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This is one of a series of stories called The Land of the
Buffaloes about people who live in a North American Indian camp in
the 19th century. To give a flavour of the culture, I have
sprinkled the story with a few Sioux (Sue) words and so as not to
confuse the reader I have put in brackets an easy way of saying
them and their English meaning.

 

The native Indian people known as the Sioux (Sue) call
themselves Lakota (La-coat-a), Nakota (Na-coat-a) or Dakota
(Da-coat-a), meaning "friends, allies". They lived on the Great
Plains, an area stretching across what is now called Wyoming,
Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota, Iowa and Nebraska.
The people in this story are Lakota, the biggest and most westerly
tribe of the Sioux.

 

Here are some of the Lakota (La-coat-a) words and terms used in
the story and their English meanings:

Winters - Lakota term for years

Mato (ma-doe) - bear

Moccasins - shoes made of animal skin

Tunkasila (ton-car-shil-ar) - grandfather

Hoka he (hoe-ka hay) - warrior cry meaning let’s get going

Wakan Tanka (Wack-an Tank-a) - Great Spirit

Tipi (tea-pea) - house

Wakinyan (wack-ee-yan) - thunderbird

 

Many, many winters ago, there were no stores like there are
today for sick people to buy a quick remedy or pick-me-up
across the counter. The Lakota (La-coat-a) people’s health was in
their own hands.

 

Herbs and roots were very important to the people who lived in
the Land of the Buffaloes. They gathered the plants so
their Medicine Man, Buffalo That Sleeps, could use them to cure
many illnesses.

 

On the day this story begins the sun shone like a big yellow
ball in a blue sky dotted with white fluffy clouds. It was perfect
for looking for medicine plants. Many people from the village were
going.  

 

But one boy did not want to go. Instead Hopping Bird wanted to
practice with his bow and arrow so he could become the best hunter
in the tribe. Then perhaps he would be given a new name.

 

"Father said if I practice very hard I can go on the buffalo
hunt next year," he told his mother Blue Dove.

 

"Gathering herbs and roots is as important as putting meat in
the pot," she said. "Without medicine plants Buffalo That Sleeps
cannot make our sick people well. Our survival depends on everyone
helping."

 

The people set off as the sun continued to climb in an endless
sky. Men, women and laughing children hunted along the banks of the
winding stream and in the meadow. ﻿Hopping Bird could not see
his friend Little Tree. Had Little Tree sneaked off without
him?

 

"He has the tooth sickness," Blue Dove said when he demanded to
know why his friend was missing. "Help him by finding the toothache
plant."

 

Reluctantly Hopping Bird set off with his family. The meadow was
filled with the sweet smell of flowers and the hum of bees. On the
far side a pine-covered hill rose gently towards the blue and white
sky.

 

"Don’t go into the woods," Blue Dove warned Hopping Bird and his
sister Morning Star. "Yesterday your father saw the tracks of mato
(ma-doe) (bear)."

 

Soon Hopping Bird became bored. Longingly he looked at the woods
where there would be lots of rabbits and squirrels to shoot at.

 

There were so many people looking for plants no-one would miss
him. He’d fallen behind everyone, their voices and laughter were
getting fainter and fainter. Hopping Bird made his mind up and
before anyone turned around, he ran, like a flash of lightning,
into the woods.

 

He’d only gone a few steps when the tall trees blocked out the
sun. A white mist swirled just above the ground snaking its way in
between the thick dark trunks and tangled bushes. His feet, cosy
warm in his moccasins made by his mother, had disappeared into the
mist, which grasped his ankles like cold, wet hands.

 

Hopping Bird thought about what his mother had said about mato
and a shiver ran down his back like the icy breath of the cold
North wind.

 

"I’m not afraid of Old Mato," he said, squaring his shoulders.
Besides he had brought his bow and arrows with him. He gave the
bow, slung over his shoulder, a reassuring pat.

 

As he walked deeper into the woods, the mist began to disappear.
Suddenly a rabbit flashed from a bush and sat quivering on a log.
Eagerly Hopping Bird took his bow from his shoulder. He strung the
bow, pulled back as far as he could, took aim and fired. But the
rabbit ducked out of sight. The wooden arrow with its blunted point
bounced harmlessly off a tree trunk.

 

Hopping Bird stamped his foot. He never missed. Something must
have startled the rabbit. Close by he heard the snap of dry
twigs.

