands and Sleeping 
Bear Point. He said that many years ago, before the primeval woods of Michigan and Wisconsin 
had been invaded by the ruthless white man, the wild animals of the forest were possessed of 
spirits, and that the medicine men of the tribes were able to talk with them. 
 Once upon a time a huge she-bear was compelled to desert the shores of Wisconsin and with 
her two cubs take to the waters of Michi-game, the great lake, on account of fires that were raging in 
the wilderness. The heat was so intense that the mother bear concluded not to return to the 
Wisconsin shore, but struck boldly out for the banks of Michigan. When nearly across the lake the 
two cubs sank from exhaustion and were drowned. The old bear swam about the spot for hours, but 
her cubs rose not again. Finally weariness compelled her to seek the shore, reaching which she 
climbed a huge bluff and lay down to sleep. That bluff was Sleeping Bear Point, and from that day to 
this, the spirit of the old bear has remained on that bluff, and from the spot where sank the two cubs 
there gradually arose two beautiful islands, the North and South Manitou, or, as it means in the 
vernacular of the Ottawas, Spirit Islands. The spirits of the cubs are supposed to abide on the 
islands, and that of the mother bear keeps a constant and loving watch over the homes of her loved 
ones, where they are bound to remain until terrestrial time shall be no more, when they will be 
transported to the Indian heaven, or happy hunting grounds, not as victims of the huntsmen, but as 
guardians of the Indians who love them. 
 On stormy nights, the Indians say the spirit of the mother bear moans and cries from her post 
on the great sand bluff, in anxiety for the fate of her young, the shores of whose home are being 
assailed by the treacherous waves which caused their death. 

 
 In 1915, John Couchois Wright, a local Harbor Springs author, published Stories of the Crooked 
Tree, a 90-page collection of tales “set down precisely as related by the Indians themselves or by 

 
1 Quoted in George Weeks, Sleeping Bear: Its Lore, Legends, and First People (Glen Arbor: Historical Society of Michigan, 
1988, p. 13). 
2 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, The Song of Hiawatha, illustrated by Frederic Remington (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1891, p. 
206; poem originally published in 1855). 
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others familiar with their manners and customs.” 3 The last two “legends” in the book told of different 
origins for the Sleeping Bear, listed in the table of contents only under the title of the first: 4 
 

The Great Muckwah 
 
 From the land of the Illinois word came to the tribes of Michigan that a giant black bear had 
made its appearance and was killing many people and devastating the country. In vain had the 
boldest hunters essayed to match their strength and skill with that of the great “muckwah.” It was 
said that he was so large and powerful that he paid no attention whatever to arrows or spears; but 
knocked over the strongest warriors with a mere slap of his huge paw and devoured men, women 
and children. All the country was in alarm and people fled from their homes to places of safety. 
 No calamity of equal importance had occurred since the great famine or the days of the flood. 
Sogimaw, the most noted hunter of the Ottawas, was prevailed upon to seek the monster and slay 
him. Sogimaw was gone a fortnight and returned with the word that he had seen Muckwah; but if he 
were ten times as strong and as big as twenty more men like himself he would still be no match for 
the animal. 
 The people all shuddered at his story; and were further terror-stricken when the report came 
that the giant bear was making his way northward, leaving death and desolation in his wake. They 
huddled together in the wigwams, quaking with fear at every little noise, thinking it might be 
Muckwah ready to pounce upon them. 
 Mondapee, an old brave who towered head and shoulders above his companions—a veteran 
who had been able to overpower all his adversaries, laughed and said, “Do not be alarmed, my 
children; I will go forth and kill Muckwah.” 
 With his heaviest warclub, arrayed in his famous fighting costume, Mondapee sallied forth amid 
the plaudits of his people. For six days nothing was heard from him; but horrible stories still reached 
his tribesmen regarding the depredations of the great bear. So a searching party was sent out for 
the warrior. Not very far from his home in the forest, near a clump of hemlock trees, they found 
Mondapee's warclub and a few belongings. He had been torn to pieces and devoured by Muckwah. 
 A day or two later a little girl ran breathless into her parents' wigwam saying that she had seen 
Muckwah; that he had killed the two companions with whom she was playing, but by running swiftly 
through the bushes she herself had managed to escape. When asked to describe the monster she 
said he was taller than the highest wigwam and longer than six canoes placed end to end. 
 Frantically the people hid themselves in caves and in other out of the way places. Any person 
who had the temerity to stray away to any distance generally disappeared forever; and if they were 
so fortunate as to return it was always with additional tales of rapine and murder. 
 Wily and crafty runners were sent out over the country in an effort to band the inhabitants 
together for a united attack upon Muckwah but before the plan could be put into execution the 
ferocious beast attacked three of the largest villages in the proposed federation and destroyed 
every wigwam. It seemed as though the monster was destined to crush all human opposition, and 
the population was in despair. 
 A few days after this cataclysm, however, it was reported that Muckwah, satiated with his 
crimes and misdemeanors, had curled up on the shore of the lake to take his long winter nap. Now 
was the time for action! Councils were held and vast bands of warriors assembled; huge flint-tipped 
arrows were hastily manufactured and giant spears devised; war dances were the common 
pastime, and soon the signal smoke arose from every hilltop. 
 In the meantime, while all these vast preparations were going on, Muckwah was overpowered 
and conquered; not by warriors, but by a gentle maiden, who to save the people, carried a potion 
from an old sorceress, and creeping cautiously over the sand dunes, placed it carefully at the 
nostrils of the bear. Muckwah was soon overcome by the powerful fumes and expired with scarcely 
a struggle. 
 He lies to this day where his death took place, on the east shore of Lake Michigan, where he 
may be seen from passing boats at a point called Sleeping Bear. 
 

* * * * * * 
 

3 John C. Wright, Stories of the Crooked Tree (Harbor Springs, Lakeside Press, 1915, p. 8). 
4 Ibid, pp. 83-86. 
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Frequently we find more than one legend regarding a certain place. This is largely accounted for by 
the not uncommon custom of adopting stories of friendly tribes, which often passed current from 
one to the other. For example, the writer has heard at least three different legends as to the origin of 
Mackinac Island, all of which were authentic Indian stories. Following is another version of the 
Sleeping Bear: 

 
INTERESTING STORY FROM “ALONG TRAVERSE SHORES” 

 
 Many years ago the Wisconsin shore of Lake Michigan suffered a famine so great that even the 
animals died of want. 
 A mother bear and her cubs walked the beach for days, gazing with wistful eyes across the 
deep waters at the verdant shores of Michigan, longing to reach them, but not daring to make the 
attempt. Eventually hunger overcame timidity and mother bear with a cub at each side, struck out. 
At first fortune favored the three. Nearer and nearer approached the goal as the mother's words of 
encouragement urged on the weary, nearly famished cubs; they did their very best. 
 When only twelve miles from the land of plenty, the mother's heart was rent as she saw a babe 
sink. With the remaining cub she struggled to gain the beach. Two miles of slow dragging and the 
second of her cherished ones sank. 
 The mother reached the beach and crept to a resting place where she lay down facing the 
restless waters that covered her lost ones. As she gazed, two beautiful islands slowly rose to mark 
the graves. These were called the Manitous—the home of the departed spirits. 
 To this day the Sleeping Bear is pointed out to all voyagers up and down the great lake. 

 
 The following year, Wright published a second (128-page) edition of his book, with the title, 
The Crooked Tree. One significant addition was the framing story with which the author began 
the body of the book, embedding four “legends,” three new, plus what was now entitled, “The 
Legend of the Sleeping Bear.” 
 

 In the year 1800 a little girl was born on the banks of Grand River, in the vicinity of what is now 
the village of Muir. Her father was a noted French trader and her mother an Indian princess, or 
daughter of a chief. At that period the Grand River Valley was one of the most beautiful regions in 
the whole country, as indeed it is today, and the little girl spent many happy days playing along the 
shore or paddling in her birch bark canoe. She often accompanied her father on his trips, frequently 
going with him over portages and rivers as far as Detroit. 
 When this little girl was thirteen years of age her father hired two trusty Indians to take her in a 
canoe from Grand River to Mackinac Island, whither he had preceded her. Drifting down the 
beautiful river one bright summer's day they emerged into Lake Michigan and turning the prow of 
their little boat northward started on their long journey through this remote region. They put up a 
blanket for a sail when the wind was favorable, and paddled along by easy stages when it was 
calm. At night they slept by huge campfires, and the little princess heard many tales and legends of 
savage life…. 5 
 Day by day the little canoe advanced northward along the wild shores of Lake Michigan. One 
day they passed the little stream where Father Marquette had been buried. The old cross was still 
standing. 

 
The Legend of the Sleeping Bear 

 
 Not long afterwards they could see the Sleeping Bear, and the little princess listened to the 
story of how in the long ago a great famine had spread over the land.  Longingly a mother bear and 
two famished cubs walked the shore of the Wisconsin side, gazing wistfully at Michigan, which in 
those days was the land of plenty as it is today. Finally hunger overcame timidity and the bears 
launched out. Nearer and nearer approached the goal as the mother’s words of encouragement 
urged on the weary cubs. 

 
5 John C. Wright, The Crooked Tree: Second Edition (Harbor Springs, Lakeside Press, 1916, p. 11). 
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 When only twelve miles from the land of plenty, the mother’s heart was rent as she saw a babe 
sink. With the remaining cub she struggled to gain the beach. Two miles of slow dragging and the 
second of her cherished ones sank. 
 The mother reached the beach and crept to a resting place where she lay down facing the 
restless waters that covered her lost ones. As she gazed, two beautiful islands slowly rose to mark 
the graves. These were called the Manitous—the home of the departed spirits. The little princess 
watched the Sleeping Bear, which was very real in those days, until they passed out of sight…. 6 
  [The little girl] was adopted by the famous Madam LaFramboise and received a liberal 
education in French. Afterwards she taught school at St. Ignace for fifteen years. She once 
entertained President Zachary Taylor; knew Schoolcraft, the historian, and Beaumont, the famous 
physician; she was personally acquainted with numerous Indian chiefs, sachems and medicine 
men; she met “King” Strang, Governor Cass and many other notables. She was at home with 
bishops, scholars and statesmen and was the friend of all. 
 This little girl with her remarkable experiences and history afterward became the grandmother of 
the author and related all these stories and many others to him when a lad. The little girl's name 
was Sophia Bailly, and at Mackinac Island she married Henry G. Graveraet, Jr., the son of a 
German soldier of the American Revolution, and moved to Little Traverse (now Harbor Springs), just 
previous to the Civil war. From here she often visited the old Indian village of L'Arbre Croche, where 
she mingled with the natives and listened attentively to their tales. 7 

 
 “The Great Muckwah” was reprinted in the second edition on page 116, 100 pages after “The 
Legend of the Sleeping Bear,” now introduced, not followed, by the comments about “more than one 
legend regarding a certain place.” Another edition, The Crooked Tree: Indian Legends and a Short 
History of the Little Traverse Bay Region, was published in 1917, with some new content, but no 
changes to how the framing story and the two Sleeping Bear origins were positioned in the book. 8 
 Wright’s story of his grandmother, who died in January 1892 when he was 17, together with the 
embedded “legends,” was also printed in Michigan History Magazine (1918), with an added coda 
concerning the sacrifices of the First Michigan Sharpshooters from Little Traverse Bay during the Civil 
War: 9 

 
…Although dispossessed of their property, such is the glory that our Indians helped to spread over 
the State of Michigan. I think we owe them a debt of gratitude and should be most considerate in 
our dealings with them. It may not be many years until to see an Indian anywhere on our streets will 
be a rare thing. When that times comes I hope the great State of Michigan will have no regrets as to 
the position it has taken with reference to this vanishing race. 

  
 “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” continued to be told, at least by some Little Traverse Bay 
Odawa, with the Ettawageshik family among the “tradition bearers.” When it became well known to 
the wider public is unclear—it was not noted in several publications from early in the Twentieth 
Century that referred to Sleeping Bear. Sprague’s History of Grand Traverse and Leelanau Counties 
(1903) gave a detailed description of the dune (reproduced from The Traverse Region, 1884) and was 
so exhaustive and so cognizant of local knowledge, it seems inconceivable the compilers would have 
heard it and left it out. 10 

 
6 Ibid, pp. 15-16. 
7 Ibid, p. 20. 
8 John C. Wright, The Crooked Tree: Indian Legends and a Short History of the Little Traverse Bay Region (Harbor Spring, 
C Fayette Erwin, 1917). 
9 John C. Wright, “Indian Legends of Northern Michigan,” Michigan History Magazine II, 1918, pp. 81-89. 
10 Elvin L. Sprague and Mrs. George N. Smith, Sprague's History of Grand Traverse and Leelanau counties, Michigan 
(Indianapolis, B.F. Bowen, 1903, p. 332). Sprague’s History borrowed liberally from The Traverse Region: Historical and 
Descriptive (Chicago, H. R. Page Co., 1884). 
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 Martha Gray’s 1912 reminiscences of c. 1868, which included a version of the flood myth, gave a 
simpler story, as well as told of a trip that should have occasioned a telling of “The Legend of the 
Sleeping Bear,” if she knew of it: 11 

 
 Sleeping Bear Point is on the west shore of Leelanau County. It is a huge mountain of pure 
white sand that has been accumulating on that point through centuries washed up by the restless 
waves of Lake Michigan and thrown upon the beach, where the winds, in turn have caught and 
carried it forward. It is always moving, always growing for the forces that create it are ever in motion. 
Sleeping Bear was caught and imprisoned within his clasp, the giant monarchs of the forest that 
grew along his path. Their tops peer from the summit or along the sides at passersby as though in 
mute appeal for liberation. But they will never be released for Old Sleeping Bear has lain under the 
spell of an enchanter for centuries and will never awaken until some throes of nature arouse him 
from his sleeping place beside the blue water…. 
 One beautiful morning [in the summer of 1868] the wagons were again brought to the door and 
loaded and I took my seat by my father's side, Seth rode with the man who drove the other team, 
and we began that toilsome journey. The country was rough and hill upon hill rose before us. The 
patient horses kept climbing higher and higher. At every step we were jolted and nearly thrown from 
the wagon. But as often as we were jolted over a root on one side just so often were we jolted on 
the other and thus our equilibrium was preserved. When we had gone ten miles we came to the 
crest of the hills that formed the background to Glen Arbor and here we stopped to rest and feed the 
horses and eat our lunch. From here, the view was magnificent. Stretching away over miles and 
miles the country and great lakes lay before us and at the foot of the hills lay an inland lake nine 
miles across which was called Glen Lake. It was only one-half mile from Lake Michigan and men 
had planned to open a channel so that vessels could seek a safe harbor there from storms that 
were frequently occurring on the great lake. Away over Lake Michigan we could see the great 
Manitous so far away that they could be seen only on a clear day. And to the northward lay old 
"Sleeping Bear." 

 
 By 1922, however, a scientist from Northwestern, W. G. Waterman, was summarizing the legend 
in a matter-of-fact manner for a “booklet” describing “beauties of forests and dunes from Point Betsie 
to Sleeping Bear”: 12 
 

This dune is forested on its eastern slope but is being cut away with the plateau by the waters of the lake. 
As seen from the lake, it resembles an animal lying on its side and the Indians told the story of a mother 
bear and her two cubs who swam across the lake to escape a drouth and famine in Wisconsin. The mother 
reached the shore first and, climbing up on the bluff, lay down to wait. The cubs tired out, sank in the 
lake and were drowned, and the Great Spirit transformed them into the Manitou Islands. The mother bear, 
falling asleep, was covered with sand and became the dune which now bears her name. 

 
 Willis Atwell had a synopsis of “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” in his 1937, comic-like, 
“illustrated history,” produced for Michigan’s centennial: 13 

 
Legend has it that three bears—a mother and two cubs—were driven from Wisconsin by fire. They 
swam for the Michigan shore, but the cubs lost their strength and rested while the mother made the 
shore and lay down exhausted. The cubs became islands and the mother waiting in sleep for the 
cubs became the point of land. 

  

 
11 Martha Gray, Reminiscences of the Grand Traverse Region,” Historical Collections: Collections and Researches Made by 
the Michigan Pioneer and Historical Society, 38, 1912, pp. 286, 288. 
12 W. G. Waterman, Forests and Dunes from Point Benzie to Sleeping Bear (Evanston, Northwestern University, 1922, p. 
10). 
13 Willis Atwell, Do You Know—An Illustrated History of Michigan (Booth Newspapers, 1937, p. 217).  Atwell did look at past 
issues of The Detroit Free Press (there are no citations), but it seems more likely he was just summarizing a story that was 
by then familiar. 
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 The 1941 Michigan Writers’ Project’s Michigan: A Guide to the Wolverine State had a different, 
unattributed, legend about the Manitou Islands: 14 
 

An Indian legend accounts for the name (manitou, or spirit) of the island group. Long ago a powerful 
tribe from the Upper Peninsula attacked a Lower Peninsula tribe, killed all but seven warriors, and 
retired to the islands. The seven followed the victors and, in the darkness, almost wiped out their 
conquerors. The slaughter was blamed on evil spirits, and no Indian could be induced to live on the 
island thereafter. 

 
 In the 1944 Lake Michigan volume of the “American Lakes series,” Milo Quaife, a scholar usually 
meticulous about references, provided an un-cited, untitled, “Legend of the Sleeping Bear” 
(suggesting the story was “out there”), that contained the essential plot and thematic elements of later 
written and summary versions: 15 
 

Indian legend relates that there was once a terrible forest fire on the Wisconsin side of the lake, 
which drove all the animals into the water. Among them were a mother bear and her two cubs who, 
to escape the flames, struck out for the Michigan shore. They swam for several days, but the cubs 
became confused in the smoke and before reaching the land their strength gave out. The mother 
bear, on landing, paced the shore for days, calling in vain for her children, until at length she too 
became exhausted and fell asleep. There she still lies, looking out upon the lake, and to reward her 
devotion the Great Sprit has created North and South Manitou Islands where the cubs sunk out of 
sight. Here they remain to this day, as any doubter of the legend may readily convince himself. 

 
 In his 1927, The Sleeping Bear and Other Poems, Harry Dumbrille had already engaged in poetic 
license: “Will not the great storms as they beat round your lair,/ The lightning’s forked flash, as it goes 
through the air,/The shock of the thunder arouse you from sleep?/ The call of your loved ones out 
there in the deep?” 
 Julia Terry Dickinson provided a literary prose recreation in her 1951 The Story of Leelanau: 16 
 

 Many, many years ago before the white man came to Michigan and the forests and lakes knew 
only the calls of the birds and the footfalls of animals in the deep woods, a great fire swept through 
the distant forest in Wisconsin, across the blue waters of Lake Michigan. 
 The trapped animals were forced to flee the hot breath of the flames and sought refuge in Lake 
Michigan. Some of the animals began swimming across the wide lake to find haven in the western 
shore of Michigan. Among these animals were a mother bear and her two cubs.  
 They swam for many hours, their tired eyes searching the distant horizon for signs of land. 
Finally the mother bear who was swimming in front of her cubs saw the great sand bluffs of the 
northwestern shores of what was later known as Leelanau. 
 She urged her cubs who were at the point of exhaustion to swim to safety, but the little fellows 
could no longer keep their weary heads above the water, and gradually they sank beneath the 
surface of the lake. 
 The mother beseeched her cubs and tried to help them on the remaining miles, but her efforts 
were of no use. She herself had lost so much strength she could scarcely keep her own heavy body 
afloat. 
 Sadly and slowly she swam on to the bluffs of sand glowing deep yellow in the sunset. When 
she reached the shore, she climbed to the top of the bluff and sank utterly exhausted into a deep 
sleep. 
 She awoke a long time later, but she was so grief stricken at the thought of her lost cubs that 
she would not cast her eyes over the expanse of water she had crossed. Gradually, however, her 

 
14 Michigan Writers’ Project, Michigan: A Guide to the Wolverine State (Michigan State Administrative Board, 1941, pp. 532-
533). This legend was repeated, without citation, in Myron H. Vent, South Manitou Island: From Pioneer Settlement to 
National Park (1973, p. 7), with wording that clearly shows it was taken either directly from the Michigan Writer’s Project 
Guide or from a common written source. 
15 Milo Quaife, Lake Michigan (Indianapolis, Bobbs-Merrill, 1944, pp. 287-288). 
16 Julia Terry Dickinson, The Story of Leelanau (Omena, 1951, pp. 48-49). 
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strength and courage returned, and she opened her eyes to the west. There a few miles off shore, 
just where her little cubs had sunk beneath the water, there arose two beautiful gem like islands, 
forested with green and edged with golden sand. 
 Then she knew that the spirit of her cubs would live forever in those islands. The great spirit of 
the Manitou had seen the fires and had watched the bear and her cubs in their valiant attempt to 
reach safety. It was the Great Spirit of the Indians who had changed the cubs into two beautiful 
islands. Forever she would watch over her cubs from her resting place on top of the sand dune. 
 And today as the winds and rain sweep over the sleeping bear, and the sun warms her, and the 
winter snows bury her, Sleeping Bear keeps her vigil over her loved one, her cubs, the Manitou 
islands. 

