


Long before settlers from Europe arrived in North America, the Iroquois 
lived in the area we now call New York State. Every land has its beginning, 

and this is the way the Iroquois remember theirs.

The Creation Story

Once, long ago, there was no land, only an immense sea. It was a giant 
sea devoid of  light or land. Humanity dwelt in the regions of  the sky, and 
everything was in abundance. The forests overflowed with game, and days 
were filled with resplendent sunshine. Storm, scarcity, death and pain were 
not known, and the people lived lives free of  jealously, hatred and malice.
    With time, however, one man began to withdraw into himself. The others 
wondered what troubled him, and at last he told them that he would reveal 
this to them if  only they would dig up the roots of  a certain great white pine 
tree and place him by the side of  the hole with his wife. The people soon 
completed this task when, to their horror, he threw his pregnant wife down 
the hole into the darkness. The man then rose and told the others that for 
some time he had suspected his wife’s chastity, but now since she was gone, 
he felt completely healed in mind and body.
    Various aquatic animals dwelled in the aqueous world below, and the 
loon was the first to observe the woman falling toward them. The animals 
called a council to decide what they should do. They understood that the 
Sky Woman would need earth beneath her so that she would have a place to 
stand. The sea bear volunteered to support her, and the others scrambled on 
his back to test his strength, but he soon sunk beneath their weight. Several 
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other animals tried, but with similar results. At last the turtle volunteered, 
and all were unable to sink the modest turtle, and so turtle received the 
honor of  supporting the world.
    Next the animals discussed how they might obtain soil and soon concluded 
that it might be found at the bottom of  the sea. Mink volunteered to obtain 
it, but try as he might, he soon floated up dead to the surface, so deep below 
was the soil. However, when the animals examined him, they found a bit of  
soil clutched in his paw. This was placed on the back of  turtle. When Sky 
Woman landed, there was only enough soil to stand on with one foot, but 
soon it grew so she could stand with both feet down. Then she could be 
seated, and the soil continued to spread until at last all the great turtle’s back 
was covered. The land became a small island, and then a great plain was 
added and then streams and shrubbery.
    Soon the woman moved to the shore and built a hut there. She gave 
birth to a baby girl, and the earth supported the girl until she became a 
woman. When it was time for this young woman to wed, several of  the 
sea animals took on the forms of  young men and presented themselves 
to her. The loon became a handsome young man, but was rejected, as 
were several others until the bandy legged turtle presented himself  and 
was accepted as her suitor.
    When the young woman laid herself  down to sleep, the turtle placed 
two arrows on her stomach in the shape of  a cross. One was a flint-headed 
arrow, and the other was fashioned of  rough bark. Then the turtle left, and 
in time the woman gave birth to two sons, but she died during childbirth. 
The younger son was born in the normal way, but the older son, filled with 
aggression, burst through his mother’s abdomen, destroying her. This was 
taken as the first sign of  the older son’s nature.
    The grandmother was enraged at the death of  her daughter, and led the 
sons to the sea to leave them to be destroyed. Though she tried several times, 
each time the boys beat her back to the hut. At last, discouraged, she decided 
to allow the boys to live. She divided her daughter’s corpse in two and threw 
the halves toward the heavens. The upper half  became the sun and the 
lower the moon. This is how day and night began.
    The boys soon became men, and expert archers. The eldest son was 
named Flint and he had the arrowhead from the turtle pointed with flint. 
The younger son was kind and benevolent. His name was Shukwayátisu and 
had the bark-headed arrow.
    Flint, due to his malignant nature, was an expert hunter, and despite the 
abundance of  food he obtained, he refused to share any with his brother, 
who could kill only birds with his bark-headed arrow.
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    One day, Shukwayátisu was by the sea. He saw a bird carrying a bough 
over the water. He shot at it, but his arrow missed and fell into the sea. The 
young man was determined to retrieve it and followed it beneath the waves. 
To his astonishment, he found a cottage there.
    An old man was seated in the cottage, and welcomed the boy:

Welcome, my son, to the home of  your father. I have directed these 
circumstances to bring you here to me. Here is your arrow, and here is an ear 
of  corn that you will find to be pleasant and wholesome. Your grandmother 
and brother have been unkind. Wherever your brother dwells, the earth will 
never be peopled. You must, then, end his life. When you return, walk the 
face of  the earth and collect all the flint and throw them into heaps. Then 
take all the buck horns and hang them up. These are the only two things 
your brother is afraid of, and can injure him. You will always have weapons 
at hand against him then.

