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This is the story of Sinopah, a Blackfoot Native American 
boy, he who afterward became the great Chief Pitamakan, or as 
we say, the Running Eagle. I knew Pitamakan well, also his white 
friend and partner in many adventures, Thomas Fox. Both were 
my friends; they talked to me much about their boyhood days, 
so you may know that this is a true story.

It was a great many years ago in the time of the buffalo that 
Sinopah was born, and it was on a warm, sunny day in June 
that he first saw the light of the sun to which he was afterward 
to make many a prayer. The great camp of the Blackfeet was 
pitched on the Two Medicine River, one of the prettiest streams 
in all Montana. Only a few miles to the west of the camp, the 
sharp peaks of the Rocky Mountains rose for thousands of feet 
into the clear blue air. To the north and south and east, the 
great plains stretched away to the very edge of the horizon, and 
they were now green with the fresh grasses of spring. The mile-
wide valley of the Two Medicine lay like a great gash in the 
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Sinopah

plain and several hundred feet below it. Along the shores of the 
stream, there was a belt of timber: big cottonwood trees with 
bunches of willow, serviceberry, and rose brush growing under 
them. Elsewhere, the wide, level bottoms were splotched with 
the green of lowland grass and the pale silver-green of sweet 
sage. Thousands of horses grazed on these bottoms and out on 
the near plains; the Blackfeet had so many animals that they 
could not count them all in a week’s time. There were more 
than five hundred lodges, or wigwams, in the camp, and they 
were strung along the bottom just outside of the timber belt for 
several miles. Each lodge was the home of one or two families, 
the average being eight persons to the lodge, so there were 
about four thousand people in this one camp of the three tribes 
of the Blackfeet Nation.

Those were wild days in which Sinopah was born. Fort 
Benton, owned by the American Fur Company, was the only 
white settlement in all Montana. The Blackfeet owned all of the 
country from the Saskatchewan River in Canada, south to the 
Yellowstone River, and from the Rocky Mountains eastward for 
more than three hundred miles. The plains were covered with 
buffalo and antelope; in the mountains and along the rivers 
were countless numbers of elk, deer, bighorn, moose, black and 
grizzly bears, wolves, and many smaller animals. So it was that 
the Blackfeet were very rich. They always had plenty of meat 
and berries, soft robes and furs, and with their many horses, 
they roamed about on their great plains and hunted and were 
happy.

Usually the birth of a child in the great camp was hardly 
mentioned, but on this June morning, the news spread quickly 
from one end to the other of it that, in the lodge of White Wolf, 
there was a baby boy. There was much talk about it because 
White Wolf was a great chief, and it was well known that he had 
long wanted a son. Everybody now said that the gods had been 
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Sinopah Gets His Name

good and had given him his wish. All that day, the medicine 
men and warriors kept going to his lodge to say how pleased 
they were that this had come to him.

The chief ’s lodge was a very large one. It was made of twenty 
cow buffalo skins that had been tanned into soft leather, cut to 
the right shape, and sewed together with sinew thread. This, 
the lodge skin, as it was called, was stretched over twenty-four 
long, tough, and slender pine poles set in the shape of a cone. 
The lower edge, or skirt of the skin did not touch the ground 
by a space of something like four inches. But inside, there was 
a lining of leather weighted to the ground by the couches and 
sacks of household property and extending upward for five or 
six feet. Thus, between this lining and the outer lodge skin, 
there was a space of the thickness of the lodge poles, and this 
was the draft flue. The cold air rushed up through it and out of 
the open top of the lodge, carrying with it the smoke from the 
fire. There were two large wings, or “ears,” at the top of the skin, 
held stretched out by two long poles. These were shifted one 
way or another to protect the opening from the wind, and so 
the lodge was always free from smoke. The skin was waterproof; 
the lining kept the wind out; and so, even in the coldest winter 
weather, a very small fire in the center of the lodge made the 
people very comfortable. At night, when the fire died out, they 
lay in their warm beds of buffalo robes and slept just as well as 
you do in your warm home.