 
 Louise Walker contributed a version, explaining: “I have been interested for fifteen years in 
collecting the folklore of the Chippewas. It has occurred to me that possibly the readers of Midwest 
Folklore would enjoy reading a story as it was told to me by an aged Indian. I have tried to reproduce 
it as nearly like the original story as I could.” 17  
 

 It was winter in Northern Michigan. The snow was deep around the cabin of Nenyashe when 
John and I entered it. Inside it was warm and cozy. Old Jawinikom, the grandfather of Nenyashe, 
was making a bow and arrow for John. His only tool was an old skinning knife, yet he shaped the 
tough, white ironwood as truly as though he were using a plane, a drawknife, and a rasp. 
 While Jawinikom continued to work, the men sat smoking and listening to the radio. The fierce 
North wind yelled and howled around the cabin. Finally because the reception was very poor, 
Nenyashe turned off the radio with a grunt of disgust. “No good, too much static,” he said. 
 Old Jawinikom grinned. “If I heard radio when I was young man, I would sure think Mautchi 
Manito get me. You know Mautchi Manito, John? That’s bad spirit like Devil.” Then he went on 
whittling the bow. 
 Nenyashe yawned and stretched out his feet toward the stove. “I’d like to sleep all winter like a 
bear, then wake up come spring and eat lots,” he remarked. Old Jawinikom snorted. “You lazy; like 
sleep and eat all the time. Better go out on sand hill and sleep forever like Makwa Shinge Shin.” 
 Nenyashe laughed and replied, “It’s too cold.” 
 “What’s Makwa Shinge Shin?” I asked. “Makwa means bear. What’s the rest of it?” 
 “Sleeping Bear,” Nenyashe answered. “You get the old man tell you that story. That’s old time 
story.” 
 “Grandfather, stop whittling that bow, smoke your pipe, and tell me the story,” I demanded. He 
grinned, laid down the bow and lighted his pipe. 
 “I think maybe you are too old for Injun story,” he teased. “That story’s for a papoose.” His one 
eye twinkled. 
 “You tell me that story or I’ll get Mautchi Manito in here,” I threatened. 
 “Well all right, I guess maybe you don’t grow up yet. I’ll tell it.” 
 “Long time ago, very long time, everything lots bigger than now. People, animals all bigger. 
Wabasso, the rabbit, he’s big like cow. Bear, he’s big like big house. One time over across lake,—
what’s Wisconsin now—everybody hungry. People hungry, got no grub. Many die. Animals got no 
grub. They die too. 
 “Old she bear, she got two cubs, very hungry. Cubs they cry all time; ask mother for food. She 
ain’t got food. She feel very bad, and she’s hungry too. Plenty food in Michigan. People eat lots, get 
fat. Bears eat and put on lot of fat for winter’s sleep. 
 “Old Makwa, she bear, walk up and down Wisconsin shore and look over to Michigan. Cubs 
they follow up and down and make loud noise for grub. Makwa knows there’s lots to eat over in 
Michigan but it’s long swim. Sixty to seventy miles. Long swim for cubs and they ain’t in no shape 
for such a long trip. Nothing else to do though, so she tells ‘em ‘Come we go swim to Michigan; lots 
of good grub there—roots, honey, sweet corn, everything good.’ 
 “So they start. They swim slow so they don’t get tired out. Old Makwa she’s goin’ pretty good, 
but cubs they get tired. She helps ‘em along and they keep on, awful slow. By and by, they got 
about twelve miles from Michigan. One cub, he can’t go no farther. Makwa, she try for to encourage 

 
17 Louise J. Walker, “Jawinikom’s Tale,” Midwest Folklore, 5, 1955, Michigan Issue, pp. 35-36. 
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him, tells him about all the good grub in Michigan, and tries to hold him up. No good. Cub, he sinks 
in lake. Makwa feels very bad and does best she can with other cub, but about two miles farther, 
other cub gives out. Can’t go on. Sinks to bottom in spite of all Makwa can do. 
 “Makwa swims on, gets to shore, most all in. She haul herself up on big sand hill and look out 
over Lake Michigan where cubs drowned. She feels awful bad. She cry to Gitchi Manito and ask 
why he take her cubs. She don’t want to eat. Just want to die for she feels so bad. She lay on sand 
hill and look at lake. Then she see two islands begin to come out of the water. Beautiful islands, one 
ten miles out, and the other two miles beyond just where cubs sunk. 
 “She thank Gitchi Manito, and then he put her to sleep there on big sand hill. White men call her 
‘Sleeping Bear Point.’ We say, ‘Makwa shinge shin’. These two islands where the cubs sunk, they 
are named Manitou Islands where people go for the summer. That’s how Injun tell story. You like 
it?” 
 “Good story, grandfather. Now I’m going home to tell it to my family.” 
 “Bojhu” we called gaily to our friends standing in the doorway, but our voices were lost in the 
fury of the storm and we were forced to hurry to the shelter of the pines that bordered the show filled 
road. 

 
 Richard Dorson, who edited the special issue for Midwest Folklore, added his two cents: 
“Curiously, this is one of the best known tourist legends in Michigan.” 
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Landmark Origin Myths and Legends of the Anishinaabeg 18 
 
 Wright’s changes between his first and second editions—the framing story, the demotion of the 
“Great Muckwah,” among them—do raise questions about what other liberties he may have taken, 
and his idea of “[setting] down precisely” meant putting into his own words what he recalled or had 
perhaps reconstructed from notes. But his collection was, for the most part, not marred by the literary 
adornments favored by many amateurs, and it was not pervaded by the kind of “nauseous legends” of 
which Richard Dorson was so dismissive. 19 
 By the time Wright published his book, Franz Boas, his students, and other folklorists, linguists, 
and anthropologists of a similar bent, had been engaged for about 30 years in collaborations with 
Native American narrators to accurately conserve traditional stories, whenever possible in native 
languages, such as in William Jones’ massive Ojibwa Texts. 20 
 The advent of Romanticism had brought with it a burgeoning interest in folklore and mythology 
from around the world, folklore and mythology, however, tailored to the Romantic ideal—bravery, 
loyalty, pure love, in a natural world uncorrupted by the evils of industry and civilization. As indigenous 
nations ceased to be a powerful presence on the eastern seaboard, Romantics, in America and 
Europe, embraced the image of the not yet defeated and sullied Indian. “Popular magazines were 
flooded with genuine and spurious Indian materials; no issue of the American Monthly, the Knicker-
bocker, the Southern Literary Messenger, or the Columbian failed to carry its monthly quota." 21 
 By the time Schoolcraft was completing his Algic Researches, he felt compelled to muse in a 
January 26, 1838 journal entry, “If published, incredulity will start up critics to call their authenticity in 
question. There are so many Indian tales, fancied, by writers, that it will hardly be admitted that there 
exist any real legends.” 22 Longfellow’s The Song of Hiawatha proved vastly more popular than 
Schoolcraft’s own publications on which the poem was loosely based. “The courtship of Hiawatha and 
Minnehaha, the least ‘Indian’ of any of the events in ‘Hiawatha,’ [came] for many readers to stand as 

 
18 Technically, a legend, even if containing supernatural elements, takes place in quasi-historical times, while a myth takes 
place before the world, with its human and natural inhabitants, was firmly established in more or less its present form. The 
misuse of the word “myth” to suggest “untrue” has led to its rejection by some as a term for a certain kind of story, but 
substituting “legend” is misleading, so I continue to use “myth” when appropriate, with recognition that these stories were 
and/or are sacred, and hence “true,” to those from whom they come. Native peoples have their own genre distinctions. 
Speakers of Algonquian languages differentiate between what in Ojibwe are called “aadizookaan,” “sacred story,” and 
“dibaajimowin,” “report.” The former is an animate noun, suggesting the story has a life of its own and embodies an ancient 
or traditional truth outside the narrator’s voice (these stories are not supposed to be told without appropriate ceremony, such 
as an offering of tobacco). The latter is an inanimate noun and refers to stories that the narrator knows from personal 
experience or hearsay, whose truth-value may be subject to judgment. All of the Ojibwe stories scholars would classify as 
myth fall under “aadizookaan,” but so do most of the stories that are situated in historical times long enough ago to be past 
the traceable chain of memory, “legends” to scholars. Of course, as with all genre distinctions, there are borderline cases, 
which different narrators may classify differently. 
 Anishinaabeg is the native name for the Ojibwe (Ojibway, Chippewa) and Odawa peoples. My use of Anishinaabemowin 
(Ojibwe and Odawa language) words, when speaking in my own voice, is based on the orthography for Western Ojibwe 
devised by John Nichols and Earl Nyholm (A Concise Dictionary of Minnesota Ojibwe, Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 
Press, 1995), because that is from where most of the native language documentation for myths and legends comes. There 
are dialect variations, although I believe historical pronunciation of “L’Arbre Croche” Odawa was actually closer to Western 
Ojibwe than to the dialect in Richard Rhodes’ Eastern Ojibwa-Chippewa-Odawa Dictionary (Berlin, Mouton de Gruyter, 
1993), which gives, for example, “aadsookaan” or “aasookaan” and “dbaajmowin.” To avoid anachronism, when discussing 
references that used “Ottawa” or “Chippewa” (or “Indian”), I mostly stick with those usages within the context. 
19 Richard Dorson, Bloodstoppers and Bearwalkers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1952, p. 15). Dorson singled out 
for criticism Grace Francis Kane’s Myths and Legends of Mackinac (Cincinnati, The Editor Publishing Co., 1897). 
20 William Jones, Ojibwa Texts, edited by Truman Michelson, Publications of the American Ethnological Society, Vol. 7, 
parts 1 & 2 (Leyden, E. J. Brill, 1917-19). 
21 “Editor’s Introduction,” in Mentor Williams, ed. Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends (East Lansing, Michigan State University 
Press, 1956, p. xvi). 
22 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Algic Researches (New York, Harper and Brothers, 1839); Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Personal 
Memoirs of a Residence of Thirty Years with the Indian Tribes on the American Frontiers (Philadelphia, Lippincott, Grambo 
and Co., 1851, p. 596).  



 

Eliot A. Singer, Tracking the Sleeping Bear, Revised 2019 and May 2020 10 

the typical American Indian tale,” 23 and for the rest of the Nineteenth and into the Twentieth Century, 
local newspapers, magazines, and tourist promotions continued to be filled with “fakelore,” as places 
newly frequented by the white man had to be given a picturesque Indian heritage. 24 
 These romanticized, made-up or assimilated, “Indian” myths and legends were set in wigwams 
and teepees and featured characters with Indian-sounding names. Legends of lover’s leaps were a 
staple, 25 perhaps inspired by Sappho’s “Lover’s Leap” from Ovid’s Heroides, 26 although in North 
America they likely also replicated and elaborated upon a story that would have appealed to the 
Romantic mentality about a young Dakota woman who leaped from a precipice overlooking Lake 
Pepin (Mississippi River) rather than marry against her will, 27 first recorded by Zebulon Pike on 
September 5, 1805: 28 
 

The storm continuing, we remained all day. I was shown a point of rocks from which a Sioux maiden 
cast herself, and was dashed into a thousand pieces on the rocks below. She had been informed 
that her friends intended matching her to a man she despised; having been refused the man she 
had chosen, she ascended the hill, singing her death-song; and before they could overtake her and 
obviate her purpose she took the lover's leap! Thus ended her troubles with her life. A wonderful 
display of sentiment in a savage! 
 

 About a version heard by members of the 1820 Cass expedition, in which he gave the suicide’s 
name as Oo-la-ita, Schoolcraft alternatively commented, “Such an instance of sentiment is rarely to 
be met with among the barbarians.” 29  
 The earliest collected variants of this local legend, from Pike in 1805 through Eastman’s 1849 
“The Maiden’s Rock; or, Wenona’s Leap,” 30 were always told as a true event, with the elderly chief, 

 
23 Stith Thompson, Tales of the North American Indians (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1929, pp. xv-xvi). 
24 The term “fakelore” was coined by Richard Dorson (“Folklore and Fakelore.” American Mercury 70, 1950, 335-343). 
However, scholars and others concerned with authenticity had been complaining about frauds and misrepresentations of 
traditional materials since at least the time of Ancient Greece. There is still need for a thorough study of the evolution of fake 
and loosely adapted “Indian” legends” through the Nineteenth Century. For a detailed documentation of the problem as it 
relates to picture books for children, see Eliot A. Singer, Fakelore and the Ethics of Children’s Literature (1998). For a similar 
critique of the official picture book of the State of Michigan version of the Legend of Sleeping Bear, among others, see Lois 
Beardslee (2006), “Promulgation of Damaging Ethnic Stereotypes as a Cottage Industry in Northern Michigan.” 
25 Louise Pound, “Nebraska Legends of Lovers’ Leaps,” Western Folklore 8, 1949, pp. 304-313.  
26 “Sappho to Phaon,” Ovid’s Heroides, xv. Pound (“Nebraska Legends of Lovers’ Leaps,” pp. 304-305) noted Addison’s pre-
Romantic writings about Sappho in The Spectator during the early Eighteenth Century, as well as Hero’s leap as another 
model. 
27 For a thorough study of this story, with reference to all the early versions, see G. Hubert Smith, "The Winona Legend," 
Minnesota History 13, 1932, pp. 367-376. 
28 Zebulon Pike, The Expeditions of Zebulon Montgomery Pike to Headwaters of the Mississippi River, through Louisiana 
Territory, and in New Spain, during the Years 1805-6-7 (A New Edition, edited by Elliot Coues, New York, Francis P. Harper, 
1895, vol. 1, pp. 65-66). Also see Coues’ discussion (note 65). 
29 Mentor Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Narrative Journal of Travels (East Lansing, Michigan State University Press, 1953, p. 
216). The Lake Pepin story, told by an interpreter, was noted in both Schoolcraft’s Narrative Journal and in James Doty’s 
“Official Journal” of the Cass Expedition (Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Narrative Journal of Travels, p. 435). Schoolcraft was 
probably responsible for changing the rejected suitor to an old man, since Doty just referred to him as “another one,” 
grammatically suggesting another young man, as in other early versions of the story. Since neither Ojibwe nor the Dakota 
dialect have an – l - sound, the simplest explanation for “Oo-la-ita” is that Schoolcraft made it up and it was later adapted 
from him by Count Beltrami as “Oholoaïtha,” although Beltami did tell a very different version of the story, clearly learned 
from someone with Ojibwe sympathies, where the young woman had been a captive of the “Cypewais” and fallen in love with 
the son of her captor but was forbidden by her father to marry him, after being repatriated. See Giacomo Costantino 
Beltrami, Pilgrimage in Europe and America, Leading to the Discovery of the Sources of the Mississippi and Bloody River 
(London, Hunt and Clarke, 1828, vol. ii, pp. 183-185; Le découverte des sources du Mississippi, 1824). It is also possible the 
name was the invention of French speaking traders or voyageurs. Olynthus, French Olynthé, was a character from Greek 
mythology, after whom a city was named at the place where he was killed by a lion. 
30 Mary H. Eastman, Dahcotah, or, Life and Legends of the Sioux around Fort Snelling (New York, J. Wiley, 1849, pp. 165-
173). 



 

Eliot A. Singer, Tracking the Sleeping Bear, Revised 2019 and May 2020 11 

Wazecota, who related it to Major Stephen Long in 1817 31 and again to the Long Expedition of 1823, 
claiming to have witnessed the event as a child. 32 Nonetheless, Long wrote that the hill was “now 
called the Lover’s Leap,” presumably a designation originating in Ovid, not a coincidental translation 
from Dakota. That the story was Romantic was not lost on Beltrami, who alluded to “the Muse of 
Mitylene” (Sappho). 33 Eastman defended its authenticity: 34 
 

The incident is well-known. Almost every one has read it a dozen times, and always differently told. 
Some represent the maiden as delivering an oration from the top of the rock, long enough for an 
address at a college celebration. It has been stated that she fell into the water, a circumstance 
which the relative situation of the rock and river would render impossible…. It was from the 
Dahcotahs that I obtained the incident, and they believe that it really occurred. They are offended if 
you suggest the possibility of its being a fiction. Indeed they fix a date to it, reckoning by the 
occurrences of great battles, or other events worthy of notice. 

 
 Apparently love-related suicides were not uncommon among the Dakota, a culture with less 
personal autonomy over marriage than the generally permissive Ojibwe, but the manner of this one 
was worthy of story: 35 
 

Had Winona, instead of taking the fatal leap, put an end to her existence in the midst of a forest, by 
suspending herself to a tree, as is generally practised by those Indian women whom distress impels 
to suicide, her fate would still have been unknown to us; a few of her friends might have wept over 
her untimely lot, but the traveller would have passed over the spot where she had ended her woes, 
without having his sympathies awakened, as they now are, by the recital of this terrible catastrophe. 

 
 The subsequent proliferation of Lover’s Leaps and Maiden’s Rocks seems purely derivative from 
this singular, plausible, occurrence; arguably there was less variation, a hallmark of oral tradition, in 
the “legends” associated with different locations than between the early Dakota versions. Louise 
Pound conjectured on the procedure by which such legends emerged: 36 
 

Some eminence with a steep wall was conspicuous. In someone’s imagination it became the site of 
a suicidal leap, and it was given a name that expressed this idea. Next, some local author 
accounted for the naming by attaching to it a romantic story of the past—the past in our region is 
Indian—and narrated it in verse or prose. The “legend” was thus preserved, and eventually it was 
generally accepted as of Indian tradition, despite its romantic features. 

 
 There was no “Lover’s Leap” worthy of mention when Thomas McKenney visited all the prominent 
landmarks of Michilimackinac in August of 1826. 37 However, by May 25, 1840, C. W. Penny was 
writing an entry in his journal, while stranded on the island for a few days awaiting transport to Sault 
Ste. Marie: “I forgot to mention yesterday, my visit to the lover’s leap—a high perpendicular point 
about mid-way on the southern shore of the island. It is one of the handsomest spots on the island—

 
31 Stephen H. Long, “Voyage in a Six-oared Skiff to the Falls of St. Anthony in 1817,” Minnesota Historical Collections ii, pp. 
24-26. Long was also told of another suicide, supposedly witnessed by the mother of his narrator, of a wife who paddled her 
canoe over the falls with her young children rather than submit to the presence of a second wife (ibid, pp. 37-40). 
32 William H. Keating, Narrative of an expedition to the source of St. Peter's River, Lake Winnepeek, Lake of the Woods, &c., 
&c., performed in the year 1823, by the order of the J. C. Calhoun, Secretary of War, under the command of Stephen H. 
Long, major U.S.T.E. (Philadelphia, H. C. Carey and I. Lea, 1824, vol. 1, pp. 280-284). 
33 Beltrami, Pilgrimage in Europe and America, Leading to the Discovery of the Sources of the Mississippi and Bloody River, 
vol. ii, p. 183. 
34 Eastman, Dahcotah, or, Life and Legends of the Sioux around Fort Snelling, pp. 165-166. 
35 Keating, Narrative of an expedition to the source of St. Peter's River, Lake Winnepeek, Lake of the Woods, &c., &c., 
performed in the year 1823 vol. 1, p. 284. Keating appears to have been the first to record the name as “Winona,” which 
means “first-born child, if a daughter“ (Stephen R. Riggs, “A Dakota-English Dictionary,” Contributions to North American 
Ethnology vii, Washington, Government Printing Office, 1892 p. 577). 
36 Pound, “Nebraska Legends of Lovers’ Leaps,” p. 309.  
37 Thomas McKenney, Sketches of a Tour of the Lakes (Baltimore, Fielding Lucas, Jr., 1827, pp. 385-397). 
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being crowned with two fine pine trees for a shade—and affords the best view of the islands and bays 
and straits that can be obtained at any one point.” 38 That Schoolcraft moved from Sault Ste. Marie to 
Mackinac Island in 1833, after consolidation of the Indian Agencies, might not be coincidental in the 
documentation of a “lover’s leap” by the latter of the two visitors. 
 By 1882, the author of a book promoting Mackinac Island tourism felt the need to sound a note of 
skepticism: 39 
 

No well regulated place of resort can ever afford to be without a Maiden Rock or a Lover's Leap, 
where, in the long-gone ages when true love still found a foothold on earth, some desperate, 
lovelorn Indian maiden clasped her dusky lover in her arms—or because she could not clasp him in 
her arms— sang the wild death-song of her tribe, and leaped from the romantic precipice into the 
surging tide below. Indian maidens seem, from the number of such localities and legends, to have 
attended to little business except singing death-songs and leaping headlong from every high rock 
they could find. Mackinac Island, not to be behind in anything that is fashionable and proper, has 
two of these interesting rocks and reminiscences. 

 
 The “Lover’s Leap” at Lake Pepin, and most subsequent imitations, were not said to be created to 
commemorate the Indian maid. Other romantic “Indian” legends, however, probably applying a 
narrative formula from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, told of how surpassing love, faith, self-sacrifice, or 
devotion was rewarded by the creation of some natural phenomenon of great beauty—a star, a 
flower, a bird, a waterfall, a promontory. 
 These romances, adaptations, fragments, and ethnocentric summaries in turn fueled Nineteenth 
Century theories of myth, most famously Max Müller’s “Solar Mythology,” in which all was reduced to 
origins for sun, moon, and stars. 40 They also facilitated racist theories of mind that argued primitive 
peoples lacked the capacity for reason, that they substituted superstition for science and resorted to 
myth and legend to explain the natural world. 
 The systematic documentation of unadulterated and complete Native American stories served to 
counter this misconception about “the explanatory element.” 41 Many myths and legends had no 
explanatory motifs at all, others told of the invention of cultural institutions, and in those that did 
include a natural origin, it was rarely central to plot and themes or the main point of the story: 42 
 

The explanatory element would…appear, not as an expression of native philosophy, but rather as 
an artistic finishing touch required for the tale whenever the art of story-telling demands it. Instead of 
being the mainspring of the story, it becomes in one case a stylistic embellishment, while in another 
it is required to give an impressive setting. In either case the occurrence of the explanation cannot 
be reduced to a rationalizing activity of primitive man. 