    After the turtle told these things and others to his son, the young man 
returned home and followed the instructions. Soon Flint decided to go 
hunting. He asked his younger brother what most terrified him, and the 
young man told him, falsely, that it was beech boughs and bulrushes. The 
younger son asked Flint what he was afraid of, and Flint told him only buck 
horns and flint could affect him. At last, Flint went hunting and the younger 
son set about building his hut and preparing the accommodations.
     Finally, Flint returned hungry and tired. His brother prepared him a 
meal and then Flint retired into his hut to sleep. When Flint was sleeping 
deeply, his brother kindled a fire at the entrance to the hut. This caused Flint 
great discomfort as the flint materials of  which he was composed began to 
expand as he heated up. Large scales began to break free from his body. He, 
at last, broke through the fire and sought revenge upon his brother, beating 
him with beech boughs and bulrushes, but to no avail. The younger brother 
pelted Flint with buck horns and flint until Flint ran off. He returned again 
to fight, with the same result, and at last he fled as the earth trembled.
    Before Flint lay a rich green plain of  fertile land, after him lay precipitous 
mountains and frightening chasms. Where streams flowed quietly before, 
they now rushed down the mountainsides, forming cataracts across the rocky 
terrain to the sea. The younger brother followed Flint, continually wounding 
him with buck horn and flint until the older brother finally breathed his last. 
This, the dying place of  Flint, is thought to be the Rocky Mountains.
    With the great enemy destroyed, the turtles came up out of  the ground 
in human form and multiplied in peace, spreading across the land. The 
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grandmother was filled with rage at the death of  her favorite, and to avenge 
him sent torrents of  rain upon the land until the whole surface of  the earth 
was covered. The inhabitants boarded their canoes and paddled away to 
avoid destruction.
    Next, the grandmother made the rain cease and the water subside, and 
the turtle people returned to their homes. Then she sent a deluge of  snow 
to torment the people, hoping to destroy them all, but the people made 
snowshoes and fled the disaster. At last, the grandmother accepted that she 
could not destroy the whole race at once, but determined that, instead, she 
would inflict all manner of  hardship on humans. Shukwayátisu, on the other 
hand, blesses the world with great goodness.

This story is based on the version recorded by early settler James 
Dean, who served at one time as an interpreter to the Oneida Indians. 
Traditionally, the Iroquois had no written language and so this very 
early version was recorded by a settler and not an Iroquois. I chose 
this version to tell because at the early date when this was recorded, 
there may have been less contact with Christian settlers. Some versions 
feature different animals in the tasks of  creating a place for Sky Woman 
to stand. In some versions, Flint is not killed, but rather exiled between 
earth and Sky World. Additional variations of  the story may include 
differing reasons for Sky Woman’s fall to earth and what she carries 
with her. 
    I asked Kandice Watson, Cultural and Educational Outreach Director 
at the Shako:wi Cultural Center of  the Oneida Nation, if  she was aware of  
any spot where the first turtle people came to earth. She suggested that there 
might be a spring located on a private farm between Oneida and Onondaga 
lands that is venerated. The Canadian Oneidas come to that place yearly to 
hold a ceremony.

The Giant Bear and the Big Dipper

Stories among the Iroquois are traditionally told in the winter, after the first 
frost and before the last snowflakes fall to the ground. That is because if  
these stories were told in the warmer times, birds and other animals might 
stop to listen, when they really should be doing other tasks such as building 
their nests.
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    Long, long ago, there was a Mohawk village along the Oswego River. 
One day, hunters discovered giant bear tracks in the snow. Soon, it became 
common to see the tracks of  the giant bear, and sometimes, ominously, they 
circled the Mohawk village.
    It was not long before the bear began killing many of  the animals in the 
forest to feed himself, leaving little left for the people of  the village, and they 
began to know hunger.
    The people decided to send a party of  warriors to hunt the bear. They left 
forthwith, and followed the bear’s giant tracks for days until they found him. 
The warriors filled the air with arrows, but they had no effect on the mighty 
bear. The bear attacked, killing all the hunters except two, who returned to 
the village with the news. Many parties of  warriors were sent to kill the bear, 
but each one failed and the people wanted for food all the more. They feared 
that the bear would circle their village, and the people huddled together by 
the fire at night for both protection and warmth. The people became afraid 
to leave the boundaries of  their village, for they could hear the growls of  the 
gigantic beast not far away in the forest.
    Three brothers had a dream that they would kill the mighty bear. Each 
night for three nights, they dreamed it, and they realized this was a special 
vision and must be true, so they armed themselves and pursued the bear.
    They followed the bear tracks for months until they came to the end of  
the world, and they saw the giant bear leap into the sky. The pursuers did not 
hesitate to follow him. Even now, you can see the three brothers chasing the 
bear across the sky in the form of  the Big Dipper. The four stars of  the dipper 
are the form of  the bear, and the three stars of  the handle are the hunters.
    When autumn comes, the bear prepares for hibernation, and the hunters 
draw near and shoot their arrows at him, piercing his skin. His blood drips 
down and colors the leaves of  the earth below red and yellow, giving us 
the colors of  autumn. Once the bear is wounded, he disappears and then 
reappears later. The hunters are still pursuing him across the giant dark sky.