 

Suddenly Mato crashed through the trees. Hopping Bird quivered
like the rabbit, knowing it was useless to run. Tunkasila
(ton-car-shil-ar) (grandfather) had told him that mato can run as
fast as the swiftest horse.

 

Mato reared up on his hind legs and roared. Hopping Bird’s heart
beat louder than a hundred drums. Quickly he wrapped his arms
around the nearest tree trunk. Digging his moccasined feet into the
bark, he shimmied up.

 

In three bounds, mato was at the foot of the tree. He clawed
angrily at the bark, tearing huge pieces off with his knife-like
claws.

 

From a high branch, Hopping Bird laughed to see mato gnashing
his jaws.

 

"Mato, hear me," he shouted down. "Hopping Bird is not afraid of
you. With the cunning of my brother the fox, I have escaped."

 

Then he remembered Tunkasila’s words and a laugh choked in his
throat. "Mato is a skilful climber," his grandfather had told
him.

 

To his horror, he saw mato start to climb the tree after him.
Hopping Bird scrambled from limb to limb, higher and higher. He
scratched his skin. Blood streamed down his bare arms and legs.

 

Soon he came to the top branch. He was trapped. Through the
branches he could feel mato’s hot, horrible breath.

 

"If I am to die, it will be like a warrior, not like a trapped
frightened bird," he cried.

 

He slotted an arrow into his bow. The end was blunted for
practice. How he wished he had arrows like his father, as sharp as
mato’s claws.

 

"Hoka he (hoe-ka hay) (let’s get going)." Hopping Bird gave the
warrior’s cry. He fired. The blunt arrow bounced harmlessly off
mato’s thick furry shoulder.

 

Mato growled and before the arrow fell to the ground, Hopping
Bird fired off another, then another.

 

Growing angrier, mato slashed out with his claws. Hopping Bird
kept firing until his quiver was empty.

 

Soon mato would be upon him. Hopping Bird cried out to Wakan
Tanka (Wack-an Tank-a) (Great Spirit) for help.

 

A loud crack of thunder rocked the tree followed by a flash of
lightning. There was a loud beating of wings and something sharp
sank into Hopping Bird’s shoulders. A heartbeat later he was
soaring through the air, high above the tree tops.

 

A huge claw gripped each of his shoulders. Looking up, Hopping
Bird saw that a giant winged creature had him in its grasp.
Frantically he struggled to get free. Then he realised if the
creature dropped him he would plunge to the ground and smash into a
hundred pieces. Immediately he stopped wriggling.

 

The bird made no sound but Hopping Bird sensed it was talking to
him. "Don' be afraid Hold on. You will be safe," it said.

 

The bird flew over hills and valleys leaving Hopping Bird’s
village far behind. At last it landed and put Hopping Bird down in
a meadow of long waving grass and pink flowers.

 

Hopping Bird watched the giant bird fly away. Then he set off on
the long walk home. But not before picking a bunch of the pink
flowers. He knew his mother would be mad. Maybe his present would
soften her tongue.

 

It was hours later and growing dark when he made it back to his
village. His parents were sick with worry that mato had eaten him.
When he told them about the giant bird, his mother’s eyes grew as
big as the owl that sits in the tree above their tipi (tea-pea)
(house) and hoots all night.

 

"Wakinyan (wack-ee-yan) (thunder bird) saved you," his father
Red Thunder said. "The giant bird is sent by the Thunder Beings to
protect our people. The beat of his wings causes the thunder and
bolts of lightning flash from his eye."

 

In all the excitement Hopping Bird forgot about the pink
flowers. When he gave them to his mother, she gave him a big hug
and smiled.

 

"You were the only one to find the toothache plant," she told
him. "When Little Tree chews the root, the tooth sickness will go
away."

 

Everyone in the village had been searching for Hopping Bird.
They were so glad to have him back safe and well that a feast was
held. Everyone put on their best clothes and there was much
singing, dancing and blowing of eagle whistles.

 

Hopping Bird was invited to every campfire to tell his story.
The people laughed when they heard his adventure and offered
prayers of thank you for his safe return. By the end of the night,
Hopping Bird had talked so much his throat was sore.

 

But it was all worth it. For in honour of his escape from mato
he was being given a new name.

 

He was named Hopping Bird after the bird that was outside the
tipi when he was born. But he had never liked it. Now he walked
with his head held high, bursting with pride as a crier went
through the village announcing that in future Hopping Bird would be
known as *.

* can you come up with a new name for Hopping Bird?
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