 
 Particularly unusual, east of the Mississippi, were stories that included, even as incidental motifs, 
origins for physical features of the landscape: out of approximately ninety distinct aadizookaan (myth 
or legend) tale-types in Jones’ Ojibwa Texts, many of them long, landmark origins occur in just three, 
two for the same place name. 
 The only widespread Ojibwe or Odawa landmark aadizookaan (also known to Northeastern 
Algonquians), was first documented by Père Allouez in 1669 as the origin for the Sault de Ste. Marie, 
from when Michabous, “the Great Hare,” trampled down the dam of the Great Beaver he was hunting, 

 
38 James L. Carter and Ernest H. Rankin, eds., North to Lake Superior: The Journal of Charles W. Penny, 1840 (Marquette, 
The John M. Longyear Research Library, 1970, p. 4). 
39 Peter Donan, Mackinac Island, the Wave-Washed Tourists' Paradise of the Unsalted Seas (St. Louis, Times Printing 
House, 1882, 34-35). 
40 Richard Dorson, “The Eclipse of Solar Mythology,” Journal of American Folklore, 68, 1955, pp. 393-416. 
41 T.T. Waterman, “The Explanatory Element in the Folk Tales of the North-American Indian,” Journal of American Folklore 
27, 1914, pp. 1-54. 
42 Franz Boas, “Mythology and Folk-Tales of the North American Indians,” Journal of American Folklore, 27, 1914, p. 401. 
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leaving rapids. 43 Later known for Nenabozho (and variants of that name), additional landmark origin 
motifs were sometimes attached to this myth, most commonly the creation of some nearby feature 
from an act of violence against Nenabozho’s grandmother, Nookomis, Mother Earth, in punishment 
for her letting the Great Beaver escape, as in the version heard by Johann Kohl in 1855. 44 
 

The slap in the face was so hard that blood ran from the old woman’s parched lips; this blood was 
flung far out to the west against the rugged sandstone cliffs the Americans call “the pictured rocks.” 
To this day the rocks carry the red stripes that came from that violent and vicious slap in the face. It 
is hardly possible to discover a more unromantic and barbarous origin of a natural scene so 
beautiful and romantic. 

 
 The name “Metal Toad” for Gros Cap, at the entrance to Lake Superior on the north shore, noted 
by John Johnston c. 1800, might have referred to the same motif, since another identity for Nookomis 
was Old Toad-Woman. 45 Other origins sometimes connected to this myth have included: an 
unidentified, pratfall caused, indentation, Otter Head (mid-way between the Sault and Thunder Bay, 
Ontario), Beaver Head near Bruce Mines, and the final resting place of Nenabozho, an island in 
Gargantua Bay, now within Lake Superior Provincial Park, later known as Devil’s Chair, an important 
place for offerings. 46 
 A landmark origin motif, from a different episode, in the Nenabozho “cycle” hints at possible wide 
distribution. 47 Two French sources (1722 and c. 1723) noted a rabbit-shaped formation, near 
Mackinac Island, associated with “The Great Hare“: 48 
 

Michililmakinak, according to the old men, is the place where Michapous sojourned the longest. 
There is a mountain on the shore of the Lake which has the shape of a hare; they believe this was 
the place of his abode, and they call this mountain Michapous. 

 
Near Mackinaw there is a rock, which, from a distance, has the outline of a sitting rabbit, by them 
called 'Michapaux,' which they affirm to have been a Great Spirit or Manitou that once presided over 
their ancestors, not allowing them to want for anything. 

 
 In his 1862 study of native place names, William Johnson identified, “Wau-boose-nau-mud-a-bid—
(Sitting Rabbit.) Rabbit sitting. An isolated bluff northwest of Mackinac” (on the mainland, north of St. 
Ignace). 49 Captain Kelton added: “Rabbit's Back. The Indian name is Wabos Namadabid, "sitting 

 
43 “Relation de Ce Qui S’est Passé en la Nouvelle France, les Années 1669 & 1670,” translated in Reuben Gold Thwaites, 
ed., The Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents: Travels and Explorations of the Jesuit Missionaries in New France, 1610-
1791 (Cleveland, Burrows, 1896-1901, vol. 54, pp. 196-203). Schoolcraft, long a resident of the Sault and married into the 
Johnston family, through whom he obtained many of his tales, never documented the Sault origin myth—perhaps he felt he 
could not “[weed] out… vulgarisms” sufficiently to make it acceptable (entry for January 26, 1838, in Schoolcraft, Personal 
Memoirs, p. 596). 
44 Johann Kohl, Kitchi-Gami: Life Among the Lake Superior Ojibway, St. Paul, Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1985, p. 
463). 
45 John Johnston, “An Account of Lake Superior in 1792-1807” (letter dated, Montreal, 21 September 1809), in Louis 
Rodrigue Masson, ed., Les Bourgeois de la Compagnie du Nord-ouest (Québec : A. Coté, 1889-1890, p. 149). 
46 See Eliot A. Singer, Chief Penesi’s Origins of Likenesses of Nenabozho for a translation and more complete study of the 
version in Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 1, pp. 428-433. 
47 The multiple stories told of a particular trickster-transformer, such as Nenabozho, Coyote, or Raven, are often referred to 
as constituting “cycles.” Some episodes were usually told in a standard sequence, but on the whole, narrators chose which 
stories and how many to tell in what order based on the circumstances and on their personal repertoire and preferences, so 
a better word than “cycle” might be “corpus,” but I continue to use “cycle” out of respect for the scholarly tradition. 
48 Claude-Charles Le Roy, Bacqueville de la Potherie, “History of the Savage People Who Are Allies of New France,” in 
Emma Blair, ed., The Indian Tribes of the Upper Mississippi Valley and the Great Lakes ((Cleveland, Arthur H, Clarke, 1911, 
Volume 1, p. 283). “Cass Manuscripts,” Third Annual Report and Collections of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, for 
the Year 1856, (Madison, Calkins and Webb, Volume III, 1857, p. 145). 
49 William W. Johnson, “Indian Names in the County of Mackinac,” Michigan Pioneer and Historical Society Collections, 12, 
1887, p. 380. 
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rabbit," from the appearance of the bluff when seen at some distance. The pagan Indians were in the 
habit of offering a sacrifice in the form of tobacco strewn on the water (when passing that point on a 
journey), for a spirit, or rather two, which were supposed to preside over that neighborhood. Wabos 
Nabe-Aiaa, ‘the male rabbit,’ and Wabos Ikwe-Aiaa, ‘the female rabbit,’ the former being represented 
by the higher bluff, the latter by the lower, about a mile to the south of Rabbit's Back.” 50 Neither 
Johnson nor Kelton provided an associated legend (as they did for other place names), but “Waabooz 
nemadabid,” “Hare Who Sits,” was the name given for the rock precipice at some unspecified location, 
where Nenabozho recuperated after transforming himself into a hare and catching fire, at the end of 
the native language “Theft of Fire,” told to William Jones by Waasaagooneshkang (He-whose-
footprints-glisten-in-the-snow) at the Bois Forte Reservation, Minnesota, far removed from the Straits 
of Mackinac, in 1904 or 1905. 51 Jones also obtained a brief story from Gaagige-binesi (Forever-
thunderbird, a.k.a., John Pinesi or Chief Penessi), unconnected with Nenabozho, which told of the 
origin of a rock known as “Waabooz nemadabid,” where Ottawa-Woman’s Hare son would thereafter 
be “always around,” implicitly, along with her other fatherless offspring, Ruffed Grouse and Whitefish, 
as a reliable resource for people. 52  
 The landmark motif with which Chief Blackbird ended his version of “Nenabozho Slays His Stone 
Brother” would have made sense as a standard, if localized coda, although most other narrators from 
whom it was collected took a different tack: 53 
 

At last he vanquished him on the east shore of Grand Traverse Bay, Michigan, near the place now 
called Antrim City, but formerly by the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians, it was called “Pe-wa-na-go-
ing,” “Flinty Point,” so called because there were great rocks of flint lying near the edge of the lake 
shore. And so the Ottawas and Chippewas say it is there where the old carcass of the monster is 
now lying—the brother of the great Ne-naw-bo-zhoo. 

 
 Flint and other piles of rocks from this fight between brothers might have been how this variant 
was usually told, albeit Schoolcraft plagiarized his Ojibwe flint brother named Chokanipok from De 
Smet’s Potawatomi Chakakenapok. 54 Also suspect is the well-known battle from Schoolcraft (and 
Longfellow) between Manabozho and his father, whose weapon was “a large piece of black rock”: 
“Fragments of the rock, under Manabozho’s blows, can be seen in various places today.” 55 

 
50 Dwight H. Kelton, Annals of Fort Mackinac: Island Edition (Detroit Free Press, 1884, p. 156). See also William F. 
Gagnieur, “Indian Names in the Upper Peninsula, and Their Interpretation,” Michigan History, 2, 1918, p. 532. 
51 Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 1, pp. 14-15. 
52 Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 2, p. 104. See Eliot A. Singer, “The Manner of Their Begyning…a Pretty Fabulous Tale Indeed”: 
Walking About, the “Algonkin Great Hare,” which includes a translation of Penesi’s story, and Eliot A. Singer, Nenabozho 
and the Theft of Fire. 
53 Andrew J. Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan (Ypsilanti, 1887, pp. 74-75). 
54 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Historical and Statistical Information, Respecting the History, Condition and Prospects of the 
Indian Tribes of the United States, Part I (Philadelphia, Lippincott, Grambo, 1851, pp. 317-319); Pierre-Jean de Smet, 
Oregon Missions and Travels over the Rocky Mountains, in 1845-46 (New York, B. Dunigan, 1847, pp. 347-348). Father De 
Smet’s account, purportedly from a Potawatomi chief, Potogojecs, itself is suspect, because a later passage was clearly 
plagiarized from John Tanner’s “captivity narrative.” 
55 Mentor Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends (East Lansing, Michigan State University Press, 1953, p. 68), 
Manabozho’s battle with his father, rather than with a brother, was probably an invention of Schoolcraft to create a more 
systematic whole—there is a Menominee text in which Me’napus kills his evil-spirit father without a battle (Leonard 
Bloomfield, Menomini Texts, Publications of the American Ethnological Society, vol. 12, New York, G. E. Stechert & Co., 
1928, p. 133). See William M. Clements, “Schoolcraft as Textmaker.” Journal of American Folklore, 103, 1990, pp. 177-192, 
for a study, with the pertinent citations, concerning Schoolcraft’s reworking of the native materials he had obtained, a 
practice that has long been familiar to his critics. Schoolcraft’s views were contradictory. On the one hand, he insisted on the 
importance of maintaining the integrity of his sources. On the other, he wanted to publish stories that would be acceptable 
and of interest to the broad reading public and compatible with his own Christian sensibilities and Euro-centric understanding 
of mythology. Williams’ edited edition provides better guidance than reading Schoolcraft without assistance. Even with 
expertise and other versions for comparison, separating what was genuine from Schoolcraft’s handiwork, what I call 
“Schoolcrafting,” is largely inferential. However, since his writings continue to be widely used uncritically, it is important for 
experts to offer our best inferences whenever possible. 
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 Another story took place after Nenabozho’s retirement from “walking about”; as told by Alex Pettier 
of Manitoulin Island in 1903: 56 
 

Once some men went to see Nänabozhu. He lived far away. They had come for various things. One 
man asked for long life; another asked for the power of winning women; a third asked to be a great 
warrior; and a fourth asked to be a great hunter. Nänabozhu asked the man who wanted to live 
forever to come and sit by him. The man did so, and straightway he turned into stone and yet kept 
the form of a man. He granted each of the other three men his request, and they became what they 
desired. 

 
 The identification of Sugarloaf on Mackinac Island for this rock in some adaptations may or may 
not have had a basis in historical native tradition—Nenabozho was generally conceived of as having 
retired somewhere “north.” The other reliable Ojibwe version, told by Peter York of the Rama 
Reserve, Ontario, c. 1915, named no location for the “granite stone.” 57 Leonard Bloomfield, who 
obtained two native language texts in Menominee, commented on Me’napus turning the man into a 
“spirit-rock”: “’Spirit-rocks’ are certain large boulders which are venerated and given tobacco.” 58 
 Some narrators added origins within the Nenabozho “cycle” that were probably idiosyncratic, such 
as in Charles Kawbawgam’s telling of the flood myth, during which one of the attacks on the hiding 
Nanabozho was with a “shower of rocks.” “Before that, there were no great rocks on the earth. It was 
then they fell where we see them today, such as the Pictured Rocks, Sugar Loaf, the Gull Rock, and 
the rest.” 59 In another version, when Nanabozsho was recreating the earth from mud near Pictured 
Rocks, he sneezed, “which scattered the mud upon the surface of the lake. The particles grew rapidly 
into islands…. Grand Island… [and] the small islands which dot the surface of Gitche Gumee here 
and there.” 60 
 Reportedly, it was common for travelers to point out places (and use the occasion as an excuse to 
narrate) where Nenabozho incidents were said to have occurred, some of which would have involved 
landscape remnants from his deeds and misdeeds 61 —these may have served to establish 
mythological land-claims, as the Ojibwe and Odawa expanded to new territories. 62 The extent to 
which this was done on the spot, noted recurrently by passersby, or local knowledge is unclear, but 
incidental land-marking does not imply motifs that attached themselves to particular stories when told 
across contexts. Johnson noted one such location: 63 
 

Mon-e-to-paw-maw—(Mon e to pa ma). Translation: Place of Spirit shot at with bow and arrow. High 
sand bluffs on the north shore of Lake Michigan between Oak Point and Mille a cocquin river, about 

 
56 William Jones, “Ojibwa Tales from the North Shore of Lake Superior,” Journal of American Folklore, 29, 1916, pp. 368-
391. All of the stories in this article were summaries. For most, complete versions were included in Ojibwa Texts, but for a 
few, including this one, only the summaries have been published.  
57 George E. Laidlaw, “Ojibwa Myths and Tales,” Annual Archaeological Report (Toronto, Ontario Provincial Museum, vol. 
27, 1915, pp. 81-82). 
58 Bloomfield, Menomini Texts, p. 253. Not all rocks to which tobacco was offered were associated with this legend. 
59 Arthur P. Bourgeois, ed., Ojibwa Narratives of Charles and Charlotte Kawbawgam and Jacques LePique, 1893-1895 
(Detroit, Wayne State University Press, 1994, p. 28). 
60 “Legend of the Creation of the Islands,” in Robert H. Wright, Legends of the Chippewas (Munising, 1927), reprinted in 
Althea K. Helbig, Nanabozho: Giver of Life (Brighton, Green Oak Press, 1987, pp. 178-179). 
61 John Hoskyns-Abrahall, Western Woods and Waters: Poems and Illustrative Notes (London, Longman, Green, Longman, 
Roberts & Green, 1864, p. 232); J. W. Foster and J. D. Whitney, Report on the Geology and Topography of a Portion of the 
Lake Superior Land District, in the State of Michigan; in Two Parts, Part ii, the Iron Region, Executive Document No. 69, 31st 
Congress, 1st Session (Washington, printed for the House of Representatives, 1850, p. 125); Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s 
Indian Legends, p. 81, n. 7. These references in passing were probably what Schoolcraft meant when he wrote, “There is 
scarcely a prominent lake, mountain, precipice, or stream in the northern part of America, which is not hallowed in Indian 
story by his fabled deeds” (ibid, p. 79). 
62 Jarold Ramsey, “Creations and Origins,” in Reading the Fire: Essays in the Traditional Indian Literatures of the Far West 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983, p. 7). 
63 Johnson, “Indian Names in the County of Mackinac,” p. 377. 
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25 to 30 miles west of Mackinac. These bluffs are bare sand towards the lake shore, and on a clear 
day can be seen 20 to 30 miles. They are some days plainly visible from the Indian village of the 
Cross, from which point Indian tradition relates, that Mani-a-bo-show, a demi god or a spirit in 
human shape, shot at monstrous snakes who were sunning themselves on these sand bluffs. His 
arrows were shot with so much force that the bluffs' banks crumbled down into the lake, which 
accounts for their present naked appearance. 

 
 According to Kelton, “This place was also known as Manitou Payment. A French corruption of the 
Ojibwa Manito Bimwa, ‘the shooting of the Spirit.’” 64 “A tall pine tree overlooking the Pouffettes 
settlement and visible from a great distance has, in the Indian mind, some sort of a connection with 
that fabulous event.” 65 As Kelton related the myth, it was “Mishimakwa, the Big Bear, a spirit of the 
great lakes [who] had wantonly slain Menabosho’s nephew and ward, Maïnganés, the Little Wolf.” 66 
Typically, the Great Bear plays a secondary role, scratching the disguised Nenabozho. Neither 
Johnson nor Kelton went on to tell about the aftermath of the shooting: the flood and the new earth. 
 Chief Blackbird provided another example: 67 
 

There is an impression of human foot tracks on a very smooth rock some where along the Ottawa 
River in Canada, and also a round hole about as large and deep as a common brass kettle on this 
flat rock near where the track is and every Ottawa and Chippewa calls these “Ne-naw-bo-zboo’s 
track” and “Ne-naw-bo-zhoo’s kettle where he dropped it when chasing his brother,” and then they 
would drop a piece of tobacco in the kettle as a sacrifice, at the same time praying for luck and a 
prosperous journey to Montreal and back again to Michigan, their native place, when passing this 
place. 

 
 Alex Pettier of Manitoulin also told of the kettle: 68 
 

Nänabozho was once on a journey. He had his family with him. His children were ever so many, 
and it was great trouble to carry them and his big kettle too. So he left his kettle behind. In time it 
turned to stone, and can be seen this day at the eastern end of Manitoulin Island. It looks exactly 
like a kettle. It is always filling with water, and a little hole lets out the water, so that it never 
overflows. 

 
 This is an example of an isolated, localized, etiological motif, attributed to Nenabozho outside his 
“cycle.” These isolated motifs might have existed in the older tradition, or they might have been a later 
development, perhaps among English-speaking narrators. Pettier also told how: 69 
 

Once Nänabozhu was traveling along with his family. His children were ever so numerous, and they 
were more or less of a nuisance. One he bade to sit down, and straightway it turned into a stone. 
There it has remained to this day, and can be seen on the north shore, near Sarnia. It looks exactly 
like a child sitting down. 

 
 Wright added a story to his second and later editions about how Mackinac, Round, and Bois Blanc 
islands were formed by a collapsed stone bridge Na-na-bo-jo had constructed to cross the Straits. 70 
In all his editions there was an explanation of how L’Arbre Croche became the crooked tree: 71 
 

 
64 Dwight H. Kelton, Indian Names of Places Near the Great Lakes (Detroit 1888, vol. 1, p. 34). 
65 Ibid, p. 36. 
66 Ibid, p. 34. 
67 Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan, pp. 74-75. 
68 Jones, “Ojibwa Tales from the North Shore of Lake Superior,” p. 389. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Wright, The Crooked Tree, pp. 30-31. 
71 Wright, Stories of the Crooked Tree, p. 7. 
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A tall, crooked pine tree overhanging a high bluff, served to designate what was probably the most 
important Indian village in the north, prior to the advent of the white man. "Wau-gonaw-ki-sa"—the 
Crooked Tree—could be seen for many miles by the occupants of approaching canoes. After 
rounding the northwestern extremity…on their way south, it was a familiar sight, and one that never 
failed to bring exultations of joy from the brave and daring Ottawas. The tree, according to tradition, 
was bent by Na-na-bo-jo. Formerly it was straight, but as the great hunter and chieftain was 
climbing the hill one day at this point, with his canoe over his head, the end of the boat caught on 
the tree and gave him a bad fall. In anger he struck the tree a blow with his fist and bent it over. 
Where he hit the trunk a large swelling came out, and henceforward every knot or growth protruding 
from a tree was called "Na-na-bo-jo's Fist." 

 
 From a west Michigan oral history project of the 1970s came another semblance: 72 
 

“Nanabush often sat on a particular stone formation watching the river flow by, sometimes seeing a 
great big fish. He sat at this spot so often that his rear end sank deep into the stone, leaving a 
permanent impression of his buttocks. ‘It’s still there,’ said the interviewee.”  

 
 Exactly when “The Sleeping Giant” near Thunder Bay, Ontario, became identified with Nenabozho 
is unknown; it was not noted by passing travelers until 1848. 73 A legend that has attached to it, 
obviously modern, tells of how Nenabozho was transformed into the Sleeping Giant when an Ojibwe 
revealed the location of a secret silver-mine to the white man. Silver Islet Mine was discovered by the 
Montreal Mining Company in 1868. Although authors have highly processed this legend for the mass 
market, it definitely has the hallmarks of having being made up by local Ojibwe. Interdictions against 
telling Europeans where to find copper (or silver) have been documented since the French first 
inquired about the mineral wealth of Lake Superior. 
 The only landmark origin not connected to Nenabozho of which I am aware comes at the end of 
“Peeta Kway, or The Tempest” (“biita,” “foam,” “ikwe,” “woman”) from Schoolcraft’s Algic Researches 
(1839), partly set at Sleeping Bear. 74 
 

 There once lived a woman named Monedo Kway [Manidokwe, Spirit Woman] on the sand mountain 
called “the Sleeping Bear” of Lake Michigan who had a daughter as beautiful as she was modest and 
discreet. Everybody spoke of the beauty of this daughter. She was so handsome her mother feared she 
would be carried off, and to prevent this she put her in a box in the lake, which was tied by a long string to a 
stake on the shore. Every morning the mother pulled the box ashore, and combed her daughter’s long, 
shining hair, gave her food, and then put her out again on the lake. 
 One day a handsome young man chanced to come to the spot at the moment she was receiving her 
morning’s attentions from her mother. He was struck by her beauty and immediately went home and told his 
feelings to his uncle, who was a great chief and powerful magician. “My nephew,” replied the old man, “go to 
the mother’s lodge, and sit down in a modest manner without saying a word. You need not ask her the 
question. But whatever you think, she will understand, and whatever she thinks in answer you will also 
understand.” The young man did so. He sat down, with his head dropped in a thoughtful manner, without 
uttering a word. He then thought, “I wish she would give me her daughter.” Very soon he understood the 
mother’s thoughts in reply. “Give you my daughter?” thought she; “you! No, indeed, my daughter shall never 
marry you.” The young man went away and reported the result to his uncle. “Woman without good sense,” 
said he, “who is she keeping her daughter for? Does she think she will marry the Mudjikewis? Proud heart! 
we will try her magic skill, and see whether she can withstand our power.” The pride and haughtiness of the 
mother was talked of by the spirits living on that part of the lake. They met together and determined to exert 
their power in humiliating her. For this purpose they resolved to raise a great storm on the lake. The water 
began to toss and roar, and the tempest became so severe, that the string broke, and the box floated off 

 
72 Pamela J. Dobson, ed., The Tree That Never Dies: Oral History of the Michigan Indians (Grand Rapids, Grand Rapids 
Public Library, 1978, p. 117). 
73 Louis Agassiz, Lake Superior: its physical character, vegetation, and animals, compared with those of other and similar 
regions; with a narrative of the tour by J. Elliot Cabot; and contributions by other scientific gentlemen (Boston, Gould, 
Kendall, and Lincoln, 1850, p. 80). 
74 “Peeta Kway or the Tempest,” in Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends, pp. 62-64. 
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through the straits down Lake Huron, and stuck against the sandy shores at its outlet. The place where it 
struck was near the lodge of a superannuated old spirit called Ishkwon Daimeka, or the keeper of the gate 
of the lakes. He opened the box and let out the beautiful daughter, took her into his lodge, and married her. 
 When the mother found that her daughter had been blown off by the storm, she raised very loud cries 
and lamented exceedingly. This she continued to do for a long time, and would not be comforted. At length, 
after two or three years the spirits had pity on her and determined to raise another storm and bring her back. 
It was even a greater storm than the first; and when it began to wash away the ground and encroach on the 
lodge of Ishkwon Daimeka she leaped into the box, and the waves carried her back to the very spot of her 
mother’s lodge on the shore. Monedo Equa was overjoyed; but when she opened the box, she found that 
her daughter’s beauty had almost all departed. However, she loved her still because she was her daughter, 
and now thought of the young man who had made her the offer of marriage. She sent a formal message to 
him, but he had altered his mind, for he knew that she had been the wife of another. “I marry your 
daughter?” said he; “your daughter! No, indeed! I shall never marry her.” 
 The storm that had brought her back was so strong and powerful, that it tore away part of the shore of 
the lake, and swept off Ishkwon Daimeka’s lodge, the fragments of which, lodging in the straits, formed 
those beautiful islands which are scattered in the St. Clair and Detroit rivers. The old man himself was 
drowned, and his bones are buried under them.... 