The Formation of the Finger Lakes

There are actually eleven Finger Lakes, so named because they each have 
roughly the form of  a finger. Two of  the lakes are named after tribes of  the 
six Iroquois Nations—Cayuga and Seneca Lakes. There is an Oneida Lake, 
but it is not a part of  the Finger Lakes; rather, it lies farther east and is fatter 
and shorter than the others. One could almost imagine it to be the thumb 
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of  the handprint. There are six major Finger Lakes. They are Skaneateles, 
Owasco, Cayuga, Seneca, Keuka and Canandaigua. Iroquois myth explains 
the creation of  the Finger Lakes.
    The Creator wished to bless the home of  the Iroquois and he placed his 
immense hand upon the earth, and the impression it left was the Finger 
Lakes.
  Non-Iroquois stories of  the formation of  the Finger Lakes include that they 
were formed on the spot where Paul Bunyan dragged his ax, or the spot on 
which the Blue Ox’s horns stuck in the earth.

The Story of the Standing Stone

In one version of  the creation story, the Creator, Shukwayátisu, fashioned a 
number of  dolls, with two in each set, a male and a female, using clay and 
water. First he made red ones, later yellow ones and black ones. His brother 
Flint asked if  he could create some, and Shukwayátisu allowed him to come 
down from exile. Flint built a big fire and made white ashes; he mixed them 
with clay and water to make white dolls, but could not bring them to life. 
Shukwayátisu was able to do so, however, as he had given life to all of  his six 
dolls. The white dolls also ran off  to play as the other sets had.
    One day, the Creator decided to speak to all the people of  earth—the 
red, yellow, black and white people who had been created from clay. He 
gave all of  them instructions on what they should be doing and told them 
to listen well, for he would only say it once. Then the Creator intended to 
return to Sky World, and the people would have to take care of  the earth 
below.
    The Creator spoke as he stood on a particular stone. However, though 
everyone listened, the people of  the world all heard different things, and 
when the Creator left, they began to fight among themselves. At last, the 
Creator was forced to return and separate the people by color to different 
parts of  the world. The red ones remained on the original land. It was said 
the different peoples needed to be separated so that they could all mature, 
and one day join each other again. It was also said that one day Flint would 
try to rejoin the people prematurely, and this, some say, is what happened in 
1492. Now, though the people are together, they are not yet mature. 
    The story of  the Standing Stone tells us that as the Oneida People moved 
from place to place, they were followed by the stone the Creator had stood 
on to address the world. As was their custom, the Oneidas would form a 
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This is the stone on which the Creator stood as he spoke to all the peoples of  the earth. Later, 
the stone followed the Oneida Indians each time their community relocated until 1849, when 
they placed it in the Forest Hill Cemetery in Utica for safekeeping. Today it stands in front of  
their council house, blending naturally with the landscaping. Courtesy of  the author.

This is the bronze plaque located on the marble base where the standing stone remained in 
the cemetery from the mid-1800s until the 1980s, when it was removed to its current location. 
In the spring of  1902, the cemetery placed the boulder on a Westerly marble base and affixed 
a bronze plate to the base. Courtesy of  the author.

9464 Central NY Myths (kara).ind21   21 7/22/08   12:52:48 PM



Central New York & the Finger Lakes

22

village and live there for a number of  years, and then relocate, perhaps ten 
miles away. The stone would always appear in their new community unaided 
by human hands no matter where they went. The Oneidas became known 
as the People of  the Standing Stone.
    In 1849, the Oneidas decided to find a new protected home for their 
sacred stone. They did not want the location to be on private land where 
ownership would change. At last, it was decided to remove the stone 
to Forest Hill Cemetery in Utica, New York, where it might remain 
safe and venerated. According to Jesse Cornplanter, in the autumn of  
1849 the stone was loaded onto a wagon drawn by four horses. The 
trip to the cemetery was made with great difficulty, and the stone was 
accompanied by two trustees of  the Forest Hill Cemetery Association, 
and a delegation of  Oneida Indians. The boulder was placed near the 
cemetery entrance.
    In the spring of  1902, the cemetery placed the boulder on a Westerly marble 
base and affixed a bronze plate to the base which bears this inscription:

SACRED STONE OF THE ONEIDA INDIANS
THIS STONE WAS THE NATIONAL ALTAR OF THE 
ONEIDA INDIAN, AROUND WHICH THEY GATHERED 
FROM YEAR TO YEAR TO CELEBRATE SOLEMN 
RELIGIOUS RITES AND TO WORSHIP THE GREAT 
SPIRIT. THEY WERE KNOWN AS THE PEOPLE OF THE 
UPRIGHT STONE. THIS VALUABLE HISTORICAL RELIC 
WAS BROUGHT HERE FROM STOCKBRIDGE, MADISON 
COUNTY, N.Y. IN 1849. 

    The sacred stone was removed from the Forest Hill Cemetery about 1987 
and placed outside the new council house on the Oneida Nation Territory. 
It is not an exceptionally large stone, though without the aid of  a wheel, it 
certainly would have been difficult to transport the stone from one location 
to another. According to a cemetery worker who helped move the stone, 
the Oneidas were offered the base with the bronze plaque as well, but they 
did not wish to take them. The base and the plaque remain just inside the 
entrance of  the Forest Hill Cemetery even today. The cemetery was located 
off  Oneida Street in Utica, not far from the New Hartford border. According 
to Kandice Watson at the Oneida Indian Nation Shako:wi Cultural Center, 
the Standing Stone was never used by the Oneidas as a national altar as 
indicated by the plaque.
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Hiawatha and the Peacemaker

