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The words of the early American Indian about nature
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Chief Luther Standing Bear, of the Oglala band of Sioux:

We did not think of the great open plains, the beautiful rolling hills, and winding streams with
tangled growth, as "wild." Only to the white man was nature a "wilderness" and only to him was
the land "infested" with "wild" animals and "savage" people. To us it was tame. Earth was bountiful
and we were surrounded with the blessings of the Great Mystery. Not until the hairy man from the
east came and with brutal frenzy heaped injustices upon us and the families we loved was it "wild"
for us. When the very animals of the forest began fleeing from his approach, then it was that for us
the "Wild West" began.

from Land of the Spotted Eagle (Standing Bear)

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

Wherever the Lakota went, he was with Mother Earth. No matter where he roamed by day or
slept by night, he was safe with her. This thought comforted and sustained the Lakota and he was
eternally filled with gratitude.

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

Kinship with all creatures of the earth, sky, and water was a real and active principle. For the
animal and bird world there existed a brotherly feeling that kept the Lakota safe among them. And
so close did some of the Lakotas come to their feathered and furred friends that in true
brotherhood they spoke a common tongue.

The animal had rights--the right of man's protection, the right to live, the right to multiply, the right
to freedom, and the right to man's indebtedness--and in recognition of these rights the Lakota
never enslaved the animal, and spared all life that was not needed for food and clothing.

This concept of life was humanizing and gave to the Lakota an abiding love. It filled his being with
the joy and mystery of things; it gave him reverence for all life; it made a place for all things in the
scheme of existence with equal importance to all. The Lakota could despise no creature, for all
were of one blood, made by the same hand, and filled with the essence of the Great Mystery...

The old people told us to heed wa maka skan, which were the, 'moving things of the earth.' This
meant, of course, the animals that lived and moved about, and the stories they told us of wa maka
skan increased our interest and delight. The wolf, duck, eagle, hawk, spider, bear, and other
creatures, had marvelous powers, and each one was useful and helpful to us. Then there were the
warriors who lived in the sky and dashed about on spirited horses during a thunder storm, their
lances clashing with the thunder and glittering with the lightning. There was wiwila, the living spirit
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of the spring, and the stones that flew like a bird and talked like a man. Everything was possessed
of a personality, only differing with us in form. Knowledge was inherent in all things. The world
was a library and its books were the stones, leaves, grass, brooks, and the birds and animals that
shared, alike with us, the storms and blessings of earth. We learned to do what only the student
of nature ever learns, and that was to feel beauty...Bright days and dark days were both
expressions of the Great Mystery, and the Indian reveled in being close to the Big Holy.

Geronimo (Apache)

We are vanishing from the earth, yet | cannot think we are useless or Usen would not have
created us...

For each tribe of men Usen created, He also made a home. In the land created for any particular
tribe He placed whatever would be best for the welfare of that tribe.

When Usen created the Apaches He also created their homes in the West. He gave them such
grain, fruits, and game as they needed to eat. To restore their health when disease attacked them
He taught them where to find these herbs, and how to prepare them for medicine. He gave them
a pleasant climate and all they needed for clothing and shelter was at hand.

Thus it was in the beginning: the Apaches and their homes each created for the other by Usen
himself. When they are taken from these homes they sicken and die. How long will it be until it is
said there are no Apaches?

Prayer by Black Elk delivered from Harney Peak in the Black Hills, 1931.

Hey-a-a-hey! Hey-a-a-hey! Hey-a-a-hey! Grandfather, Great Spirit, once more behold me on earth
and lean to hear my feeble voice. You lived first, and you are older than all need, older than all
prayer. All things belong to you--the two-leggeds, the four-leggeds, the wings of the air and all
green things that live. You have set the powers of the four quarters to cross each other. The good
road and the road of difficulties you have made to cross; and where they cross, the place is holy.
Day in and day out, forever, you are the life of things...

You have said to me, when | was still young and could hope, that in difficulty | should send a
voice four times, once for each quarter of the earth...

Today | send a voice for a people in despair. From the west, you have given me the cup of living
water and the sacred bow, the power to make live and to destroy. You have given me a sacred
wind and the herb from where the white giant lives--the cleansing power and the healing. The
daybreak str and the pipe, you have given from the east; and from the south, the nations' sacred
hoop and the tree that was to bloom. To the center of the world you have taken me and showed
the goodness and beauty and the strangeness of the greening earth, the only mother--and there
the spirit shapes of things, as they should be, you have shown to me and | have seen. At the
center of this sacred hoop you have said that | should make the tree to bloom. With tears running,
O Great Spirit, Great Spirit, my Grandfather--with running tears | must say that the tree has never
bloomed. A pitiful old man, you see me here, and | have fallen away and have done nothing. Here
at the center of the world, where you took me when | was young and taught; here, old, | stand,
and the tree is withered, Grandfather, my Grandfather! Again, and maybe the last time on this
earth, | recall the great vision you sent me. It may be that some little root of the sacred tree still
lives. Nourish it then, that it may leaf and bloom and fill with singing birds.

Hear me, not for myself, but for my people; | am old. Hear me that they may once more go back
into the sacred hoop and find the good red road, the shielding tree! In sorrow | am sending a
feeble voice, O Six Powers of the World. Hear me in my sorrow, for | may never call again. O
make my people live!
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