 
 Lacking other versions of this myth, it is difficult to decipher what changes to and omissions from 
the story Schoolcraft made, as was his wont. 75 However, adding landscape origin motifs was not one 
of Schoolcraft’s editorial habits (unlike excising “vulgarities”), so except for an educated guess that he 
might have moved the location of the islands from the Straits of Mackinac closer to Detroit, where he 
was mostly stationed at the time, there is no reason to discount the authenticity of this landmark origin 
from conflicting Manitou forces. 
 Many of the prominent geographical features and distinctive rock formations noted in historical 
travel accounts as places where offerings were made, apparently did without landmark origin motifs, 
including “Nagow Wudjoo,” (Negaw-wajiw, Fine-sand Mountain), Grand Sable Dune, 76 and various 
“image stones,” such as the one described by Schoolcraft near Cass Lake, Minnesota: 77 
 

We landed a few moments, on the right hand shore in entering it, to examine an object, which the 
men had been conversing of on the way, namely, a Shingaba Wossin. It proved to be a boulder of 
gneiss rock, water worn, so as to present the figure of a rude shaft, with an entablature, but not 
exceeding in weight, the maximum of a man's strength. One of the canoe-men lifted it. It had been 
set up, on its base, and was decorated with a ring of red paint. The name may be freely translated 
Image Stone, and has no reference to the composition of the mass, any farther than that the name 
is usually found to be applied to rocks of the primitive kind, both from the liability of this class of 
rocks to assume these forms, and from their hardness, which has enabled them to endure the 
power of attrition. Offerings are usually left at such rude altars…. 

 

 
75 For this myth, I would point out that the comment about marrying the Mudjikewis is almost certainly Schoolcraft’s, since 
the idea of marrying above one’s station makes sense neither in the story, where the mother is a powerful Manitou, nor in 
Anishinaabeg culture. “Majiikiwiz” means “first-born son,” and eldest sons of chiefs may have been most likely to replace 
their fathers, if well qualified, but Schoolcraft’s belief, perhaps taken from his mother-in-law’s inflated views of her paternal 
family’s preeminence, that there had been a time where the Ojibwe were ruled by a powerful, hereditary “Mudjekewis, king or 
chief ruler” is at odds with all other information on chieftainship, including the experience of Mrs. Johnston’s relative, “Gitchee 
Waishkee, the Great First-born, or, as he is familiarly called, Pezhickee, or the Buffalo,” a highly regarded chief with typically 
limited power (Schoolcraft, Personal Memoirs, p. 103). My guess is the whole punishment for pride theme, with its circularity, 
is Schoolcraft’s, although haughty characters did get their comeuppance in traditional stories in other ways. As to the plot, 
obviously, there is something missing between when the uncle plans to test his powers against Spirit Woman and the 
collective decision of the Manitous to humiliate the mother. A more coherent plot would have the uncle causing the first 
storm, with other Manitous taking pity on the mother and causing the second storm to bring her daughter back. 
76 Johnston, “An Account of Lake Superior in 1792,” p.153. 
77 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Narrative of an Expedition through the Upper Mississippi to Itasca Lake, the Actual Source of 
this River; Embracing an Exploratory Trip through the St. Croix and Burntwood (or Broule) Rivers: in 1832. Under the 
Direction of Henry R. Schoolcraft (New York, Harper, 1834, p. 46). 
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Another “image stone” was listed by Johnson: 78 
  

Shing-au-ba-o-sin—(The name of a point of land two miles southwest from the Cross Village.) 
Translation: Singular bodied stone. A granite stone, frequently seen, of the lake shore, of various 
forms; veins of quartz passing through, giving it many fantastical shapes. An interesting tradition of 
this exists in Indian. Pagan Indians always placed tobacco up there and asked for still weather. 

 
 Even some places named for their resemblance to animals had no documented mythological 
origins, most glaringly Gaag-Wajiw, Porcupine Mountain(s); also: 79 
 

Nau-ma-won-oug—(Sand Hills). Translation: Nauma, name in Indian for sturgeon; woning, at the 
sturgeon place or the hills back from the lake, has the appearance of a sturgeon, from which it 
derives its name, in the bay. The Indians in winter and summer spear many sturgeon. This place is 
about four miles south of Waugoshanee Point on Lake Michigan. 

 
 The etymology for Michilimackinac (Michinimackinac in modern Odawa and Ojibwe) will probably 
never be agreed upon, because of the older medial –li- or modern –ni-, but the historical identification 
of Mackinac Island with the Great (Snapping) Turtle (Michi-mikinaak, an important character in myth 
and ceremony), because of its shape, by some Anishinaabeg seems well established. 80 And, 
although there were legends associated with other etymologies, mainstream Odawa and Ojibwe 
traditions did not have a story about how the island assumed the shape of the Great Turtle. 
  

 
78 Johnson, “Indian Names in the County of Mackinac,” p. 379. Johnson’s attempt at a literal translation of this variously 
spelled word, most famously the name of a prominent Sault Ojibwe chief, signatory of treaties in the 1820s, was probably 
incorrect—“asin,” “stone” is the final part, but I am unconvinced by attempted derivations for the rest. 
79 Ibid, p. 378. 
80 See Virgin J. Vogel, Indian Names in Michigan (Ann Arbor, University of Michigan, 1986, pp. 110-112) for a brief review of 
the different etymologies for Michilimackinac and references. Kelton, despite not understanding the historical “-l-“ to “-n-“ 
shift, made the most concerted effort to solve the problem (Dwight Kelton, The Annals of Fort Mackinac, Mackinac, 
Woodworth Edition, 1895, pp. 37-40), but his “Place of the Great Arch,” as Father Gagneur bluntly put it, “is wrong” (William 
F. Gagnieur, “Some Place Names of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan and Elsewhere,” Michigan History, 3, 1919, p. 412). 
Vogel came down in favor of “Great Turtle,” because that was most common in early sources and makes most sense, the 
extra syllable notwithstanding. The recent guess of “mishiini-mikinaak,” “Many Snapping Turtles” (William Bright, Native 
American Names of the United States, Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 2004, p. 258), if referring to the species, 
lacks the corroborating evidence of Mackinac Island ever having been known for many snapping turtles, but might work in 
reference to the Snapping Turtle totemic group (which would fit the tradition that the island was named for its inhabitants not 
the other way around, an explanation that begs the question of what the name of the people means). 
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Where the Sleeping Bears Lay (and Lay Not) 
 
 When Sleeping Bear assumed its recognizable shape is unknowable. If seen afresh today, it 
would not acquire such a name, and it has been becoming less and less bear-like for more than a 
century. The Manitou Islands have archeological sites indicating significant use during the Late 
Woodland period, about which Charles Cleland commented, in a 1967 report, that North Manitou, 
“was far from being the foreboding spirit-haunted burial place of modern Indian folklore.” 81 According 
to Jeffrey Richner, a National Park Service archeologist, no sites have yet been discovered from 
between 1650 and the 1830s (when non-Indian occupation of the islands began), but he has “little 
doubt” the Manitous were used during that period. 82 
 Vincenzo Coronelli’s map of “L'Amerique Septentrionale ou la partie septentrionale des Indes 
Occidentales,” published in 1688, showed “C. de L’Ours” (Cape of the Bear) at more or less the 
correct location. 83 The first to indicate “l’Ours qui dor” was Jean Baptiste Louis Franquelin’s 
(manuscript) 1688 Carte de l'Amerique Septentrionnale, with Nicholas Perrot, Henri de Tonti, and 
Daniel Greysolon, Sieur du Lhut among those providing the King’s hydrographer with new information 
about the Great Lakes during his 1687 visit to New France. 84 
 Otontagan, representing all the “Outaouas” (Ottawas), told M. de Lamothe (Cadillac), on October 
3, 1701, at the first council held at Fort Pontchartrain (Detroit): “This is how we have divided and some 
have made the decision to go to the vicinity of the Grand River, [some] to the vicinity of the Bear who 
sleeps (L’ours qui dort), and others are to The Bay (La Baye).” 85 Antoine Denis Raudot, co-Intendant 
of New France, in his 1710 letter “Of the Post at Michillimakiina and of the Outavois,” wrote 
concerning Lake “Michigan or Lake of the Illinois”: “One finds there a mountain which les Sauvages 
call the bear who sleeps [l’ours qui dort], because it is of that shape; they say that after the deluge the 
canoe that saved their fathers came aground there and stopped.” 86 
 Charlevoix passed the spot on August 1, 1721: “I perceived on a promontory of Sand a kind of 
Grove, that when you are traveling by, has the appearance of the figure of an Animal lying down: the 
French have named this the Bear who sleeps [l’Ours qui dort]; and les Sauvages the Bear lying down 
[l’Ours couché].” That night he, and presumably his voyageurs, who would have been cognizant of 
native beliefs, “camped on a small island” that must have been South Manitou. 87 Nicolas Bellin’s 
much-improved representation of Lake Michigan for “Cartes des Lacs du Canada,” which was printed 
with Charlevoix’s Journal in 1744, also designated “l’Ours qui dort.” 88 None of the early maps appear 
to show the Manitous, although Bellin’s map did indicate “I. du Castor” and two adjacent smaller 

 
81 Quoted in Weeks, Sleeping Bear, p. 30. 
82 Email from Jeffrey Richner, November 9, 2009. 
83 Available online through the Historical Atlas of Canada. 
84 The 1688 Franquelin map is available online through the Library of Congress. Coronelli made use of Franquelin’s earlier 
manuscripts, but the new Franquelin map incorporated details learned on his trip (Louise Kellogg, The French Regime in 
Wisconsin and the Northwest, State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1925, p. 236). Of the three, Tonty was the one 
documented to have traveled along the eastern shore of Lake Michigan in 1678. See “Memoir Sent in 1693, on the 
Discovery of the Mississippi and the Neighboring Nations by M. de la Salle, from the Year 1678 to the Time of His Death, 
and by the Sieur de Tonty to the Year 1691,” in Louise Kellogg, ed. Early Narratives of the Northwest (New York, Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1917, pp. 287-290). 
85 Pierre Margry, Découvertes et établissements des Français dans l'ouest et dans le sud de l'Amérique Septentrionale 
(1614-1754) (Paris: D. Jouaust, 1876-1886, partie 5, p. 255, my translation). I do not think “La Baye” here meant Green Bay; 
most likely it was Saginaw, since Ottawa were known to be there a few years later. 
86 Antoine Denis Raudot, Relation par lettres de l'Amérique Septentrionalle (années 1709 et 1710), ed. Camille de 
Rochemonteix (Paris, Letouzey et Ané, 1902, p. 130, my translation). John Johnston alluded to Grand Sable Dune in relation 
to the “creation and deluge” (“An Account of Lake Superior in 1792,” p.153). I prefer to keep the French “les sauvages,” 
which means “wild” and is somewhat less pejorative than the English “savage.” 
87 Pierre-Francis Xavier de Charlevoix, Journal d'un Voyage Fait par Ordre du Roi dans L'Amerique Septentrionale 
(Montreal: Les Presses de l’Université de Montreal, 1994, reprint, pp. 634-635, my translation.) 
88 Ibid, p. 550. 
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islands to the north of “l’Ours qui dort.” (Louis Jolliet’s map, c. 1674, had five islands along the east 
coast of Lake Michigan, one of which could be a Manitou Island, but none of them were named.)  
 The Ottawa settlement at L’Arbre Croche has been dated to 1742, 89 and the Eighteenth Century 
was more generally a time when Ottawa, some Chippewa, and Potawatomi reoccupied western 
Lower Michigan. Undoubtedly, many canoes passed the Sleeping Bear, but there is little 
documentation, barely anything that might have lent itself to a reference. In his 1744 Account, Arthur 
Dobbs mentioned a French trader, Joseph la France, who c. 1735, at age 27, “went one year to 
Mississippi.” “In his Return he passed by the Bay of L'Our qui Dort, so called from a Heap of Sand 
upon a Point, which resembles a Bear sleeping." 90 Alexander Henry would have been in the vicinity, 
accompanying Wawatam south on Lake Michigan from L’Arbre Croche to “river Aux Sables,” in the 
late summer or early fall of 1763. He did note the sandy shoreline and told of a bear hunt that winter; 
but if Wawatam (or his wife) told him of the Sleeping Bear, he chose not to include it in his memoir, 
written many years later. 91 
 The first known documentation for the name Manitou Islands was that of Samuel Robertson, pilot 
of the British sloop Felicity, October 21, 1779. From his log, it seems clear that these and at least 
some other place names (Beaver Island, Sleeping Bear, the probably misnamed Waugoshance Point) 
were already in common use: 92 
 

 Thursday 21" of October 1779 at 10 A. M. we left Mitchlemackina the wind moderate and south 
the weather warm and hazy; at 13 squaly; haud ye T. sail; steared W. B. N. clear of Wabashaw pt…. 
Looking black to the S. W. and the gail freshening we bor away for the lee of Wabashaws pt at 7 P. 
M…. We wore again & stood over West untill we had the beever island bearing West; the wind 
shifted to the North W; at 9 A. M. we takd & stood S S W, our course to the Manatoo islands; dark 
weather and a heavy swell from the S S W…. 
 Remarks on Fradey 22d October 1779…. at 4 P M the wind hauling to the W. S. W. haud the T. 
sail; a fresh gale with small rain. I then saw an island to Leeward about three Leaugs which I took 
for Northmost for the Manatoo islands but not being able to weather it I thought proper to come too 
on the Lee side in 4 fath watter…. 
 Remarks on Sunday 24th October 1779 —… At sun sett the weather more clear; we had the 
North Manatoo island bearing N W 4 Leaugs dist; we then steered closs upon a wind N N W & 
sometimes North; at 8 P M tak'd to the south. At 12 this night the wind howling to the N W sett the 
Top Sail at A M the wind howling to S W; we then had the Middl Manatoo Island bears S W 3 
Leaugs…. 
 Remarks on Monday 25 October 1779 — At 12 this day the Wind S W; we stood in shoar about 
a Leag to the southwrd of the River a Carp; at 1 P M Taked and stood to the end of the Manatoo 
island. 
 4 P M Tak'd about a Mile distance from the Manatoo island and stood over to the Main Land the 
Wind being so varible we gained no ground so we Tak'd and cam too under the island in 3 fathoms; 
 Remarks on Wednesday 27 October 1779— At 12 this day the wind light and hauling to the S S 
E; we weighed anchor and stood out from the island; the wind variable & light sometimes we had it 
from the S W and other times from S E so that we could not gett a Leauge from the island; when 
sun sett we hoist in the boat at 6 P. M. a light breeze from the S E; at 8 P M we past the sleeping 
Bear the wind fresh…. 

 
 The Felicity again encountered the Manitous on the return to Michilimackinac: 93 

 
89 “Speech of the Outaouacs of Missilimakinac…to the Marquis de Beauharnois, Governor-General of New France, June 16, 
1742,” Collections of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, vol. 17, 1906, p. 372. 
90 Arthur Dobbs, An Account of the Countries Adjoining to Hudson's Bay in the North-west Part of America (London, J. 
Robinson, 1744, p. 29). 
91 Alexander Henry, Travels and Adventures in the Indian Territories between the Years 1760 and 1776, James Bain, ed. 
(Edmonton, M. G. Hurtig, 1901, pp. 122, 134-139). 
92 “Remarks on Board his Majestys Sloop Felicity by Samuel Roberts on Piloting her on Lake Mitchigon.” Collections of the 
State Historical Society of Wisconsin, vol. 11, 1888, pp. 203-205. 
93 Ibid, pp. 211-212. 
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 Remarks on Thursday 4 Nov. 1779— …We imeadtly weighed anchor and sett sail for 
Mitchilimakina, a fresh breeze from the S S W and hezey I steard N. N E a course which I suposed 
would fetch the Manatoo Islands. 
 Remarks on Fraday 5 November 1779 —At 12 this day saw the island of Manatoo about 2 
leaugs ahead the wind hauling to the N. W and squally handed the square Sail & Topsail at sun 
down we cam too anchor under the lee of the Northmost these islands it looking verry blak to North I 
did not think it prudent to proceed further, for there is severall shoalds off from Wabashaus point 
which would be impossible to avoid in a dark night, at 12 this night the wind more moderate we 
weighed anchor and keept under Easey sail all this night. 
 

 Aaron Arrowsmith’s 1796 London map of North America, with a poor representation of Lake 
Michigan, had the “Menetou Islands” and “Beaver Islands,” but not Sleeping Bear. 94 
 Schoolcraft first wrote about Sleeping Bear in his Narrative Journal of the 1820 Cass Expedition, 
dated September 17: 95 

 
We embarked at early daylight. In going thirteen miles, we passed a small stream called Plate river; 
and nine miles beyond reached a noted point, on the east shore of the lake, called the Sleeping 
Bear. The shore of the lake here, consists of a bank of sand, probably two hundred feet high [sic], 
and extending eight or nine miles, without any vegetation, except a small hillock, about the centre, 
which is covered with pines and poplars, and has served to give name to the place, from a rude 
resemblance it has, when viewed at a distance, to a couchant bear. There are two islands off this 
part of the coast, in plain view from the shore, which are called the Sleeping Bear islands. 

 
 “Sleeping Bear islands” can probably be safely dismissed as Schoolcraft’s typical carelessness, 
rather than an actual usage. In a very brief note, Captain David Bates Douglass, whose manuscript 
journal had little to say of the return journey to Mackinac along the Michigan shore (members of the 
Cass Expedition returned by different routes), “remarked that fifty canoes of Indians had once been 
lost on the passage from the mainland to the Manitou Islands.” 96 
 Gurdon Saltonstall Hubbard, then an apprentice trader for the American Fur Company, left an 
entertaining description of climbing the dune in 1822: 97 
 

 Early in the fall I left Mackinaw in the usual way for my fifth winter in the Indian country. By 
request of Mr. Crooks we invited a gentleman to accompany us, who desired to visit Southern 
Illinois. He was a gentleman of intelligence; in figure, tall and gaunt, and possessed of one of those 
inquisitive minds which ever denotes the genuine "Yankee." He was continually asking questions 
and wanting an explanation of everything he saw or heard…. He was exceedingly awkward in his 
positions in the boat and camp, and could never accustom himself to sitting "tailor fashion." His 
limbs and body were in a continuous change of "sprawl," and at times interfering with the motions of 
the oarsmen and forcing an involuntary ''sacre'' from the voyageurs, who were proverbial for 
politeness and natural grace. To them he became alternately an amusement and an annoyance, 
and as he could not understand their language, numerous jokes were indulged in at his expense, 
and he was nicknamed "La Beauté.” 
 At one time we were caught in a wind-storm which compelled us to land and draw our boats up 
on the beach. On such occasions it was customary for the men to carry the Bourgeois ashore on 
their back. Our guest straddled the shoulders of one of the men, who purposely fell, taking care that 
his rider should fall under him and become completely submerged, at the same time exclaiming, 
"Mon Dieu, monsieur, excusez moi,'' and quickly helping him to his feet continued his apologies. 
Seeing our friend completely drenched, the water dripping from his clothing, and his hat floating off 
on the waves while the voyageur seemed so sincere in his apologies, was too much for our silent 

 
94 Louis Karpinski, Historical Atlas of the Great Lakes and Michigan (Lansing, Michigan Historical Commission, 1931, p. 77). 
95 Mentor Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Narrative Journal of Travels, pp. 262-263. 
96 Ibid, p. 382. 
97 The Autobiography of Gurdon Saltonstall Hubbard (Chicago, Lakeside Press, 1911, pp. 133-136). 
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endurance, and we all broke out into peals of laughter, in which our dripping passenger heartily 
joined….  
 We reached Calf River without any particular incident, where we camped, and on the following 
morning I invited our friend to walk with me to the top of "Sleeping Bear," and join the boats when 
they reached its base. "Sleeping Bear" was a high bluff, six or eight hundred feet above the lake. 
With the exception of a small clump of trees, its top was a naked plain of sand without vegetation of 
any kind. Its lake front was very steep, and it was with great difficulty and exertion that it could be 
ascended; the loose sand into which one sank several inches at each step, slid downward carrying 
one with it, so that progress was slow and tedious. To walk down was impossible unless one went 
backward, and in a stooping posture. It was real sport to go down by quick successive jumps, and 
fortunate was the individual who could accomplish it without losing his balance, falling over and 
rolling to the bottom, where he arrived with mouth, nose, and ears filled with the fine shifting sand, 
though there was little or no danger of anything more serious. 
 We reached the summit, and after viewing the lake and country, and our boats having arrived at 
the base, I said to my friend, "We must descend by jumps; take as long leaps as you can, and don't 
stop; follow me"; and with a loud "whoop" to attract the attention of the boatmen, I went down by 
quick jumps, but before reaching the bottom heard the shouts of the voyageurs, and though I could 
not look back, I knew full well the cause. When I had arrived at the bottom, I looked back and saw 
my companion struggling and rolling, while the sand flew in every direction. He landed close to my 
feet pale and frightened, but otherwise unharmed. The men screamed with laughter, much, as I 
thought, to the annoyance of our passenger, though he made no complaint, and having been 
brushed off, took his seat in the boat, and we proceeded on our way. 
 This incident served for a standing joke, and many times was the laughter renewed when the 
ludicrous affair was again presented to our minds. Although we had enjoyed ourselves so much at 
his-expense, we learned to like him for his many good qualities, and when we parted with him at 
Peoria, it was with many and sincere regrets. 