Though the name Hiawatha is familiar to many Americans, the actual story 
of  his life is known to far fewer. In the 1800s, Henry Schoolcraft wrote a work 
entitled The Myth of  Hiawatha; however, the title was a misnomer. The actual 
character “Hiawatha” was based on a Chippewa god named Manabozho. 
The error was popularized when Henry Wadsworth Longfellow based 
his poem “The Song of  Hiawatha” on Schoolcraft’s work. The “Song of  
Hiawatha” sold over a million copies, etching the error indelibly on the 
American memory.
    In reality, Hiawatha was an Iroquois man who lived long ago. Some 
estimates place him in the fifteenth century, and some say he lived much 
farther in the past. It is rather difficult to be sure when he walked the earth 
since the Iroquois did not have a precise dating system. Nonetheless, it is 
known through Iroquois oral history that Hiawatha was a skillful orator and 
perhaps a chief  among the Onondaga, and that he had a wife and several 
daughters.
    During Hiawatha’s time, as in previous times, there was much warring 
among the five Iroquois Nations. The Iroquois Nations included the Senecas 
to the far west in present New York State, then the Cayugas. The Onondaga 
Nation lies in a more central location, around what is now Syracuse, New 
York. To the east of  them were the Oneidas. Finally, the Mohawks held the 
easternmost position among the Iroquois. In addition to tribal warring and 
fights over hunting grounds, blood feuds were prevalent. As with many tribal 
peoples, when one person was murdered, the family of  the murdered one 
was obliged to take revenge by killing the murderer. If  that person could not 
be found, another life might be taken instead from that person’s extended 
family. That family, in retaliation would seek revenge in turn and so the cycle 
of  killing seemed without end. Hiawatha, however, believed in peace and 
friendship and spoke of  these ideas with beautiful words to his people. Some 
of  them believed in what he said and hoped for a time when there would be 
an end to the continual bloodshed the Iroquois had endured.
    But one man in particular did not accept Hiawatha’s message of  peace. 
He was Tha-do-da-ho (also called Adoharhoh and Ododarhoh) and he was 
believed by his people to be a great wizard, a possessor of  evil magic. His evil 
was reflected in his appearance as well. Tha-do-da-ho was badly misshapen 
and deformed. His hair was composed of  writhing snakes, and some say his 
fingertips were snake heads as well. His hands were like the hands of  a turtle, 
and his feet were as large as bear claws. He inspired fear and awe in all, 
and in addition to using magic to control and harm others, he had a team 
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of  assassins and spies to do his bidding. Tha-do-da-ho was a chief  of  great 
power, but his power came from creating fear in others. He did not believe 
in peace and opposed the great words of  Hiawatha.
    Tha-do-da-ho crushed Hiawatha’s attempts to bring peace to his people 
on three separate occasions. The first time that Hiawatha held a council to 
talk about his ideas, Tha-do-da-ho stopped it, and shortly afterward, one 
of  Hiawatha’s daughters died. Many believed this was due to the magic of  
Tha-do-da-ho. Once again Hiawatha held a council, and Th-do-da-ho came 
to oppose him. Following this, Hiawatha’s second daughter died. Hiawatha 
grieved, but felt he must try yet again. Some say he had only one daughter 
left. She was pregnant with a child, and she was the most beloved of  his 
children. Hiawatha held a council and sent her to gather wood. The chiefs, 
including Tha-do-da-ho, gathered around the council fire, and an eagle flew 
overhead. Tha-do-da-ho indicated his men should shoot it down, and so 
they did. The eagle fell near Hiawatha’s daughter and Tha-do-da-ho’s men 
rushed to retrieve it, but trampled Hiawatha’s daughter in the process. In 
the end, Hiawatha lost his wife and all his daughters. Nothing could contain 
his grief. It was so intense that no one could come near him. According 
to custom, Hiawatha would be obligated now to kill Tha-do-da-ho, but he 
wanted no part of  that killing cycle, and so he headed south and then east, 
leaving his people. He lived among the wild places alone. He became a 
wanderer and a hermit. He moved in the direction of  the Mohawk people.
    One day he came to a lake filled with water fowl. He told the birds to fly 
away and they did, carrying the water of  the lake with them. There on the 
bottom of  the dry lake, Hiawatha found purple and white shells. He gathered 
them and strung them on rushes, making strings of  beads. He made three 
strands of  these special beads and he said this: If  he ever found someone so 
full of  grief, he would use these strings of  beads to lift the darkness from that 
person. Those beads would act as words of  comfort for the grieving. This is 
how the custom of  creating condolence beads came to be. Soon Hiawatha 
would meet an unusual man with ideas like himself. That man’s name was 
Deganawida, though now the Iroquois do not use his name but call him the 
Peacemaker instead.
    Deganawida was not from one of  the Iroquois Nations, but from a 
distantly related tribe they called the Wendots and that we call the Huron. 
He was born in what is now Canada. It was a dangerous time back then, so 
Deganawida’s grandmother and mother left their village to live in the wild 
areas, hoping it would be less violent. Then, miraculously, Daganawida’s 
mother became pregnant though she had never lain with a man. The 
grandmother asked her about this, and did not believe that her daughter 
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had become pregnant of  her own accord At last, however, the grandmother 
had a vision that the Creator had given her daughter this special child who 
would end much killing and bring peace but also, as a result, would bring an 
end to his own people. Because of  this prophecy, the grandmother tried to 
kill the child when it was born. She cut a hole in the ice on a lake and threw 
the baby into the freezing water, but no harm came to him and he did not 
freeze nor drown. She tried to kill Deganawida several other times, with no 
avail, and at last abandoned the idea, understanding the boy had some form 
of  supernatural protection.
    As Deganawida grew to be a young man, he did not turn violent, but 
spoke of  peace to those around him; however, they did not listen, and at last 
he told his mother he would leave in his canoe to seek another nation, never 
to return. He told his mother and grandmother that if  they wished to know 