 
 The 1830s brought more non-native traffic to the area, the beginning of settlement, and in 1836, 
the cession of lands by the Ottawa and Chippewa. The 1832-1833, still inaccurate, map of the 
Northwest and Michigan Territories by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge correctly 
showed and labeled the “Manitou Is,” as well as the Fox Isles, Gr. Beaver I (and Beaver Is.), Platte R. 
Betsey’s R., and L’Arbre Croche, but left the geographically well-defined Sleeping Bear Point 
unnamed. 98 
 Of the travelers from this period Harriet Martineau, an English author and intellectual, provided the 
most detailed account: 99 
 

 The navigation of these lakes is, at present, a mystery. They have not yet been properly 
surveyed. Our captain had gone to and fro on Lake Huron, but had never before been on Lake 
Michigan; and this was rather an anxious voyage to him…. 
 On Sunday, the 3rd [July 1836], there was much speculation as to whether we should be at 
Mackinaw in time to witness the celebration of the great day [July 4]. All desired it; but I was afraid 
of missing the Manitou Isles in the dark. There was much fog; the wind was nearly fair; the question 
was whether it would last. Towards evening, the fog thickened, and the wind freshened. The mate 
would not believe we were in the middle of the lake, as every one else supposed. He said the fog 
was too warm not to come from near land…. Just as the dim light of the sunset was fading from the 
fog, it opened, and disclosed to us, just at hand, the high, sandy shore of Michigan. It was well that 
this happened before dark. The captain hastened up to the mast-head, and reported that we were 
off Cape Sable, forty miles from the Manitou Isles…. 
 We were up before five, on the morning of the 4th of July, to see the Manitou Isles, which were 
then just coming in sight. They are the Sacred Isles of the Indians, to whom they belong. Manitou is 
the name of their Great Spirit, and of everything sacred. It is said that they believe these islands to 

 
98 Available online from Great Lakes Maps. The Lake Superior map by the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge is 
much more accurate in the overall shape of the lake and of its bays and peninsulas, suggesting how little Lake Michigan was 
known to the outside world. 
99 Harriet Marineau, Society in America (London, Saunders and Otley, 1839, vol. 2, pp. 9-10). 
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be the resort of the spirits of the departed. They are two: sandy and precipitous at the south end; 
and clothed with wood, from the crest of the cliffs to the north extremity, which slopes down 
gradually to the water. It was a cool, sunny morning, and these dark islands lay still, and apparently 
deserted, on the bright green waters. Far behind, to the south, were two glittering white sails, on the 
horizon. They remained in sight all day, and lessened the feeling of loneliness which the navigators 
of these vast lakes cannot but have, while careering among the solemn islands and shores. On our 
right lay the Michigan shore, high and sandy, with the dark eminence, called the Sleeping Bear, 
conspicuous on the ridge. No land speculators have set foot here yet. A few Indian dwellings, with 
evergreen woods and sandy cliffs, are all. Just here, Mr. D. pointed out to us a schooner of his 
which was wrecked, in a snowstorm, the preceding November. She looked pretty and forlorn, lying 
on her side in that desolate place, seeming a mere plaything thrown in among the cliffs. “Ah!" said 
her owner, with a sigh, “she was a lovely creature, and as stiff as a church.” Two lives were lost. 
Two young Germans, stout lads, could not comprehend the orders given them to put on all their 
clothing, and keep themselves warm. They only half-dressed themselves: “the cold took them,” and 
they died. The rest tried to make fire by friction of wood; but got only smoke. Some one found traces 
of a dog in the snow. These were followed for three miles, and ended at an Indian lodge, where the 
sailors were warmed, and kindly treated. 

 
Reverend Peter Dougherty visited the area in August 1838 seeking a location for his Presbyterian 

mission: 100 
 

[August 6]. At 4 Oc the wind abating we went on several miles and encamped at the month of a small 
stream north of the sand hills 

Tuesday (Aug.) 7 The wind came round some but the water was rough and we were compelled to delay 
for some time. Went up to the top of a very high sand hill with a few pine trees on it—from the top we saw a 
beautiful lake of water. 

Almost every stream on this side of the peninsula and all parts of it by report have one or more lake 
connected with them   An Indian lodge was on the opposite side of the stream from our encampment. 
Embarked about 10 Oc paddled past the sand hills or Sleeping bear then hoisted our Sail and with a light 
breeze headed to Point betsey. The Sleeping bear has it(s) name from the resemblance which a small 
clump of bushes on the top of the barren sand bank at a distance has to a bear laying down. Those barren 
hills of Sand appear to have been formed by the wind. Here as at other places old dead trees are standing 
half burried up in the sand 

Paddled hard until we passed Point Betsey we then rested and left our Indian manage with his Sail. The 
distance from the Sleeping bear to Point Betsey is said to be 25 miles and from that to the manistee 25 
d(itt)o. Came to the River Betsey quite a large Stream—passed and encamped near a small stream too 
shallow to admit our canoe. Here we encamped as we hoped for the last time before reaching the 
Maniste(e). Musketoes troublesome   L'Arbour Croche donuts plentifully sprinkled with sand began to loose 
their relish but they were all we had. Slept tolerable 

 
  The kindly Indians residing near Sleeping Bear in November 1835 and those whose lodge was 
across a small stream (Crystal River?) from Reverend Dougherty’s encampment in August 1838 were 
not identified. 1839 and 1840 censuses placed a Chippewa village, under Chief Kaigwaidosa at 
Ossigomico (Platte River) and another Chippewa Village under Chief Namonaice at Shamaigobing 
(Carp River). 101 The two censuses differed as to relative size of the two village, but in winter families 
would have scattered, anyway. Schoolcraft’s Chief Namonaice was probably a mistake for 
Onumunese. 
 Revered George Smith, who had settled in Northport in 1849, wrote in his diary about a journey 
with his family south along the lake in late-June and early-July 1852, visiting Onumunese Village, then 
north of Carp River, on June 28. Due to inclement weather, they spent several days between arriving 

 
100 Charles A. Anderson, “The Diaries of Peter Dougherty: Introduction,” Journal of the Presbyterian Historical Society 
(1943-1961) 30, 1952, pp. 175-192pp. 178-179. 
101 Letters Received by the Office of Indian Affairs 1824-1881, Mackinac Agency, National Archives Microfilm Publications 
M234 Roll 403. Annual Report of the Acting Superintendent of Indian Affairs for Michigan Made to the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs at Washington (Detroit, Asahel S. Bagg, 1840, p. 28). 
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at Mr. Lerue’s trading post at the mouth of Crystal River on July 1 until reaching Betsey River on July 
8, in the vicinity of Sleeping Bear. 102 
 

 3 July Slight breeze easterly we took breakfast with Mr. Lerue and started about 7am but our wind soon 
failed and we rowed to the S shore of [Sleeping Bear] bay then towed to the Point when we met so strong 
SW wind that we were obliged to haul out and pitch tent.... There are evident signs here of there having 
been an Indian Village here before Europeans settled the country, at least before the Indians were supplied 
with iron and brass kraft kettles for we find here a great many pieces of the ancient Indian clay kettles 
apparently left on the fires and gone to decay as thus left. For some of them we find on such stones 
arranged in circles to support them while heating. Signs of fire being under them also under those where 
there are no stones. All have doubtless been buried for ages under a sand bank and have recently been 
uncovered by the winds from their form and the ornamental figures on the borders around the top. Tradition 
says that here the Ottaways had a conflict with Mushkatans or Prairie Indians, that the latter fled in their 
boats to Manito Island, that a number of Ottawas swam to the island (about 8 miles) in the night and took 
their boats all away. PM  the wind blowing a gale S.W. we are obliged to prepare to spend the sabbath here, 
an almost barren shore of sand about 1 1/2 or 2 miles N. of the Bear. I started with son [George] and 
daughter Arvilla about 3 to go and see him. We walked nearly 1 1/2 miles and ascended some 300 feet 
upon a somewhat level tract of barren land covered with boulders, limestone and every variety of small 
stones of all colors. the Bear was still nearly 1/2 mile off. The wind blowing a gale and having left Mrs. Smith 
and the little girl behind we thought it not prudent to go further since we must also ascend a steep sand bluff 
about 50 feet higher. The top is mostly covered with evergreen trees and in the distance appears like what 
its name indicates. We returned to our tent weary, found the wind had torn it down. We pitched it again, took 
supper and concluded to be content for the sabbath and get our minds in a proper frame to keep it. 
 4 July sabbath The wind still the same.... It is 22 years this evening since we were married.  When we 
left home we intended to have been with our friends but here we lie on Sleeping Bear Point, but wisdom 
says submit. 

 
 Several years later, dated September 6, 1868 (published September 17), a young woman, using 
the pen-name, Faustine, wrote the Milwaukee Daily Sentinel from “Omoneesville” (Onumunese 
Village), about 25 miles north of Sleeping Bear Point, then the principal Indian community on the Lake 
Michigan (west) side of the Leelanau Peninsula: 
 

 My situation is romantic in the extreme: High up on the brow of a cliff, more than two hundred feet above 
the lake, just in the edge of the grand old forest, and over three miles from the habitation of any other white 
person, stands my school-house, in which I impart instruction to the “red children of the forest.” 
 Far out to the westward stretches the vast expanse of waters, dotted with vessels and furrowed daily by 
the passage of steamers to and fro; to the left, at the elevation of five hundred feet, lies Sleeping-Bear Point, 
so called from its resemblance to a bear with his head resting upon his fore paws. Nine miles to the right of 
that, and twenty miles from shore, the Manitou Islands lift their emerald crests from Lake Michigan’s broad 
bosom; and here, in a solitude seldom broken save by the coming and going of my dusky pupils, with the 
moaning of the winds and waves for company, I watch the dawn and dying of the days, as, one by one, they 
flit away and are numbered with the things of the past. 
 During the summer there has been no rain in this region, in consequence of which the crops are, in 
many places, particularly in this vicinity, a total failure. The woods are burning almost constantly even yet, 
though within the last few days we have had several heavy rains. To-day the rain has been dropping 
drearily; yet notwithstanding this, there was a congregation of fifty or sixty members in attendance at the 
Indian meeting which is held in the school-house here each alternate Sabbath, under the ministry of Mr. 
Smith, who has labored as a missionary among the Indians for over twenty years. To-night they had a 
meeting among themselves, which I attended. It was a scene worthy of a painter. In the foreground—beside 
the table which served in lieu of a pulpit—stood one of their number, the preacher, the flickering light of the 
one fallow candle bringing his swarthy features out in bold relief, while it but half revealed the dusky figures 
in the background, giving the whole a weird, unearthly seeming, heightened by the beating of the rain 
without and the sound of the guttural voice within…. 
 

 
102 Transcription from Rev. Smith’s diary courtesy of Mark Smith. 
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 Faustine, actually Seddie Powers, age 21, published several poems in the Sentinel over the next 
few months (probably written while at Lake Michigan) suggestive of a lonely, lovelorn, melancholic, 
romantic, obsessed with childhood joys, scenic beauty, and death. 103 

 
What are the waves saying, down on the shore? 
What are the words blending in with their roar? 
When shrieks the wild wind through the desolate night, 
Or the stars kiss the waters to glorious light, 
What do they say, sister, what do they say? 
 
What do they say when the cold sobbing rain 
Drips its sad tears down in sorrowful pain? 
Ever repeating, in sunshine or gale, 
The same whispered words of their mystical tale— 
What do they say, sister, what do they say? 
 
Or when the fair sunlight lies bright on their breasts, 
Decking with jewels their foam-whitened crests, 
And while sea-gulls whirl o’er the blue pulsing sea, 
Their soft pinions seeming to beckon to me, 
What say the waves then—oh, what do they say? 
 
From her bright golden bow in the hold of the night, 
The Moon shoots her silvery arrows of light; 
But they glance o’er the tide, and disturb no refrain 
Of the words that the waves say again and again— 
Ever the same, sister, ever the same. 
 
Murmuring waves o’er the sand-girdled shore, 
Whisper the ocean-bound secret no more; 
The words of thy sorrowful warning are told, 
The lips that once questioned are silent and cold— 
He is ebbing away—ebbing away! 
 
 
Faustine’s Sleeping Bear, like that of her future father-in-law (Reverend Smith), was male.  

 
103 “Jottings on the Way” (prose), December 11, 1868; “Little Blossom,” December 14, 1868; “Once More,” January 5, 1869; 
“Memories of Childhood,” January 22, 1869; “Masked,” January 28, 1869; “The Suicide,” February 4, 1869; “What Are the 
Waves Saying?” March 26, 1869; “I Am Too Late,” June 30, 1869. Thanks to Mark Smith for identifying Seddie Powers 
through Reverend George Smith’s diary. She spent about two months at the school before returning to Milwaukee, and a few 
months later, she married Reverend Smith’s son, George, a widower, See, “Eliot Singer and Mark Smith, “History Mystery 
Solved,” Leelanau Enterprise, March 20, 2019. 
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Manitous and Islands and Bears 
 
 Martineau was the first to offer an explanation for the meaning of the Manitou Islands, albeit based 
on secondhand information. In his 1862 list of native language place names in the general vicinity of 
Mackinac County, Johnson gave: 104 
 

Mon-e-to-me-nis, singular; Mon-e-to-me-nis-un, plural—(Maneto Islands). Translation: A spirit. The 
term, Maneto, is applied by the Indians to an agency which is unaccountable, extraordinary and 
supernatural, and which is beyond human understanding. The prefix, good or bad, is always applied 
by Indians to designate a good or bad spirit. Two of these Islands are in Lake Michigan, now called 
the north and south Manitou. They are on the course to Chicago. 

 
 Flavius J. Littlejohn, politician, judge, and popular lecturer, in his Legends of Michigan and the Old 
Northwest, a fictionalized rendering of oral history gleaned from years of listening to native narrators 
in West Michigan, commented: 105 
 

The Manitou islands were from their sterility and isolated position, named after their Great Spirit by 
the adjacent tribes. They thus became to be regarded with awe, as a sort of earthly tabernacle for 
the invisible One. The Ottawas avoided an approach to them on ordinary occasions. 

  
 None of these descriptions, except Schoolcraft’s probably erroneous “Sleeping Bear Islands,” 
suggested any conceptual connection between the Manitous and Sleeping Bear. Nor is there anything 
indicative in the name of the islands. The word for dead spirit, ghost, is “jiibay.” There are other 
"Manitou” islands: “Manidoo-minisens,” “Manitou Little-Island,” in the Apostles, a group in Lake 
Nipissing, and one off the tip of the Keweenaw Peninsula in Lake Superior, that according to Père 
D’Ablon in the “Relation of 1670,” “because of the copper in which it abounds, is called Manitouminis 
(i.e., ‘Island of the spirit’).” 106 D’Ablon also related a legend, in reference to Michipicoten, concerning 
four men who died mysteriously after visiting a copper-abundant island protected by a Manitou, which 
was henceforth shunned. 107 Variations of this legend were later heard about Caribou Island and 
about the Manitou off the Keewenaw. 108 
 Great Manitou Island, in Lake Nipissing, is sometimes called Ghost Island, and there is a legend, 
of unknown provenance, that the ghosts are of Nipissings who starved there after fleeing the Iroquois; 
it is also said to make moaning sounds. Why the island in the Apostles received its name seems to be 
undocumented—copper and foreboding appearance are both possible—but lest it be ignored, on July 
2, 2008, Little Manitou had to be closed to visitors. A black bear had “gotten too bold for comfort” and, 
among other misbehaviors, had backed a volunteer into an outhouse, at which time the egress 
became blocked, by the bear lying down. 109 
 Manitoulin has sometimes been mistakenly glossed as Manitou Island, but early sources show it 
was really “Manitoualain,” 110 “Manidoo-waan-ing,” after the –l- to –n- shift, “Place of the Manitou Den 
(waanzh).” “The term refers to a ‘lightning hole’ on the rocky shore of the deep inlet on the north side 

 
104 Johnson, “Indian Names in the County of Mackinac,” p. 376. 
105 Flavius J. Littlejohn, Legends of Michigan and the Old Northwest (Allegan, Northwestern Bible and Publishing Company, 
1875, p. 145), 
106 Thwaites, ed., Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, Vol. 54, pp. 157-158. 
107 Ibid, pp. 151-152. 
108 Henry, Travels and Adventures in the Indian Territories between the Years 1760 and 1776, James Bain, ed., pp. 218-
219; McKenney, Sketches of a Tour of the Lakes, p. 245. 
109 National Park Service, Apostle Islands National Lakeshore News Release, July 2, 2008. 
110 Thwaites, ed. Jesuit Relations and Allied Documents, vol. 66, p. 125. 
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of the island. This hole was believed to be the den of the Spirit-Snake.” 111 Of his August 29, 1826 
tour of Mackinac Island, McKenney wrote probably of what is now called “Devil’s Kitchen”: 112 
 

Further on we came to a huge rock fronting the south-west, which projects out of the hill, and is in 
height about seventy feet, in which is a cavern, into which we rode our ponies. This we called the 
Manitoulin rock. It is full of openings for twenty feet above our heads, and is, no doubt, a place at 
which the Indians have often listened in dismay to the echoes of the surge on the lake shore, not 
knowing whence they came, and attributing them to the voice of a manito! 

 
 As recently as 1955, Thomas Shalifoe, Jr. told of a serpent struck by the Thunderers: 113 
 

 Manidu Island or Devil’s Island is beyond the point of Keweenaw Peninsula. Long time ago 
when Indians used to fish and hunt there, when they passed between the mainland and the island, 
someone would disappear. 
 A serpent lived on this island, called Manidu or Devil. There was a passage between the island 
and the mainland, a tunnel. There is a swamp on the island; if you walk on it, it shakes as far as you 
can see. They claim that’s where the serpent lived. 
 After the Indians knew what was harming them, they called the doctors together. They decided 
the only thing that could kill the serpent was thunder. They held a big feast to the thunder. The 
storm chased the serpent into the island, it went into a cave. Lightening chased and then killed him. 
The water is still black, though it’s Lake Superior water. 

 
 Places thought inhabited by a particular Manitou could be named for it, even if not in its shape. 
With an associated legend reminiscent of that for the Lake Superior copper islands, Round Island (?) 
in the St. Mary’s River came to be called, 
 

 “Kokóshiminlss, ‘hog island.’ Kokosh, ‘a pig;’ from the French cochon. This small island was 
formerly shunned by the Indians, and the more superstitious still fear to use it for a camping ground; 
for, as they say, a manitou in the form of a large pig, once appeared there to a traveling party, and 
forbade them on their peril to camp on his island.” 114 

 
 Native language animal names for islands, with no apparent fear factor, were common, including 
those in Lake Michigan immediately to the north of the Manitous: “Wau-goosh-e-hin-is—sing, and un, 
plu. (Fox Islands.) Translation: Fox Island and Fox's Island.” 115 “A-mic-wug-ain-dod—(the Beaver 
Islands). Translation: Where the beavers live, their home.” 116 “Woug-oo-shance—(Point Woug-oo-
shance.) Translation: Little Fox.” 117 The last also refers to “Waugoshance Island” off the point. 
“Waagoosh-ens” is “fox,” with a diminutive final, meaning “little fox” or kit. Bear cub is “makoons,” 
“makwa” with a diminutive. There are Bear islands in Les Cheneaux and the Apostles. 
 The French never provided the Ojibwe-Odawa name for what they called “L’ours qui dort,” 
although French sources and maps regularly identified places in native languages. “Old Jawinikom” 

 
111 Kelton, Indian Names of Places Near the Great Lakes, p. 33. Unlike for Michilimackinac, this interpretation of Manitoulin 
is generally agreed upon by scholars (although Kelton made some minor mistakes in his explanation).  
112 McKenney, Sketches of a Tour of the Lakes, pp. 395-396. McKenney’s informant, probably Dr. S, who accompanied him, 
must have been familiar with Manitoulin’s meaning of “Manitou den” as a transfer from Manitoulin Island, since 
“Manidoowaanzh” should have been the local usage in 1826. 
113 Gertrude Kurath, Michigan Indian Festivals (Ann Arbor Publishers, 1966, p. 8). 
114 Dwight H. Kelton, Indian Names and the History of the Sault Ste. Marie Canal (Detroit, 1889, p. 28). This is a different 
island from Hog Island, “Kokoshi minissing,” “Hog Island Place” (Vogel, Indian Place Names in Michigan, p. 106)—from 
“gookoosh,” “hog,” in the Beaver Island chain, which was probably a late name, not having been on Johnson’s list. Father 
Gagnieur, relying on different informants, disputed Kelton’s identification for Round Island, but conceded it might have 
applied to Hog Island on the north shore of Lake Michigan (William F. Gagnieur, “Indian Place Names in the Upper 
Peninsula and Elsewhere,” Michigan History, 3, 1919, p. 416). 
115 Johnson, “Indian Names in the County of Mackinac,” p. 380. 
116 Ibid, p. 375. 
117 Ibid, p. 380. 
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did, c. winter 1954: “Makwa Shinge Shin,” “Makwa,” “bear,” “zhingishin,” “lies down,” “Bear lying 
down,” exactly as Charlevoix said. If Jawinikom had been back-translating from English, he would 
have used “nibaa,” “sleeps.” 
 I have no idea when “Mishe-Mokwa” became the designated native language name for Sleeping 
Bear: the spelling comes courtesy of Schoolcraft or Longfellow. Chief Blackbird, in reference to 
Michilimackinac (whose derivation from “Great Turtle” he disputed), explained “’Mi-she’ as one of the 
adnominals or adjectives in the Ottawa and Chippewa languages, which would signify tremendous in 
size.” 118 “Michi” or “Mishi” (with many spellings, including the mis-transcription from French 
documents of “miʃʃi-” as “missi-“), although apparently long obsolete in everyday usage, is related to 
“chi-,“ big, and “gichi-,” extraordinarily big, great.” It is the prefix for “great” in the names of certain 
Manitou characters in aadizookaanag and ceremony—Michimikinaak, Great Snapping Turtle, 
Michinamegwa, Great Sturgeon (or monster-fish), Mishibizhii, Great Lynx (and cougar), Mishizhigaag, 
Great Skunk, Mishiwojiig, Great Fisher, Michiginebig, Great Snake, Michaabooz, Great Hare, (from 
Michi-waabooz)—and in certain place names—Michipicoten (Great Bluffs?), Michibizi Lake, Mechisipi 
or Miʃʃissippi (mishi-ziibi), Great River, Michilimackinac, Michigaame, Michikamau Lake, and Michigan 
(all probably variants of Great Lake). 119 Misha Mokwa is a place name in Wisconsin. “Mishe-Mokwa” 
means Great Bear in both the sense of size (Manitous are conceived of as huge) and in the sense of 
being a Manitou. 
 According to Schoolcraft, Mishe-Mokwa was, “A she-bear—also a male having the ferocity of a 
she-bear.” 120 However, the actual “Mishe-Mokwa” in “Iamo, or the Undying Head” was male. 
(Schoolcraft re-titled the story, “Mishemokwa; or the War of the Gigantic Bear Wearing the Precious 
Prize or the Necklace of Wampum, or the Origin of the Small Black Bear: An Ottawa Legend” for The 
Myth of Hiawatha, 1856, after Longfellow popularized Mudjekeewis’ theft of the “Belt of 
Wampum/From the neck of Mishe-Mokwa”). 121 
 In Jones’ Ojibwa Texts, the (male) Great Bear consistently was a “Gichi-Makwa,” as in Chief 
Penesi’s version of “The Theft of Wampum”: 122 

 
 

  

 
118 Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan, p. 19. 
119 Other animals in stories and places are called by their ordinary names, or have “chi-“ or “gichi-“ as the prefix, including 
sometimes when the animal seems to be a Manitou, such as “Gichi-amik,” “Great Beaver.” There are a few animal names 
that begin with “michi-“ or “mishi-, “ all of which probably indicated large cousins of other animals. “Michaa-,” “is big,” is still 
part of the ordinary lexicon. It is possible “michi-“ always had a more restricted usage than “gichi-.” Glossing Michinamegwa 
as “Great Sturgeon” is an oversimplification for the mythical monster fish. See Eliot A. Singer, “Nenabozho Swallowed.” 
120 Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends, p. 56, n. 5. 
121 Ibid, p. 56, n. 1, pp. 46-57. The story originally appeared in Algic Researches (1839). 
122 “An Ottawa Obtains Medicine,” in Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 2, pp. 278-285. My translation is what I call “ethno-discursive,” 
a more accurate description than “ethno-poetic.” The idea is, as much as possible, to translate and format oral texts using 
native language discourse principles and word choice, rather than following paragraphing and other conventions for writing 
and insisting on “grammatical correctness.” Obviously, to do this perfectly would sometimes make the English too awkward 
and annoying, so it is necessary to make some compromises (with verb tenses within a sentence, for example), while still 
trying to stay close to the original, with the intent of “making the familiar strange,” instead of the strange familiar. In the 
context of this essay, I am simplifying the formatting compared to studies that begin with a translation of a focal story. See 
Eliot A. Singer, Chief Penesi’s An Odawa Obtains Medicine and Bilingual Odawa Obtains Medicine. 
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An Odawa Obtains Medicine 
As Told by Gaagige-binesi to William Jones in 1904 

Translated by Eliot A. Singer 
 

(i) 
 

Once, as the story goes, 
Odawa [?] people were living there: 
One man; also one woman; also two infants, their children. 
 

(ii) 
 
And once, in the evening, something they hear making a sound. 
 And so, they were afraid. 
 
And again, on the morrow, in the evening, again they hear it making a sound. 
And, closer is the sound being made. 
 And so, truly they are afraid. 
 
And, again, on the morrow, in the evening, they hear it. 
And, it is very close. 
And, they are very afraid. 
Quietly they stayed there. 
And, on the morrow, 
 So, this they see: 
 
A person with a metal—a copper-metal—war-club. 
“A, bon jour, bon jour, my friend,” he is told by the one who comes arriving. 
 And so, he sets it down from off his back. 
 
 And so, it makes a great sound. 
 
 So, in fact, that is what has been speaking to them. 
 
Very heavy it is. 
 And so, he entered there into the wigwam. 
 
And, with corn they feed him. 
 And, after he has eaten, 

He speaks to whom he has visited: 
“Would you not, my friend, accompany me? 
“Over there, to the other side of the great lake, I go. 
“So, over there, is medicine for all kinds of harm,” he says. 
“Why, I will accompany you.” 
 And so, on the morrow, they started off. 
 

(iii) 
 

 And when, at evening, they camped, 
He threw down that great war-club: 
A very great loud noise it made. 
For a long time, they went walking along. 
 And, on the tenth day, so it is that they came to the shore of that great great lake [ocean]. 
 
 And so, they made a raft: 
 
 They want to cross the great lake; 
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Also, the paddle they want to use they made. 
 And so, they embarked. 
 
Also, they had stowed the war-club on board. 
 And so, they started off. 
 
They had no reason to sleep. 
Also, all night with great force they paddle. 
This went on for many a night. 
 

(iv) 
 

 And once, in the morning, so it is that they saw somebody sitting down. 
 

Gichi-Makwa! 
“So, over there I am going,” says that Odawa [the visitor]. 
“So that, hung around his neck, is a bag: 
“Medicine for all kinds of things that harm are inside there. 
“Many people, who attempt in vain to get that bag, are killed by him. 
“If the weather is greatly hot, 
“So, it is then that he sleeps. 
“A wampum [miigis shell] strap hangs around his neck. 
“So, from there is tied that bag. 
“If he sleeps, 
“So, it is then that I could approach and remove that wampum strap. 
“So, toward there let us float. 
“Later—tomorrow—you and I shall go there.” 

And so, they smoke. 
 
“Let there be a greatly clear sky tomorrow!” says that Odawa.  
Truly, the next day the sky is greatly clear. 

And so, they see that Gichi Makwa [Great Bear]: 
 
Much like a cloud that hung aloft, 
 So, that is how he appears: 

 
He is very huge. 
 And so, gradually closer towards him they went. 
 
He does not lie down to sleep: 
 So, he only lets droop his head. 

 
Very afraid is that one person. 
 And then, as it is going on noon, 

So, it is that they see him letting droop his head. 
 
“Ah, my friend, paddle with all your might!” 
 And so, they landed. 
 
And that Odawa went and disembarked, running. 
A way into the woods, the other is sitting. 
 And so, he went approaching, that Odawa. 
 
 And so, he reached for that wampum strap. 
 
 He unstrung it; 
But around that hand of the other it is hooked. 
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And that Odawa: cautiously he lifted the other’s hand. 
 And so, he came racing towards the shore with that bag. 
 
 And so, he stowed it on board. 

 
“Ah, my friend, let us start off! 
“Paddle with all your might! 
“If he sees us, you and I will be killed. 
“Only if his view is obscured will nothing be done to you and I.” 

 And then, being somewhat far off, 
 So it is that the Odawa speaks: 
 
“Alas! We are doomed, my friend. 
“Already we have been seen by him.” 
 And so, the other comes approaching the water. 
 
He thrusts his head into the water. 
 And so, they are pulled towards him by his gulping. 
 
 And so, back towards him they are drawn. 
 
And the Odawa: he unties and takes off the war club. 
 And so, he says to his companion: 
 
“Steer properly!” 
And the Odawa: he stood at the front of the raft, holding his war-club. 
Straight to where the bear is they fly. 
 And when, there, at the bear‘s mouth, they arrive, flying, 
 So it is that he strikes the other on the head. 
 
 And so, he knocked him out. 
 
 And so, flying back out again flows that water. 
 
 And so, again far off, in a way, they floated. 
 
 And, as they look at where the bear is: 
 So it is that he was getting up: 
 
 And off he went into the woods; 
“Ah, my friend, paddle with all your might! 
“So, not again will you and I be taken notice of by him.” 
 And so, they lived. 
 

(v) 
 

 And so, they came homeward, until they came to the shore. 
 
 And, also, they came walking along. 
 And when they arrived at from where, purposely, they had gone off together, 
 So it is that they examined that medicine for all kinds of harm. 
 
And half he gave to his companion, 
And half he has for himself. 
 And so, he says: 
 
“So, this will you have. 



 

Eliot A. Singer, Tracking the Sleeping Bear, Revised 2019 and May 2020 33 

“And, as for me, this will I have.” 
“You, Nadowe [Serpent, Iroquois], you will be told. 
“And I, Odawa, I will be told.  
“You and I, we will be very knowledgeable of the knowledge of medicine.” 
 And so, they named how the various kinds of medicine will be the used. 
 
 And when they had named how all the various kinds of medicine will be used, 
 So it is that they went their separate ways. 
 

  So, it [the story] is of such a length. 
 
 

 In Charles Kawbawgam’s “Great Bear of the West,” which was very similar except for leaving out 
the motifs of obtaining medicine and of naming the Odawa and Iroquois, the visitor was a giant from 
the north. 123 Schoolcraft embedded his “The Theft of Wampum” in the “Undying Head,” and borrowed 
Mudjikewis and his nine brothers from a third story. His Mishe-Mokwa pursued the thieves, even after 
being smote on the head, destroying all in his path, before finally being subdued by a young woman, 
who applied the magic of her brother’s “undying head.” 124 
 

 When [the bear] came up she did as she had been told [by her brother’s head]; and, before she 
had expended the paints and feathers, the bear began to totter, but, still advancing, came close to 
the woman. Saying as she was commanded, she then took the head, and cast it as far from her as 
she could. As it rolled along the ground, the blood…gushed from the nose and mouth. The bear, 
tottering, soon fell with a tremendous noise…. 
 Mudjikewis, stepping up, gave a yell and struck him a blow upon the head. This he repeated till 
it seemed like a mass of brains; while the [other brothers], as quick as possible, cut him into very 
small pieces, which they then scattered in every direction. While thus employed, happening to look 
around where they had thrown the meat…they saw starting up and running off in every direction 
small black bears, such as are seen at the present day. The country was soon overspread with 
these black animals. And it was from this monster that the present race of bears derived their origin.  

 
Oral History and the Legend of the Seven Avengers 
 
 Johnson and Kelton consistently gave information about stories associated with native place 
names if they knew of them. Chief Blackbird also included myths and legends in his history, although 
not many, and he mentioned Sleeping Bear only in passing. Schoolcraft, on the other hand, made 
“legends” a centerpiece of his publications, “Peeta Kway,” with its Sleeping Bear setting, among them. 
And, from early in his career as Indian Agent at the Sault, then Mackinac, he had regular dealings with 
Ottawa from L’Arbre Croche (mentioned frequently in his Personal Memoirs and other writings). By 
1824, he was sufficiently familiar with the dialect to have commented on it to “B. F. Stickney, formerly 
an agent at Fort Wayne, Indiana,” who responded from Depot (Toledo): 125 
  

 
123 Bourgeois, ed., Ojibwa Narratives, pp. 97-100. The giant was probably a “misaabe” not a “wiindigoo.” I suspect Gaagige-
binesi became a little confused with an Odawa instead of an unnamed family at the beginning, since it seems clear the 
Odawa who knocked out the bear was the visitor, while the timid man whose home he visited later became the Iroquois. 
124 Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends, p. 52. How much of this amalgam is attributable to Schoolcraft is unclear. 
Schoolcraft’s Mudjikewis was the third of ten brothers (the name means “first-born son”)—the usual story of the first-born son 
and his brothers might have been adapted from the European “Swan Maiden” (Thompson, Tales of the North American 
Indians, p. 335, n. 206). As in The Song of Hiawatha, Schoolcraft has Mudjikewis turned into the West Wind, an equation of 
which I am highly skeptical. The cutting up of the Great Bear into many little black bears may have been taken from 
Nenabozho breaking up the slain Great Sturgeon into many species of fish, for future use by people, or from other myths in 
which smaller species are created from a slain monstrous originator (a common motif). I wonder if the combining “The 
Undying Head” and “The Theft of Wampum” was actually done by Schoolcraft’s informant, because it does not seem typical 
Schoolcraftmanship 
125 Entry for January 1, 1824, Schoolcraft, Personal Memoirs, pp. 186-187. 
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I have observed the differences you mention between the Ottowa and Chippewa dialects. 
Notwithstanding I conceive them to be (as you observe) radically the same language, I think there is 
less difference between the band of Ottowas you mention, of L'Arbre Croche, than the Ottowas of 
this vicinity. It appears that their languages are subject to very rapid changes. From not being 
written, they have no standard to resort to, and I have observed it demonstrated in bands of the 
same tribe, residing at considerable distances from each other, and having but little intercourse for 
half a century; these have with difficulty been able to understand each other. 

 
 Schoolcraft is responsible for naming Leelanau County, home of Sleeping Bear Dune, from a 
pseudonym (Leelinau) of his wife, Jane Johnston Schoolcraft, unveiled in the first issue of The 
Literary Voyageur, December 1826. 126 He also published, in Algic Researches (changed 
considerably for The Myth of Hiawatha), a story set on Lake Superior, titled “Leelinau or The Lost 
Daughter.” 127  Both name and story were fabrications; the “legend,” whose setting Schoolcraft himself 
called “romantic,” “[was linked] to contemporary Indian tales in popular magazines rather than to an 
authentic Indian source.” 128 
 Less suspect is “Wassamo or The Fire Plume,” attributed to an Ottawa chief and medicine man, 
Chusco, originally from L’Arbre Croche, 129 and partially set at Grand and Little Traverse Bays, 
although the “Sand Hills,” home of the “Old Spirit,” who becomes Wassamo’s father-in-law, was 
identified as Grand Sable. Wassamo was warned by the “Old Spirit, “Be careful not to stray away far 
from [the dune]…. I am afraid of that Spirit who rules all islands lying in the Lakes.” Later, Wassamo 
returned from a visit home with requests from the people, bringing tobacco for his father-in-law and 
the other Manitous, among them the “guardian Spirit of the Ottawas,” who lived near “Gitchy 
Wekuadong” (Grand Traverse): 130 
 

 ... Again, they heard the roaring of waves, as if beating against a rocky shore. The sounds came 
rapidly on. In a few moments in rolled the waves of Lake Superior. They were mountain high, and 
covered with silver-sparkling foam. Wassamo felt their pressure and with difficulty clang to his seat, 
for they were of frightful appearance, and each one seemed as if it would overwhelm them. This 
was the last spirit who entered. It was the guardian of Islands in the surrounding lake…. 
 The tobacco was then divided equally among them all. They decided to grant the requests of 
the people on earth…. When the Spirit of Islands passed Wassamo, he looked angrily at him. The 
guardian spirit of the Ottowa bands said, “it is very strange that he can never appear anywhere 
without showing his bad disposition.” 

 
 Sleeping Bear would have made better sense for this story, given an Ottawa narrator, a Lake 
Michigan protagonist, a good “Guardian spirit of the Ottawa,” and a bad “Guardian of the Islands of 
the surrounding lake,” of which there are none in the vicinity of Grand Sable. 131 Even if Schoolcraft 
was reliable about the Lake Superior location, a malignant spirit as the reason behind the name, 
Manitou Islands, was at the heart of the legend of the seven avenging warriors. And, Odawa oral 
history did speak of legendary battles along the West Michigan coast. 132 

 
126 Philip Mason, ed., Schoolcraft’s Ojibwa Lodge Stories (East Lansing, Michigan State University Press, 1962, p. 5). 
127 Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends, pp. 155-159. 
128 Ibid, p. 159, n. 7. Various attempts have been made to figure out how Schoolcraft came up with Leelinau (coining names, 
such as Lake Itasca, was something he was known for), but the point is moot, since Leelinau was absolutely not of Ojibwe-
Odawa origin. 
129 Entry for May 1, 1834, Schoolcraft, Personal Memoirs, p. 477. 
130 Williams, ed., Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends, pp. 183-192, quote, p. 189.  
131 The representation of the good and bad spirits is suspiciously like that of the good and bad fairies in Sleeping Beauty. 
The suggestion that the bad spirit was jealous because he had been denied the hand of the Old Spirit’s daughter can 
probably safely be dismissed as Schoolcraftmanship. 
132 For an expanded version of this section that critically examines the oral histories together with relevant written 
documents, see Eliot A. Singer, Oral and Written Histories of Odawa and Chippewa Settlement of Northwest Michigan 
(2019). 
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 Schoolcraft’s 1851 version was mostly based on what he heard from Odawa and Chippewa 
informants: 133 
 

 At the earliest dates remembered in their traditions, the Attawas, or Ottawas, occupied the St. 
Lawrence, and afterwards the chain of the Manatouline islands of Lake Huron. This lake was early called, 
and is still known to the Algonquins as, Ottawa Lake…. 
 Ottawa and Chippewa tradition represents these tribes at first as coming into hostile collision, as a 
nation, with a people who appear to have been their predecessors in the lakes. This collision we first hear of 
on the inner shores of the island of Portagunasee [Drummond], and on the narrow peninsula of Point 
Detour, Lake Huron…. They fought and defeated them at three several [sic] places, and drove them west. 
To this primitive people, who appeared to rule in the region about Michillimackinac, they gave the name of 
Mushkodains.... Chusco, an aged Ottowa of Michillimackinac, invariably used the word in its diminutive and 
plural forms, namely, Mush-ko-dains-ug; that is to say, People of the Little Prairie. He spoke of them as the 
people whom the Algonquins drove off, and he invariably referred to them when questioned about ancient 
bones and caves, in the region of Michillimackinac. They had magicians for their leaders. Their war-captain 
escaped, the tradition says, under-ground, in the battle at Point Detour. They fled on this occasion up the 
coast to Michillimackinac, and so, by degrees, into Lake Michigan by its eastern shores, whence their 
traditions follow them as far south as the Washtenong, called Grand River by the French. These 
Mushkodains they represent as powerful and subtle, and excelling themselves in arts and necromancy. 
They deposited the human bones, he said, found in caves at Michillimackinac. They are the authors of the 
trenches filled with human bones on Menissing or Round Island, in Lake Huron. The Ottawas attribute to 
them the small mounds and the old garden-beds in Grand River Valley, and at other places, and, in short, 
they point to them for whatever in the antiquities of the country they cannot explain or account for…. 
 Ishqua-gonabi, chief of the Chippewas on Grand Traverse Bay, and a man knowing traditions, denotes 
the war against muskoda men or dwellers on Little Prairie or Plains, to have been carried on by the 
Chippewas and Ottawas, and in this manner he accounts for the fact that villages of Chippewas and 
Ottawas alternate at this day on the eastern shores of Lake Michigan. Ossigunac, an Ottawa chief of note of 
Penetauguishine, says that the Ottawas went at first to live among the men called the Potawatomies, about 
the southern shores or head of Lake Michigan; but the latter used bad medicine, and when complained of 
for their necromancy, they told the Ottawas they might go back towards the north if they did not like them. 
They had made a fire for themselves. 

 
 His 1857 rewrite (probably with his second wife, Mary Howard Schoolcraft, deeply involved in the 
work), was largely fiction, but somewhere he learned of Sagima: 134 
 

... The origin of the tribe they attribute to a renowned personage, whom they called Sagima. Sagima had 
been celebrated, during his prime, for deeds of prowess and wisdom, and for his great spiritual power.  
Sagima resided with his wife, and had four sons...the youngest, named after himself, Sagima…. It is of the 
feats of the latter…that tradition speaks. 

                                                 
 Sprague’s History, published in 1903, had Sleeping Bear as a battlefield: 135 
 

 According to the most reliable traditions the remnant of the tribes of Indians which still remain in 
Leelanaw county and other parts of the region first acquired possession of the country nearly two hundred 
years ago.... After becoming well established [on Mackinaw Island and on the main land south of the straits], 
the Ottawas made excursions to the south and in the neighborhood of what is now Cross Village… [where 
they] encountered a hostile tribe of the Prairie Indians, who then occupied the Grand Traverse region. A 
fierce battle ensued, in which the Prairies were overcome and fled. The Ottawas followed up the advantage 

 
133 Schoolcraft, Historical and Statistical Information, Respecting the History, Condition and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of 
the United States, Part I, pp. 306-308. “[Mascuoten appears] to mean ‘person (people) of the (small) prairie(s)’” (Ives 
Goddard, “Mascouten,” in Bruce Trigger, ed., Handbook of North American Indians, Volume 15, Northeast, Washington, 
D.C., Smithsonian Institute, 1978, p. 672). 
134 Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, History of the Indian Tribes of the United States, Part VI (Philadelphia, J. P. Lippincott, 1857, 
pp. 202-204). 
135 Sprague and Smith, Sprague's History of Grand Traverse and Leelanau Counties, Michigan, pp. 221-222. 
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which they had gained principally by means of firearms they had obtained from the French and which their 
adversaries did not possess. 
 They pursued the Prairies to Sleeping Bear Point…and again attacked and repulsed them with 
considerable loss, so that they were compelled to fly with such precipitance as to, leave much of their camp 
equipage behind. They were hotly pursued by the Ottawas until they reached Pere Marquette, where they 
were hemmed in on a narrow point between Lake Michigan and Marquette lake, and where the final and 
decisive battle was fought, resulting in the almost total distinction of the Prairies, a few only escaping by 
swimming the river. The Ottawas were thus left in the undisputed possession of the country. 
 In a course of time a reconciliation took place between the Chippeways, which was then one of the most 
numerous and powerful tribes of the northwest, and the Ottawas, by which the former were allowed a joint 
occupancy of the Grand Traverse region with the latter, and the two tribes have continued to dwell together 
to the present time…. 
 The late Rev. George N. Smith, a missionary among the Indians at Northport…tells of having visited the 
place of the battle at Sleeping Bear and found there buried in the drifting sands the clay kettles set upon 
stones, as they had been left by the Indians in their flight. 
 