if  he was alive, they should go to a special tree and make a gash in it. If  it 
bled, then they would know he had died without bringing peace. If  it did 
not, they would know he was still well.
    On his journey, Deganawida met a chief  named Jikonsahseh. She was from 
another tribe that spoke a language similar to his. She offered Deganawida 
hospitality, and he told her about his great plans for peace. She believed in 
him and was the first to hear his message. Deganawida promised to put his 
plan into action, and asked her to work toward peace by refusing hospitality 
to warriors. She did promise this.
    At last Deganawida arrived in the territory occupied by the Mohawks, and 
he took up residence there, speaking of  peace and harmony among people. 
Deganawida had a speech defect and was not an eloquent speaker. Some 
listened and others disbelieved, so he told them he would prove his words by 
climbing on top of  a huge pine tree overlooking the Mohawk River. He urged 
them to cut down the tree so he would fall into the rapidly moving waters 
below. They cut the tree and left him for dead. Night came and there was still 
no sight of  Deganawida, but in the morning, smoke was seen rising from an 
unoccupied cabin and they peeked inside to see Daganawida preparing his 
breakfast. The Mohawks realized that Daganawida had an important message. 
They adopted him into their tribe and believed his words of  peace and unity. 
Daganawida, they could see, was a clear-headed, wise and fair man.
    One day, Hiawatha was spotted by a woman, who returned home and 
reported her sighting of  a man in the woods. Deganawida heard this, and 
told the people that he should be brought in and treated like a guest.
    Hiawatha told Deganawida of  his loss and sorrow, and Deganawida told 
the others. Hiawatha told Deganawida that if  another had his sorrows, he 
would console that person with the strings of  shell beads to remove the 
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darkness. Deganawida took one of  the strings from the pole and came to 
Hiawatha and said: “When a person has suffered a great loss caused by 
death and is grieving, the tears blind their eyes so they cannot see. With 
these words, I wipe away the tears from your eyes so that now you may see 
clearly.”
    Deganawida took the second strand of  beads and said: “When a person has 
suffered a great loss caused by death and is grieving, there is an obstruction in 
their ears and they cannot hear. With these words, I remove the obstruction 
from your ears so you once again may have perfect hearing.”
    Then Deganawida took the third strand of  beads and said: “When a 
person has suffered a great loss caused by death and is grieving, their throat 
is stopped and they cannot speak. With these words, I remove the obstruction 
from your throat so that you may speak and breathe freely.”
    And with these words the darkness was removed from Hiawatha. He 
regained his unclouded sight, clear hearing and unobstructed speech, and 
was filled with life once again.
    Hiawatha and Deganawida spoke, and they realized that they believed in 
the same things. They decided to pursue peace and unity among the Iroquois 
together. Together, they made the laws of  the Great Peace, and together they 
composed a peace song to sing to the twisted Tha-do-da-ho, whom they 
understood would be the biggest opponent of  peace. Then they approached 
the Mohawk council about their plan to create a great house of  peace. 
The Iroquois lived in what are known as longhouses. They were very long 
structures that housed an entire extended family. Deganawida and Hiawatha 
saw the way an extended family lived together in peace in a longhouse as a 
metaphor for the way the Iroquois Nations could live together in peace as 
one people. They hoped to build a longhouse where the representatives of  
the five nations could meet. The Mohawks accepted the plan, and adopted 
Hiawatha as one of  their own.
    Soon after, Hiawatha and Deganawida journeyed to meet the nearest 
nation, the Oneidas. They explained the idea to the chief, who told them 
he would answer them “tomorrow,” which symbolically meant the following 
year. After much discussion, in a year, the Oneidas accepted the plan for 
peace.
    Deganawida and Hiawatha headed next to the Onondagas. Tha-do-
da-ho rejected the proposal as they had anticipated so the two continued 
westward to meet with the Cayuga Indians. Their leader promised to give 
word, and when they returned, the Cayugas also had accepted the proposal. 
Daganawida, Hiawatha and the chiefs of  the Cayugas, Mohawks and Oneidas 
then returned to the Ononadagas to convince Tha-do-da-ho of  the great 
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worth of  the plan. Deganawida sang the Peace Song to Tha-do-da-ho while 
Hiawatha explained the law. Many great chiefs of  the Onandagas believed 
in the peace. Only Tha-do-da-ho needed to have his mind straightened. 
Concessions were offered to Tha-do-da-ho to obtain his consent. It was said 
that the council meetings would be held at the Onondaga Nation, and that 
they would be the Fire-keepers. The Onondagas would call the meetings and 
declare decisions of  the chiefs. As Deganawida sang and Hiawatha spoke, it 
is said the snakes ceased to move in Tha-do-da-ho’s hair. His twisted body 
became straight and healthy and his mind became good. He accepted the 
plan. (The snakes in Tha-do-da-ho’s hair are largely seen by the Iroquois as 
a metaphor for the evil thoughts that emanated from his mind. The name 
“Hiawatha” is thought to mean “he who combs,” referring to Hiawatha’s 
combing the serpents from Tha-do-da-ho’s hair.) Now there was only one 
more people to convince—the Seneca.
    The Senecas were a large nation, and often engaged in war. Many 
Senecas liked the plan of  Great Peace, but two leaders disapproved. It was 
then that Hiawatha made concessions to them, granting the Seneca military 
control of  the Iroquois Confederacy. With this, the Seneca agreed and 
the Great Peace was realized. As a confederacy, rather than five separate 
nations, the Iroquois gained great power. Later, the Tuscaroras came in 1722 
from Virginia and North Carolina and they became the sixth nation in the 
Iroquois Confederacy. The Tuscaroras also spoke an Iroquoian language, 
but had fled north after warring and to escape settlers. This land became 
home to them as they joined the Iroquois Confederacy.
    It is customary for Iroquois to refer to Deganawida as “the Peacemaker” 
in everyday speech rather than as “Deganawida.” It is said that in times of  
strife, when his wisdom is needed, an Iroquois may go into the bushes and 
call the name “Deganawida,” and he will return.

Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha

The National Kateri Shrine is located not far from the New York State 
Thruway in Fonda. Tekakwitha was born in 1656, the daughter of  a 
Mohawk warrior and an Algonquin Christian mother. When Tekakwitha 
was four years old, her parents and brother died during a smallpox epidemic, 
and Tekakwitha herself  was scarred and partially blinded. After this, it was 
difficult for Tekakwitha to see in the bright light of  the day and often she was 
seen covering herself  with a blanket to protect her eyes from the light. 
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    After her parents’ deaths, she was taken in by her uncle, a Turtle clan 
chief. Though they tried to wed her to a young man at an early age, she 
would hide from her suitors in cornfields and other secret places, wishing 
never to marry. Like her mother before her, she developed an interest in 
Christianity; however, her uncle opposed the religion of  the people who had 
brought smallpox among them.
    They say Tekakwitha was a caring girl, very shy, and hardworking even 
then. At last, one day, through circumstance, she was able to connect with 
the Jesuits and finally received baptism at age twenty on Easter Sunday in 
1676 by a Jesuit father at a nearby spring. It was then she received the name 
“Kateri,” meaning “Catherine.” 
    But Kateri’s uncle was vehemently opposed to Christianity, and she was 
mocked and tormented by the villagers. They refused to call her by her 
name, but referred to her as “Christian” instead. One day, Kateri’s uncle 
sent a man into the longhouse with a hatchet to pretend to kill her. A village 
woman accused Kateri of  sinning with her husband, and told Father de 
Lamberville this. He told Kateri of  the punishments God had awaiting her, 
but she disregarded his words, explaining she had done nothing unvirtuous. 
The villagers accused Kateri of  being a slacker as she did not work on 
Sunday, the Sabbath. They would hide all the food so she would not be able 
to eat, hoping she would leave to work in the fields. The Father instructed 
her that she leave and pray continually. Kateri feared leaving as she knew 
her uncle would not permit it, but at last the opportunity arose and Kateri 
was able to flee north with the companions of  an Indian named Hot Ashes. 
Kateri arrived at the Mission of  Sault in present-day Canada, where she 
would live out the final portion of  her short life. The letter she carried with 
her as an introduction from Father de Lamberville read “I am sending you 
a treasure, guard it well!”
    Kateri arrived in the fall of  1677 and was paired with Anastasia 
Tegonhatsihongo, a Mohawk woman who would act as Kateri’s constant 
teacher. The two were inseparable and Kateri learned quickly and spent 
her days cutting wood and performing other chores while engrossed in 
God.
    Kateri met a woman named Mary Theresa, an Oneida who had been 
married before coming, but as it had not been a marriage of  the church, it was 
not recognized. Mary Theresa and Kateri both wished to live lives without 
marriage, wholly devoted to God. They regretted their prior lives before 
Christianity, and decided the need for penance through self-mortification. 
This was a secret decision, and not one promoted by the religious community 
at large. However, Anastasia had spoken to Kateri about Hell and the need 
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for penance, and so the women embarked on such a program of  their own 
invention.
    The two soon met up with a third Christian woman, Mary Skarichions, 
and the three of  them hoped to begin their own sisterhood on Heron Island, 
but the proposal was refused because of  their youth and the distant location 
from the village.
    Kateri renounced all clothing and ornamentation that she considered 
vanity, such as shell beads and beautiful blankets. Some of  the austerities 
Kateri practiced included walking slowly on the jagged ice of  the pond, and 