 Chief Blackbird, without reference to Sleeping Bear, told of a massacre of Mush-co-desh, led by 
an offended “Saw-ge-maw”: 136 
 

 The south side of the straits, which now constitutes Emmet, Cheboygan and Charlevoix 
counties, our tradition says, was exceedingly thickly populated by another race of Indians, whom the 
Ottawas called Mush-co-desh, which means, “the Prairie tribe.” They were so called on account of 
being great cultivators of the soil, and making the woodland into prairie as they abandoned their old 
worn out gardens which formed grassy plains. It is related, this tribe was quite peaceable, and were 
never known to go on a warpath. The Ottawas of Manitoulin had joined hands with them as their 
confederates. They called each other “brothers.” But on one of the western war trips of the great 
Saw-ge-maw, who existed about the time America was first discovered by white men, he met with 
great disaster, as many of his warriors were killed; so on returning homeward with his remaining 
survivors, they crossed Little Traverse Bay in a canoe and approached the shores of Arbor Croche 
at the place now called Seven Mile Point, where there was a large village of Mush-co-desh. Saw-
ge-maw said to his few warriors, “Let us take our sad news to our relations the Mush-co-desh.” So 
as they approached the shore they began to make an unearthly wailing noise, according to the 
custom of the Ottawas, which was called the death song of the warriors. When the Mush-co-dish 
heard them they said to one another, “Hark, the Ottawas are crying. They have been marauding 
among some tribes in the west; but this time they have been worsted—good enough for them. See, 
they are coming ashore. Let us not permit them to land.” So instead of preparing to join in their 
mourning, as would have been proper, they rashly determined to express their disapproval of the 
marauding expeditions and their contempt for those who engaged in them. Before Saw-ge-maw had 
fairly touched the beach, parties of Mush-co-desh ran down to the shore with balls of ashes 
wrapped up in forest leaves and with these they pelted Saw-ge-maw and his party as they came 
ashore. This treatment dreadfully provoked Saw-ge-maw, and the insult was such as could only be 
wiped out with blood. He told his warriors to pull homeward as quickly as possible. “We will come 
back here in a few days; we will not have to go so far again to look for our enemies.” Arriving at 
Manitoulin Island, he immediately prepared for a great war. After they were completely equipped, 
they came back to the southern peninsula of Michigan, stealthily and carefully landing at the most 
uninhabited part of the shore. They then marched to one of the largest villages of Mush-co-desh, 
which was situated between Cross Village and Little Traverse, in a beautiful valley in the northern 
part of the township now called Friendship. Arriving late in the afternoon within view of the village, 
the Ottawas hid in ambush. One of the old women of the Mush-co-dosh was going through the 
bushes looking for young basswood bark from which to manufacture twine or cord. She came right 
where the Ottawas were lying in ambush. She was terribly surprised, but the Ottawas persuaded 
her not to reveal their presence by telling her they would give her a young man as her husband, 
pointing to one of the best looking young warriors there. They told her, early in the morning they 
were going to fall upon the village and kill every one of the Mush-co-desh, but when she heard the 

 
136 Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan, pp. 90-92. For a related version, see M. L. Leach, A 
History of the Grand Traverse Region (Traverse City, Grand Traverse Herald, 1883, pp. 4-9). 
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war-whoop she must run to them and she should not be killed but be protected. The foolish woman 
believed and kept the secret. Early in the morning the war cry was heard, and she ran to the 
Ottawas to be protected, but she was the first one to be slain. It was indeed a terrible calamity for 
the Mush-co-desh. At the beginning of the noise of massacre, the chief of the Mush-co-desh ran 
forward and screamed loud as he could, saying, “O! My father, Saw-ge-maw, what is the cause of 
your coming upon us so suddenly with death, as we have never wronged your race?” “Have you 
already forgotten” said Saw-ge-maw triumphantly, “that you have greatly insulted me on your 
borders? You have pelted me with ashes when I was lamenting over the loss of my braves.” When 
the Mush-co-desh saw they could not prevail on Saw-ge-maw, nor could withstand an adversary so 
formidable and such well prepared warriors, they endeavored to flee, but they were overtaken and 
slaughtered. Only the swift-footed young men escaped, taking the sad message to other villages of 
Mush-co-desh, and as fast as the news reached them they fled with their women and children 
toward the south along the shore of Lake Michigan, and continued to fly, although they were not 
pursued by the Ottawas, till they reached the St. Joseph River, and there they stopped, and formed 
a union village, and began to cultivate the soil again.  
 The tradition says this was the greatest slaughter or massacre the Ottawas ever committed. 
The inhabitants of this village were probably from forty to fifty thousand. There were many other 
villages of Mush-co-desh of minor importance everywhere scattered through the northern part of the 
southern peninsula of Michigan. Where this doomed village was situated is yet to this day distinctly 
visible, as there are some little openings and trails not overgrown by the forest. 
 Soon after this the Ottawas abandoned their island and came over and took possession of the 
country of the Mush-co-desh. Most of them settled at the place now called Magulpin's Point, where 
the present lighthouse is situated, near old Mackinac. 

 
 Blackbird placed this part of the history before the Odawa made contact with the French. 
Subsequently: 137 
 

 The Ottawas gradually extended their settlements towards the south, along the shore of Lake 
Michigan.... But the greatest part of the Ottawas settled at Arbor Croche.... 
 The Mush-co-desh were not long in safety in the southern part of the state. Intercourse had been 
opened between the French and the Ottawas and Chippewas on the straits of Mackinac and being supplied 
with fire arms and axes by the French people, it occurred to the Ottawas that these impliments would be 
effective in battle. Anxious to put them to the test, they resolved to try them on their old enemies, the Mush-
co-desh, who had not yet seen the white man and were unacquainted with firearms. Accordingly an 
expedition was fitted out. As the Ottawas approached the village of their enemies, each carrying a gun, the 
Mush-codesh thought they were nothing but clubs, so came out with their bows and arrows, anticipating an 
easy victory. But they soon found out that they were mistaken. As the Ottawas came up they suddenly 
halted, not near enough to be reached by any arrows of Mush-co-desh, but the Ottawas began to fire away 
with their guns. Poor Mush-co-desh; they suffered more than ever in this second crushing defeat. The 
Ottawas left only one family of Mush-codesh at this time and these went west somewhere to find a new 
home.... 
 After the Ottawas took complete possession of the southern peninsula of Michigan, they fought some 
more tribes of Indians, subdued them, and compelled them to form confederation with them as their allies....     
They have been always closely united with the Chippewas and very often they went together on the 
warpath, except at one time they nearly fought on account of a murder.... 

 
 Elements of oral history were still vibrant enough to be recorded in the 1970s: 138 
 

The Ottawa moved south, into lower Michigan, and the men went hunting, leaving the women and 
children alone in the village. As the men were returning to the village, one man saw what looked like 
clothing hanging from a tree. Moving closer they discovered it to be the body of a dead woman and 
they found that all their women and children had been murdered. The Potawatomi told the infuriated 
hunters that the Mascoutens had done the deed. The Ottawa men found the Mascoutens and 

 
137 Blackbird, History of the Ottawa and Chippewa Indians of Michigan, pp. 93-95. 
138 Dobson, ed., The Tree That Never Dies, p. 121. 
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attacked them, killing everyone they found. Only those who took to their boats and crossed Lake 
Michigan survived…. It was later thought that the Potawatomi might have lied, that they might 
actually have committed the murders themselves. “But they never did know for sure, ‘cause if they 
knew for sure there wouldn’t have been any Potawatomis left in Michigan either.”  

 
 Littlejohn, who admitted his “legends were originally penned by the author for his own amusement” 
but who had listened to oral historians, told a much elaborated legend, set in the vicinity of Sleeping 
Bear, about a supposed “Fox, Sauk, and Chippewa Raid” against the Ottawa of West Michigan, with 
the Chippewa raiding party using the Manitou Islands as a staging ground. Following an easy victory 
by the Ottawa: 139 
 

The surviving allies of that ill-starred expedition, on mustering in the channel between the Manitou 
islands in May, 1803, found their numbers reduced to two thousand braves. Of that number barely 
six hundred Chippewas survived the casualties of that brief campaign. This handful of warriors, 
conscious that their intended treachery had chilled the hearts of their allies towards them, left the 
island channel that night, clandestinely, for their homes. They left with bitterness in their hearts, and 
with a settled purpose of retaliating upon their allies for all their reverses at the hands of the Ottawa. 

 
 Littlejohn’s account fits with Captain Douglass, in 1820, having heard that “500 canoes…had once 
been lost on the passage from the mainland to the Manitou Islands,” although 1703 would have been 
more plausible than 1803. French documents did describe two waves of attacks against Mascouten, 
the first c. 1640, the second in Southwest Michigan in 1711-1712, led by an Odawa chief named 
Sakima and his Potawatomi allies. The Jesuits, who reported the devastating c. 1640 raids, were at 
too far a distance to know anything about the Manitous, let alone as a refuge or staging area for 
reprisals. 140 
 Sogimaw appearing as a character in The Great Muckwah is a good example of placing an 
historical personage into legend. The suggestion of necromancy mixed into some of the oral histories 
is a reflection of traditional beliefs.  It also fits with the supernatural element in the legend of the seven 
avengers. 
 
  

 
139 Littlejohn, Legends of Michigan and the Old Northwest, pp. 7, 183-210, 439. 
140 For an analysis of the historical evidence, Eliot A. Singer, “Oral and Written Histories of Odawa and Chippewa 
Settlement of Northwest Michigan” (2019). 
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Tradition, Provenance, and Contexts 
 
 In the late 1980s, I started telling “The Scalded Wolf,” a French peasant tale I purloined from 
Folktales Told around the World. 141 Over the years, I have told it to teachers, student teachers, and 
children, and it has become very much my own. When I tell it, I always ask members of my audience 
(among whom have been Ojibwe and Odawa) to retell it. I know some of my former students tell it in 
their classrooms, and I wouldn’t be surprised if, by now, some of the children who have retold it under 
our tutelage are telling it to their children. I’m sure I’m the only one who knows, or cares, where it 
came from and what semblance it still has to a French peasant folktale. 
 Tradition has always been dynamic. People borrow from each other, across languages and 
cultures, in a process generally called “diffusion.” Though constrained by experience and by existing 
community standards and expectations for narrative, each storyteller tells the stories he or she has 
learned with unique artistry. 142 Somehow, sometime, somewhere, new stories are made up.  
“Oicotypification”—the way borrowed folklore is adapted into different cultural and physical 
environments—is, in reality, more akin to what Piaget called “assimilation” and “accommodation”: the 
new is assimilated into existing tradition but tradition changes to accommodate the new. 
 Native Americans and Europeans have been sharing stories since the time of first contact, 
perhaps since before Ojibwe and Odawa narrators started borrowing from the Plains, and vice versa. 
A famous example, from 1886, is when Frank Cushing told a Zuñi friend the Italian folktale, “Cock and 
Mouse,” during a story swap, only to have the friend surprise him a year later by telling it in Zuñi 
fashion. 143 In 1925, Boas, a staunch advocate for accurate recording of authentic texts, wrote: 144 
 

Recent collections of American Indian folk-lore prove more and more clearly that a great deal of 
European material has been assimilated by the natives of our continent. Many stories that are at 
present found among American Indians are versions of well-known European–tales, while others 
that are more thoroughly assimilated can also be shown to be derived from Europe. 

 
 Stith Thompson, in the interests of completeness, included a chapter of “Tales Borrowed from 
Europeans” in his 1929 anthology of Tales of the North American Indians. 145 Alanson Skinner 
collected “European Tales from the Plains Ojibwa” in 1913, 146 and most major publications of stories 
from Ojibwe, Menominee, and related peoples have sections with tales of European origin. Even 
Waasaagooneshkang, seemingly the epitome of the old-fashioned, native language narrator, told 
William Jones a “Daashaan” (“Petit-Jean”) tale, the French character probably having entered Ojibwe 
tradition by way of the Métis’ “Ti-Jean.” 147 Nenabozho himself got into the act early enough for 
Josselin de Jong to have obtained two native language texts, from Red Lake in 1911, in which he 
tricks the white man. 148 
 European influences are easiest to trace when tale-types or characters are what was borrowed. 
But diffusion also involved more subtle influences: literary devices, plot formulae, themes, “even 
stylistic characteristics.” 149 And, borrowing was not necessarily limited to “oral transmission”—people 
do orally retell tales they have read. Literate nineteenth century Native Americans, like Chief 
Blackbird, as well as educated mixed-bloods, like Jane Johnston Schoolcraft and Sophia Bailly 

 
141 Richard Dorson, ed., Folktales Told around the World (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1965, pp. 59-62); reprinted 
from Geneviève Massignon, Folktales of France (Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1968, pp. 205-207). 
142 Ritual texts, in many cultures, are memorized and have greater stability over time than ordinary storytelling, even of 
sacred stories. 
143 Frank Cushing, Zuñi Folk Tales, (New York, G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1901, pp. 411-422). 
144 Franz Boas, “Romance Folk-lore among American Indians,” The Romantic Review, 16, 1925, p.199. 
145 Thompson, Tales of the North American Indian, pp. 201-260. 
146 Alanson Skinner, “European Tales from the Plains Ojibwa,” Journal of American Folklore, 29, 1916, pp. 330-340. 
147 Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 2, pp. 757-771. 
148 J. P. B. de Josselin de Jong, Original Ozibwe Texts (Baessler-Archiv, Beheft V, 1913, pp. 28-30). 
149 Boas, “Romance Folk-lore among American Indians,” p. 207. 
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Graveraet, could share stories gleaned from print with non-literate native speakers. Some of these 
literate natives and mixed-bloods would have read Romantic “Indian legends” in newspapers and 
magazines, and whether they believed them authentic or not, might have retold them in native 
communities. 
 Taking Sophia Bailly Graveraet’s reminiscences at face value, she heard the “Legend of the 
Sleeping Bear” in 1812. But reminiscences should never be taken at face value, not even a 
grandmother’s reminiscence of childhood as retold by her grandson more than a century after the fact, 
in a revised second edition, twenty-three years after her death when he was a teenager. 150 
 According to her Mackinac baptismal record of August 9, 1821, Sophia Bailly was born in March 
1807, not in 1800, to fur trader, Joseph Bailly, and Angelique McGulpin, a mixed-blood daughter of 
Patrick McGulpin, another trader, not an “Indian Princess.” 151 Sophia would have been five when, by 
one of her grandson’s accounts, “her father employed two Ottawa Indians to take her in a canoe to 
Mackinac island, where he himself had previously located. She arrived at the island on the day when, 
in consequence of the War of 1812, there was a battle between the American and British soldiers 
taking place, and she heard the booming of cannon and the strains of martial music”— 152 Fort 
Michilimackinac was surrendered to the British on July 17, 1812, without a fight, although she might 
have been remembering the battle of July 26, 1814. 153 (In the Crooked Tree, Wright simply wrote: 
“When they arrived at Mackinac the British had invaded the island and a battle was momentarily 
expected.”) 154 
 Joseph Bailly was one of the leaders of the militia supporting the British occupying force, and as 
Wright told the story in his lecture, “Her father, fearing for the safety of his daughter, rehired the 
Indians [who had brought her to Mackinac] at an exorbitant price to take her to the home of her eldest 
[sic] brother, who was conducting a trading post on the Mississippi river at St. Paul” 155 However, her 
younger brother, Alexis, an American Fur Company trader in Minnesota starting in 1821, was then 
probably actually at school out east. 156 Also extremely doubtful, is Wright’s dramatic description: 
“Skirting the northern shore of the lake over precisely the route traveled by Pere Marquette, they 
entered Green bay, passed through the Fox and Wisconsin rivers and floated out upon the broad 
bosom of the Mississippi. They passed through a hostile country where at times they dared not speak 
above a whisper for fear of being discovered. Their adventures and experiences were many, but at 
last the faithful Indians and their protege reached St. Paul in safety.” 157 
 Bailly had remarried in 1810, and the granddaughter of his second wife, Marie (a.k.a., Mary), told 
of her flight after the British defeat. 158 “Late in the fall of 1814, Grandfather and Grandmother, with 

 
150 Wright also rehearsed the story of his grandmother’s life in a lecture he gave, which was the basis for the biographical 
information in Elam E. Branch, History of Ionia County, Michigan (Indianapolis, B. F. Bowen, 1916, vol. 1, pp. 454-455). 
151 “The Mackinac Register,” Collections of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1910, vol. 19, p. 141. A later date of 
birth is confirmed by the Censuses of 1850 and 1860. Angelique McGulpin, age 50 of Mackinac (said to be “L’Arbre Croch 
woman”) was listed in the 1836 Census of Ottawa and Chippewa Mixed Breeds (census number 412) as ½ Ottawa. Sophia’s 
brother Francis, age 31, of Grand River (number 433) was ¼ Ottawa, with Angelique McGulpin identified as his mother. 
Number 168, Mrs. Henry G. Graveraet (Sophia), age 25 (?), claimed to be ½ unspecified Indian, but her application for 
receiving treaty payment was rejected on other grounds, so her parentage probably was not investigated. Her brother Alexis 
explicitly stated, “I am indeed a quarter Breed of the Ottawa tribe of Indians of the Grand River Lake Michigan and am 
sufficiently civilized not to blush at the relationship” (Clarence Edwin Carter, ed., The Territorial Papers of the United States, 
vol. 28, Territory of Wisconsin, 1839-1848, Washington, U.S. Government Printing Office, 1934, pp. 559-561). (Some of 
information on the Graveraet family has been drawn from web-based genealogical research, especially MIGenWeb.) 
152 Branch, History of Ionia County, Michigan, p. 454. 
153 John R. Bailey, M.D., Mackinac Formerly Michilimakinac (Lansing, Robert Smith Publishing, 1899, pp. 170-174, 179-
187). 
154 Wright, The Crooked Tree, 1916, p. 19-20. 
155 Branch, History of Ionia County, Michigan, p. 454. 
156 “The Buisson Papers,” Wisconsin Magazine of History, Vol. 3, 1919-1920, p. 383. 
157 Wright, The Crooked Tree, 1916, p. 19-20. 
158 Frances R. Howe, The Story of a French Homestead in the Old Northwest (Columbus, Press of Nitschke Bros., 1907). 
See chapters 1-3 about Marie Le Fevre Bailly de Messein’s life through c. 1816. The author went to considerable length to 
justify the legitimacy of her grandparents’ marriage, despite what appears to have been church sanction of Bailly’s first 
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some of their servants, were travelling on horseback over the prairie and through the forests of 
Northern Indiana and Southern Michigan, when they were met by a troop of United States cavalry, 
having an order for the arrest of one Joseph Bailly and his escort.” With the help of Bailly’s “valet,” 
John Baptiste Clutier, Marie was disguised in native attire, and the two passing as Indians (both were 
mixed-bloods), made their way up the west coast of Lake Michigan to “the Menominee country, where 
Clutier left Grandmother in the kind care of that peaceful and hospitable tribe. No more medicine 
dances, no more war chants—still Grandmother’s sense of Christian modesty had to suffer from their 
free and easy morals, but she was utterly worn out and needed rest. Clutier put on snow-shoes and 
walked to Mackinac over the ice…. In the early spring he returned to the Menominee village with a 
fleet of canoes, manned by kind friends, who carried Grandmother back to Mackinac with joyful 
gratitude. Her children were already with her L’Arbre Croche friends, and she joined them, together 
with a few of her Indian servants.” 159 
 Howe made no mention of Sophia Bailly but did note that her mother and mother’s older sister, 
plus her grandmother’s children by her first marriage, were baptized in Mackinac c. 1820, baptisms, 
unlike Sophia’s, not recorded by Father Richard when he visited the island in August 1821. 160 
After her return to Mackinac, Sophia and two stepsisters “attended the school which [the mother of 
Elizabeth Therese Baird had] opened for the fur traders.” 161 Although the extent of personal contact is 
unknown, Sophia’s step-mother reportedly, “possessed the gift so prized among her people—that of a 
good storyteller. Her stories quite surpassed the ‘Arabian nights’ in interest; one could have listened to 
her all day and never tired. They were told in the Ottawa language; perhaps they might not have been 
so interesting in any other.” 162 
 In his lecture, left out of his book, Wright noted, “From her brother, Francis (Be-noss-a-way),” who 
had stayed behind at Grand River and became active in the native community, “Mrs. Graveraet 
learned much of the Indian manners, customs, legends, and traditions….” 163 
 Grandparents telling their grandchildren about their childhoods spice them up with romance and 
adventure or, alternatively, exaggerate hardships and propriety to teach life lessons: there is nothing 
surprising or disturbing about discrepancies with fact. Moreover, it would be perfectly within keeping 
with how people story their lives for Sophia Bailly Graveraet to have taken a “legend” she heard, read, 
or perhaps made up herself, later in life, and inserted it into the flow of her narrative (assuming this 
wasn’t the hand of her grandson). Her childhood journey was not the only time she traveled along the 
West Michigan shoreline. She had long listened to stories from her older brother, possibly from her 
talented stepmother, from L’Arbre Croche, and from elsewhere. She was literate, a former 
schoolteacher, who probably had read Schoolcraft, Longfellow, and popular magazines. She, herself, 
“…was noted for her gift as a story-teller.” 164 By the time Wright was a child, she would likely have 
“remembered” many “legends” to insert, as she told and retold of her fabulous travels. 
 “Even today,” wrote Louise Walker, in the afterward to a 1959 book of adaptations for children, 
“the Chippewas will tell their legends only to those whom they greatly esteem. To gain their 

 
marriage, if not Marie Le Fevre’s to De La Vigne, an Odawa mixed-blood who practiced native religion (as, perhaps, did 
Angelique Mcgulpin). “The clergy [in Montreal and Quebec] treated [Joseph Bailly] with the greatest confidence and 
courtesy, for was he not Bishop Bailly’s nephew? The year after his marriage with my Grandmother he laid the whole matter, 
with all and every circumstance, before his confessor [on a visit to Quebec], who greatly approved of the step that had been 
taken to rescue a French lady from a dangerous, as well as unpleasant, situation. It was deemed wholly unnecessary for her 
to undertake the fatiguing and perilous journey from Mackinac Island to Quebec to ratify her marriage, which, under the 
circumstances, was valid and honorable. It was supposed that a priest would soon be assigned to the Mackinac region and 
all would be well until then” (ibid, p. 30). 
159 Ibid, pp. 31-34. 
160 Ibid, p. 40; “The Mackinac Register,” pp. 132-149. 
161 Elizabeth Therese Baird, “Reminiscences of Early Days on Mackinac Island,” Collections of the Historical Society of 
Wisconsin, 1898, vol. 14, p. 43. 
162 Ibid, pp. 43-44. 
163 Branch, History of Ionia County, Michigan, p. 455. 
164 Ibid. 
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confidence is a real hurdle.” 165 Walker, the daughter of a Methodist minister in Charlevoix, seems to 
have had a particularly difficult time—in 1954, a number of Michigan Ottawa, Chippewa, and 
Potawatomi, among them Fred Ettawageshik and Eli (Little Elk) Thomas, recorded stories for the 
WUOM “Red Man in Michigan” radio broadcast series, including “The Manidu Bear” and some tales of 
Nanabush. 166 Still no fieldworker would be surprised at an elder, like Wien-da-goo-ish 
(Wiindigoowish), sharing as an “old story” something safe for public consumption. 
 The absence of written documentation for oral folklore is always a weak argument against its 
historical existence. However, sometimes the argument is weaker than others. Were there enough 
good opportunities to document? Were opportunities limited to certain classes of informants 
(sometimes an issue where men and women had distinct repertoires or when information was 
obtained exclusively from Westernized natives)? Was the lore something to be kept secret? Was it 
something the narrator or, more often, the collector thought in need of censorship? 
 Between 1700 and 1900, there were several opportunities to document “The Legend of the 
Sleeping Bear,” some marginal, some where there is good reason to expect to find it: Raudot writing 
of the flood myth, Charlevoix passing by, Hubbard climbing, Martineau’s deep interest, Dougherty’s 
description, Faustine’s poetic soul, Johnson’s and Kelton’s studies of place names, and for Grand 
Traverse, after the story was demonstrably among the Little Traverse Bay Odawa, Sprague’s History, 
co-authored, thirty-five years later, by “Faustine,” Seddie Powers Smith, daughter-in-law of Leelanau 
missionary, Reverend George Smith, for whom Sleeping Bear was  male. Schoolcraft, who published 
stories directly and indirectly linked to Sleeping Bear, expurgated much for its prurient content, but 
“The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” could not have offended. If anything, it should have appealed to 
his sentiments, and even more to those of his wife and collaborator, Jane, for whom family and loss 
were central themes in her writing and life, and who, at Mackinac, hosted the Presbyterian Church’s 
“Maternal Association,” “a praying band of mothers anxious for their children,” four of whom were 
“Indian mothers loving Christ and the souls of their children—the exercises being interpreted to them 
by Mrs. Schoolcraft.” 167 Among the texts transcribed in Ojibwe by Mrs. Schoolcraft, who lost her first-
born son, Willy, in 1827, before he turned three, was a mother’s prayer (my translation): 168 
 

Oh! My girl, my little girl, 
Oh! My girl, my little girl, 
I, now alone, I live on. 
Way far off, now you have gone, 
Way far off, now you have gone. 
I, now alone, I live on. 
 
I, in sorrow, am alone, 
I, in sorrow, am alone, 
Forever, I alone, live on. 
All day long, I cry for you. 
All day long, I cry for you. 
I, in sorrow, am alone. 

 
165 Louise Jean Walker, Legends of Green Sky Hill (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 1959, p. 203). 
166 E. G. Burrows, “Michigan Indian Folklore on the Air,” Midwest Folklore, 5, 1955, pp. 11-13. Some of these stories were 
printed in Kurath, Michigan Indian Festivals. 
167 Edwin Orin Wood, Historic Mackinac: the Historical, Picturesque and Legendary Features of the Mackinac Country (New 
York, MacMillian, 1918, vol. 1, p. 405, n. 11). Sophia Bailly Graveraet would certainly have known Jane Johnston Schoolcraft 
after the Schoolcrafts moved to Mackinac in 1833. They had much in common, although the one was of French Catholic and 
the other of Scots-Irish Presbyterian patrimony. It is probably a coincidence, but Jane Johnston Schoolcraft was actually 
born in 1800 and her mother the daughter of a chief. 
168 Robert Dale Parker, The Sound the Stars Make Rushing Through the Sky: The Writings of Jane Johnston Schoolcraft 
(Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007, p. 210). The translation, not in Mrs. Schoolcraft’s handwriting, that 
accompanied the prayer was mostly accurate, but literal, not poetry. The word in the first verse is actually “daughter” and 
“Hear and take pity on me” (more literal) in the last verse, should be understood in the Ojibwe sense of soliciting an active 
response not just sympathy. 
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Hear my plea and pity me, 
Hear my plea and pity me. 
Father in the sky abode, 
You take care of my daughter, 
You take care of my daughter. 
Hear my plea and pity me, 

 
 In the traditional, non-Christian, Anishinaabe concept of the afterworld (“waakwiing”), the dead 
have to cross a great river, with mighty rapids, over a shaky log, perhaps really a gigantic serpent on 
whose head they must jump, to reach the other shore. As explained to Johann Kohl: 169 
 

Most of the souls spring across, balance themselves properly, and save themselves. Those, 
however, that jump short, or slip off the bridge, fall into the water, and are converted into toads or 
fishes…. Little children…fare very badly here, because they are not good jumpers, and so they 
perish in great numbers at the bridge. Hence our mothers can never be consoled when their 
children die before the time when they could help themselves along the road to paradise.  

 
 Stories do not exist in a vacuum. Even new stories are modeled on older stories and resonate, if 
sometimes dissonantly, with the beliefs, attitudes, and values of the people who tell and listen to 
them. 
 “The Great Muckwah” has no written documentation other than by Wright. But it did have 
Sogimaw, in the character of the great hunter, despite Wright having left Sagima out of his history of 
the “Lost Tribe.” And its violent, supernatural, bear did have much in common with Bearwalkers and 
with the Great Bear of “The Theft of Wampum” (and the flood myth). Allowing that Schoolcraft might 
not have invented the motifs of Mishe-Mokwa pursuing the thieves and of him being destroyed by a 
woman’s magic, it would be easy to imagine “The Great Muckwah,” which lacked motivation for the 
bear “devastating the country,” having derived from a variant of “The Theft of Wampum,” in which the 
Great Bear was transformed not into black bears but into the “Bear lying down.” 
 The legend of the seven avenging warriors of the Manitou Islands also lacks direct prior 
documentation. But there was oral history, or legend, or fiction about a battle at Sleeping Bear, and 
more generally about attacks on the Mascouten, some of which hint at escapes and reprisals. 
Although very different, the legends of the copper islands in Lake Superior, of the haunted Grand 
Manitou in Lake Nipissing, and even of Schoolcraft’s unpleasant “Spirit of the Islands,” whether of 
Lake Superior or Michigan, share the idea that these places are dangerous because of the presence 
of spirits, a sense of presence that may well have preceded any specific legend. 
 William Jones was told in a legend 1903, which he titled, “War Story—Manitou,” about what 
happens to warriors who trespass on territory protected by spirits 170 
 

Jacob Thompson of Garden River [near Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario] said that once the Ottawas and 
Outagamies [Fox] went to war with the Ojibwas. The Ojibwas who they went to fight were about 
what is now called Sault Ste. Marie. The Ottawas and Outagamies were coming up in their bark 
canoes. They came in great numbers. They passed the first falls in the journey all right. They had 
yet another to pass over. One man was noticing the canoes on ahead, how they went swiftly on and 
suddenly dropped out of sight. He felt danger, and gave the alarm. With great effort he and those in 
his canoe paddled out of the current and pulled inshore. The canoes behind followed example. After 
a little while they learned that all who had gone over the falls were lost. Then they returned the way 
they had come, perceiving how useless it was to war against the Ojibwas. The Ojibwas were ever 
peaceful, and never fought except at bay, and then it was woe to the enemy! 

 

 
169 Kohl, Kitchi-Gami: Life Among the Lake Superior Ojibway, p. 216. 
170 Jones, “Ojibwa Tales from the North Shore of Lake Superior,” p. 389. 
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 A similar legend was told aboout “Porte des Mortes,” “Death’s Door,” from a purported battle 
between Potawatomi and Winnebago, in which a Winnebago attack was rebuffed by a storm, 
considered a sign of supernatural intervention and a warning not to cross to the islands again. 171 La 
Potherie in 1722 described how the Puans (Winnebago), then enemies of the “Outaouaks” (Ottawa) 
and other French allies, “sent a party of five hundred warriors against the Outagamies [Fox], who 
dwelt on the other shore of the lake; but all those men perished while making that journey, by a 
tempest which arose.” 172 As related to a summer vacationer by the captain or mate on board a 
steamer in 1897: “The peninsula Indians called on the Great Spirit to protect them, and He sent a 
storm that dashed the frail boats of the attacking party to pieces on the precipitous rocks forming the 
shore. Not a warrior escaped to tell the tale of the disaster.” 173 
 “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” lies alone. It has no analogues among other landmark origin 
myths and legends of the Ojibwe and Odawa. Nor is there anything like it among animal stories. It 
most closely resembles nineteenth century Romantic “Indian legends,” where surpassing love and 
devotion is rewarded by a thing or place of beauty. It is hard not hear echoes of Icarus and 
Daedalus—an escape over water, the boy, urged on, sinking beneath the wine-dark sea, the father 
looking back, a point, or an island, to commemorate the drowned beloved. 
 Yet, this resemblance is imperfect. Romantic “Indian legends” almost always had human not 
animal protagonists (who might be changed into pretty animals at the end). And, as much as the 
current popularity of “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” derives from the teddy-bearification of 
predators, the nineteenth century was still the time of Little Red Riding Hood, albeit Robert Southey 
did introduce the “Little, Small, Wee Bear…Middle-sized Bear, and…Great, Huge Bear” (all three 
male, Momma Bear came much later), with their porridge, chairs, and bed, in 1834—“for they were 
good Bears,—a little rough or so, as the manner of Bears is, but for all that very good-natured and 
hospitable.” 174 Bears in historical Ojibwe and Odawa worldview were not uniformly fierce and 
dangerous. In life, they were treated with a combination of awe, respect, affection, and kinship, 
exemplified by “bear ceremonialism” after a successful hunt. 175 In myth and legend (or during the 
vision quest), if approached as a supplicant, as someone in need of pity, a bear “mishoomis,” 
“grandfather,” could become benefactor and protector. 176 
 In The Ottawan, J. C. Wright related a story of “The Indian’s Heaven”: 177 
 

 Long before the paleface had ventured upon the Indian’s native land, there dwelt upon the 
banks of Lake Michigan, near We-que-ton-sing, a squaw upwards of four score years, bent with 
age, who went by the name of No-ko-qua. She had a son who was the wonder of his tribe. He 
excelled in the chase; as a runner he could not be beaten, and in the battle he always captured the 
most scalps. His name was Wa-sa-ko-um, which means great light. 
 One night, after returning from a hunt in which he had been very successful, Wa-sa-ko-um was 
taken suddenly ill; and before dawn he lay unconscious upon his couch of skins. 
 For several days he remained thus, his aged mother constantly at his bedside, until she too, 
from sheer exhaustion, was compelled to lie down. She had not rested long before she was 
awakened by a blood-curdling war-whoop, which echoed loudly through the still night air. She arose 
and beheld her son arrayed in all the paraphernalia of war. Before she could catch hold of him he 

 
171 Hjalmar R. Holand, History of Door County, Wisconsin: The County Beautiful (Chicago, S. J. Clarke, 1917, Vol. 1, pp. 39-
40). 
172 Claude Charles Le Roy, Bacquevile La Potherie, “History of the Savage People Who Are Allies of New France,” in Emma 
Blair, ed., The Indian Tribes of the Upper Mississippi Valley and Region of the Great Lakes (Cleveland, Arthur H. Clark Co., 
1911, vol. 1, pp. 293-295). 
173 “On a Summer Vacation,” Milwaukee Sentinel, Sunday, June 27, 1897. 
174 Jacob Zeitlin, ed., Select Prose of Robert Southey (New York, The MacMillan Company, 1916, pp. 305-310). 
175 A. Irving Hallowell, “Bear Ceremonialism in the Northern Hemisphere,” American Anthropologist, 28, 1926, pp. 1-175. 
176 See, for example, “The Boy that was carried away by a Bear” (Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 2, pp. 271-279), implicitly an 
origin myth for how bears came to give themselves to people as an important source of food, with analogues for bison on the 
Plains and salmon on the Northwest Coast. 
177 Wright, The Ottawan, pp. 39-43.  
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uttered another piercing cry and bounded out the door. His mother, thinking that he had left his bed 
in a delirium started in pursuit. 
 “Wa-sa-ko-um! Wa-sa-ko-um!” she cried, but Wa-so-ko-um paid no attention to her entreaties, 
running only faster. While pursuing him she noticed that he did not run upon the ground as she did, 
but a little in the air. 
 All the rest of the night she followed him as best she could. Finally she came to a broad river in 
which a splashing tree seemed to say in mournful tones, “pon! pon! pon!” A little distance away she 
saw an Indian wigwam, to which she went and knocked. An old man made his appearance, who, in 
surprise asked her what she wanted. She asked him if he had seen her son. 
 “Yes,” he replied, I saw him. I am stationed here by Kitchi Manitou (the Great Spirit) to brain all 
the people who may pass this way, so they can forget their worldly troubles and forever enjoy 
themselves in the happy hunting grounds which lie beyond the river. The noise which you hear in 
the water made by that large tree, is the Great Spirit’s call for the dead. Your son passed a short 
time ago, but being only in a trance, he could not taste the fruit which lies yonder,” and he pointed to 
a huge strawberry, which was covered with tooth marks made by departed warriors. 
 “Go,” he said, “and you may overtake your son, but beware! for you are traveling on the road of 
the dead,” and with that he left her. 
 No-ko-qua then started across the river. She noticed that the water beneath her was filled with 
minnows. Then the old man, who had just left her, seeing how hard it was for her to cross, came to 
assist her. While there he told her the little fishes were the souls of infants who could not cross the 
river, and becoming exhausted, fell into the water. 
 No-ko-qua followed her son for two days more, and on the second day, just as the sun was 
sinking, she arrived at another wigwam on the edge of a large clearing. She knocked and was 
admitted by a squaw as old as herself, who said she too had followed a son under similar 
circumstances; and, although he came every night and danced and enjoyed himself in the clearing, 
she could not capture him for he was really dead. She bade her guest remain with her a little while 
and she would show Wa-sa-ko-um to her, for she had seem him the night before. 
 They waited together outside the tent and just as the moon showed its silvery beams dark 
shadows glided into the opening, dancing and shouting to the music of the tom-tom. 
 One of the last to enter was a young brave who did not seem to enjoy himself as the rest, but 
kept clasping his hands to his head and crying, “My head is heavy! My head is heavy!” 
 This No-ko-qua recognized as her son, Wa-sa-ko-um, whose distress was caused by his brains, 
which the old man stationed at the river had been unable to remove, because Wa-sa-ko-um was not 
dead. 
 No-ko-qua then did as her hostess told her, and when Wa-sa-ko-um brushed by her she 
grasped him. With help of the other old squaw she succeeded in putting him into a sack of wampum 
rope, which she had been provided for the purpose, and bound him fast. Then by a series of sweats 
they brought him back to consciousness. 
 No-ko-qua and her son remained with their kind hostess some time, watching the festivities of 
the dead each night, but as they were unable to share in their happiness, they returned to the land 
of the living, and Wa-sa-ko-um never tired till the day he died, of relating his experience in the 
happy hunting ground. 
 The Ottawas still cherish many superstitions based on this legend. They pick the strawberry 
with the utmost reluctance, because the legend says it was the fruit of life; and they never kill little 
minnows because their fathers thought they were the souls of departed children. 

 
 “That story’s for a papoose,” said “Old” Grandfather Jawinikom dismissively about “The Legend of 
the Sleeping Bear.“ “Mother-love was a surpassing virtue among the wild Indians,” commented Wright 
about his 1911 “lay,” renamed “Pe-tah-se-gah: The Indian Tradition of the Happy Hunting Grounds.” 
“This tradition was first related to me by my grandmother, Mrs. Sophia Graveraet, a venerable old lady 
who spent most of her life among the wild Indians of the Northwest Territory.” 178 The prose version, 
“The Indian’s Heaven,” although otherwise remarkably conservative, differs from tradition in having 
“No-ko-qua” undertake the extreme act of “mother-love,” seeking and fetching her son from the land of 

 
178 John C. Wright, Lays of the Lakes, p. 21, 20. The wedding after the return from the dead to the ever-popular Winona in 
Wright’s “lay” suggests influence from Schoolcraft and Longfellow.  
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the dead, a successful female Orpheus. 179 Sophia Bailly Graveraet’s first-born son, Garrett, together 
with his father, was “killed in the campaign before Richmond” (July 1864). 180 “No-ko-qua” (Noko-kwe), 
in Ojibwe and Odawa, means “Grandma Woman.” Mrs. Graveraet’s first grandchild, Robert Couchise 
(John Couchis Wright’s half-brother), would have been “a papoose,” about four, at the time of 
Garrett’s death. 181 
 There are two significant variables in “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear”: famine versus forest fire 
and the role of Gichi Manidoo in creating the islands. That the two earliest recorded versions lacked 
the motif of the Great Spirit suggests the story had not yet been sufficiently assimilated into the native 
repertoire for “oicotypification” to have taken place. 
 On October 8, 1871, a “firestorm,” the most devastating in American history, swept across the 
forests and towns of Northeast Wisconsin and adjacent Upper Michigan, perhaps also sparking the 
fires of the same day in Holland and Manistee. Known as the Peshtigo Fire, it was centered almost 
directly across Lake Michigan, by open water, from Sleeping Bear, and due west of Little Traverse 
Bay. Such an impressive conflagration would certainly have provided an impetus for creating “The 
Legend of the Sleeping Bear,” or for changing famine to fire, if that variant preceded the inferno. 
 Did some minister’s wife, or schoolteacher, or the like, write “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” for 
the Traverse City Eagle, or the Traverse Bay Herald, or the Charlevoix Sentinel, or the Mackinac 
County Sentinel, or the Mackinac Herald, or the Petoskey City Record, or the Emmet County 
Democrat, or the Little Traverse Republican not long after the great Peshtigo fire? 182 Did the legend 
somehow predate the “white-man’s foot,” despite its unique form and content, its lack of supporting 
evidence, and its improbable escape from detection, perhaps because it was indeed only told for “a 
papoose”? Did Sophia Bailly Graveraet, immersed in a real and mythical world of mother-love and 
loss, at home with both native and European narrative, create a poignant romance for her 
grandchildren, to mourn her son and enhance her childhood memories, then share it with friends from 
L’Arbre Croche, who adopted and gradually adapted it as one their own? 
 Any of these themes, and variations, would have allowed “The Legend of the Sleeping Bear” to 
become a “favorite story” by the last decades of the Nineteenth Century. But it was not the only 
“favorite story” of Odawa and Ojibwe. Nor is it exemplary of a rich narrative tradition, replete with 
humor, irony, conflict, violence, trickery, treachery, sorcery, sometimes poignancy, and endowed with 
intellectual, aesthetic, and moral complexity. John C. Wright, or his grandmother, may have indulged 
in transplanting, but The Crooked Tree, other than the obvious pruning of content too raw for the time, 
was nonetheless a grove of “legends,” from which led many tracks, those of “The Great Muckwah” 
and the “Lost Tribe of Michigan” among them. “Legends” without tracks erode to ghost trees for 
tourists and picture books. The tracks of the Sleeping Bear are faint, but only in the search for them 
can its “legends” be restored to the grove in which they took root. 

 
179 The dancing spirits of the dead are the Northern Lights. See Eliot A. Singer, The Place the Ghosts Dance Together: Two 
Ojibwe Visits-to-the-Land-of-the-Dead, for a study of Mrs. Marie Syrette’s native language text (Jones, Ojibwa Texts, pt. 2, 
pp. 2-23) and Monahdis’ account of her grandmother’s near-death experience (Julia Knight, “Ojibwa Tales from Sault Ste. 
Marie, Mich.,” Journal of American Folklore, 26, 1913, pp. 92-95). Schoolcraft’s “The White Stone Canoe,” in which a young 
Chippewa visits the “land of the souls” in an unsuccessful attempt to bring back his beautiful bride-to-be (Williams, ed., 
Schoolcraft’s Indian Legends, pp. 246-248), was his own Orpheus-like adaptation, first published in Oneóta in 1844, two 
years after Jane’s death. 
180 Branch, History of Ionia County, Michigan, p. 455. 
181 John C. Wright’s mother, Rosine, married her sister Alice’s widower, John Baptiste Couchoise, after her own husband, 
Robert Wright died. The author took the surname of his mother’s first husband. 
182 List of newspapers at Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan. 