This sacred spring was the site of  Kateri’s baptism in 1676. Courtesy of  the author.
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A wooden statue of  the Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha inside her shrine. Courtesy of  the author.
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whipping herself  with willow shoots. She would walk barefoot in knee-deep 
snow, and also wore a belt with iron spikes while she carried wood. She 
burned her legs with wood, and burned her feet with hot coals between her 
toes while saying the Hail Mary. She would eat sagamite with ashes during 
Lent. Mary and Kateri would go into the chapel alone, secure the door 
and whip each other until their shoulders were bloody, so great was their 
regret of  their former Indian ways. They also practiced these devotions at 
an empty Frenchman’s home in the middle of  a cemetery. Sometimes, while 
being whipped, Kateri would say, “My Jesus, I must suffer with you. I love 
you, but I have offended you. It is to satisfy your justice I am here. Discharge, 
my God, on me your anger.”
    At last, Kateri fell very ill, and Mary went with Kateri’s consent to Father 
Cholenec to confess their self-mortification. He was surprised and suggested 
that they had acted imprudently. She begged the Father to allow them to 
continue some penance and he allowed a few smaller austerities. Though 
ill, Kateri asked to fast during Holy Week. She slept on thorns to remind 
her of  the Passion of  the Lord, and died on the third day, weakened by the 
thorns, the fasting and her childhood smallpox, most likely. With Kateri’s 
final breaths she uttered the words, “Jesus, Mary, I love you.” Fifteen minutes 
after her death, the horrible scars left by smallpox in her youth vanished from 
her face, leaving it beautiful and unscarred. Kateri died at the young age of  
twenty-four years on Wednesday of  Holy Week in the year 1680. Her death 
was witnessed by two Jesuits and a roomful of  Indians who attended her 
bedside in her final moments. Following her death, many people reported 
cures and miracles.
    Fifty years after Kateri passed on, an Indian convent was formed in 
Mexico, where the nuns prayed daily for Kateri to receive sainthood. These 
prayers are recited still.
    Kateri Tekakwitha is known as the “Lily of  the Mohawks,” “the Genevieve 
of  New France,” “the Mohawk Maiden,” “the Pure and Tender Lily” and 
“the Fairest Flower among True Men.” She was beatified on June 22, 1980, 
by Pope John Paul II. Her attributes are the lily and the turtle as she was a 
member of  the Turtle clan. She is a patron of  ecology, and her feast date is 
June 14 in the United States. When she achieves sainthood, she will be the 
first Native American to do so.
    The Mohawk village of  Caughnawaga (meaning “by the rapids”), situated 
near the holy spring in which Kateri was baptized, is located at the site of  the 
Kateri Shrine in Fonda. It is considered the best-preserved Mohawk village 
of  its time. The shrine, maintained by Franciscan friars, is opened to the 
public part of  the year when visitors are invited to visit the girlhood home 
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A statue of  the Blessed Kateri in front 
of  the Shrine of  Our Lady of  Martyrs. 
This site’s location was the village where 
Kateri Tekakwitha was born. Courtesy of  
the author.

This site is on the property of  the National Kateri Shrine in Fonda. The stakes indicate 
the locations of  the longhouses in what is known as the Caughnawaga Castle Site, an 
archaeological Iroquois village that was thought to have existed at this location between 1666 
and 1693. The cement posts indicate the corners of  the wood wall surrounding the village. It 
is on the National Register of  Historic Places. Courtesy of  the author.
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of  the Blessed Kateri. Many have been cured by the water of  the well, and 
through Blessed Kateri’s intercession.

The Martyrdom of Three Jesuits

Back when this area was known as New France, the Jesuits began a campaign 
to Christianize the natives. The Jesuits attempted to convert the Hurons 
because they were closest to the Quebec base of  the Jesuits, and not as 
itinerant as the Algonquins. It was considered easier to learn their language 
and ways. The Iroquois, particularly the Mohawks, were frequently warring 
with these more northern tribes, and were particularly dreaded by natives 
and French alike.
    The works of  the Jesuits in New France are well-known since they were 
recorded in The Jesuit Relations. These reports spanned seventy-three volumes 
and were published and sold in France to raise money to support the Jesuit 
missionary works and to excite interest in their works by wealthy Parisians 
who might donate money to the Jesuit cause. The Jesuit Relations were 
eagerly read by many who awaited the latest news from the New World. 
But despite the diligent efforts of  the missionaries, their conversion rate was 
extremely low. Often the Indians would only allow themselves to be baptized 
on their deathbeds, and this did not help toward the building of  a vibrant 
congregation of  converts. Often the blackrobes, as they were called, were 
thought to be sorcerers who demonstrated strange talents such as predicting 
celestial events and carried mysterious objects such as compasses and clocks, 
which were thought to be alive. They used writing and could repeat what 
a person said days after an event. However, the strongest reason for the 
aversion to the blackrobes appears to have been the spread of  disease that 
seemed to follow them yet did not always seem to affect them. This, the 
bringing of  disease to native peoples, was the most damning evidence of  
sorcery and often left them disliked and distrusted.
    In all, there were eight North American Jesuit martyrs, three of  which 
were martyred here in Central New York. These three martyrs, now sainted, 
are Jean de la Lande, Isaac Joques and René Goupil.
    Father Isaac Joques arrived in September of  1636 at the Huron village 
of  Ossossané. He was a redheaded man with a beard, born of  a wealthy 
family, and had surgical skills and so was of  particular value in the untamed 
wilderness. The Huron named him “Ondessonk,” meaning “bird of  prey.” 
Disease soon swept the village, this time including the blackrobes, so charges 
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