It was in the afternoon that Wesley Fox, a great man of 
the American Fur Company and uncle of Thomas Fox, came 
to White Wolf ’s lodge. A number of warriors coming out of it 
greeted him pleasantly. He waited until they had passed, then 
raised the curtain of the little oblong doorway and stepped 
inside. “Ok-yi!” (Welcome!) said White Wolf, and he motioned 
him to a place on his right, which was the seat for honored 
guests. The chief ’s face was all smiles. He rubbed his hands 
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together, then spatted them, and said, in his own language, of 
course, “White brother mine, this is the happiest day of my 
life. I have a son. Look now, what a fine one he is, how big for 
one born this day as the sun was coming up. We are going to 
name him right away, and I ask you to stay and take part in the 
naming feast.”

Wesley Fox was already looking at the child or, rather, at 
his head, which was all of it that could be seen. It was wrapped 
around and around, arms and all, in several bandages of soft 
cloth and then laced into a cradle, the back of which was a 
piece of rough-hewn board. The lacings held the roll of him flat 
against it; he could not move hand or foot or his head either, 
except for an inch or two to the right or left. Altogether, in his 
odd wrappings and lacings, he looked like a little mummy from 
the tombs of the Egyptian kings. The cradle was propped up 
at the foot of his mother’s couch so that he rested in an almost 
upright position. The mother, half sitting up against a willow 
slat backrest, gazed across the length of the couch at the round 
little face, and there was a world of love shining in her big dark 
eyes.

The baby’s face, as well as his short, thin hair, was of a red-
bronze color. He had a funny, tender little mouth, and his eyes 
were very bright. All at once, he began to pucker his mouth and 
make a strange little cry.

“There, there, mother!” the chief said anxiously, “It is 
crying; maybe it is sick. Oh, what if it should get real sick and 
die? Do something at once for it, woman. If you don’t know 
what to do, I’ll get some wise old women to come in.”

“There is nothing wrong with it. All babies cry a little,” said 
the mother. And raising herself, she caught hold of the bottom 
of the cradle and drew it to her. There was no more crying, and 
the chief was happy again.

Presently an old, old medicine man, or sun priest, came 
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in, followed by a number of warriors and women, all of them 
relatives of White Wolf or of his wife. They were made welcome, 
and filling and lighting his great stone pipe, the chief passed 
it to the man nearest him, and then it went clear around the 
circle, each one of the guests taking a few whiffs of smoke.

After the smoke, several women of the lodge passed around 
the feast, giving to each guest a wooden dish containing broiled 
buffalo tongue, dried camas root, and fresh, puckery berries of 
the red willow. There was much talk and laughter. The women 
passed the baby from one to another, kissing him, saying how 
much he looked like his father, and talking foolish little words 
to him.

The feast was soon over. No one was really hungry, and only 
a very small portion of the food was eaten. The old medicine 
man, I-kus-kin-i, or Low Horn, by name, had brought his own 
pipe and now filled and lighted it and passed it around. He 
knew why he had been invited to the lodge, but for all that, it 
was White Wolf ’s duty to tell the reason for the gathering of 
relatives, and so the chief made a little speech.

“Relatives and friends,” he said, “soon after the sun came 
in sight this morning, he looked down and saw my newborn 
boy. Before he goes out of sight to his lodge tonight, I think 
it right that he should know the newborn’s name. So it is that 
I have asked you all to gather here. I call upon our old friend 
Low Horn to say what the name shall be, and I now make him 
a small present: Low Horn, in my band of horses grazing out 
yonder on the plain is a certain four-year-old black-and-white 
pinto. I give him to you. A white three-year-old, a roan four-
year-old with a split ear, and a gray five-year-old, well broken 
and a swift buffalo runner, I also give you. Let us hear the name.”

“Yes, yes!” everyone exclaimed. “Let us hear the name, oh 
wise one.”

There followed a long silence. The old medicine man 
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sat bowed over in deep thought. In his hands was a small 
buckskin sack ornamented with bands of colored porcupine 
quill embroidery. Presently he laid the sack on the ground, 
straightened up, and said:

“We all know that the naming of a newborn boy is an 
important matter. Some names bring good luck; some bring 
bad luck. I am going to try hard to give this little one a name 
that will please the gods and cause them to favor him.

“Listen! It was long ago in my young days. One winter day, 
I took my bow and arrows and walked up on the plain to hunt 
buffalo. I saw a large band of them on some far hills and started 
out that way toward them. The day was cloudy, and before I 
left camp, people were saying that more snow was about to fall. 
After sighting the buffalo, I hoped that a storm would come, 
for in the thick of it, the animals would be easily approached. I 
walked on and on as fast as I could, for the herd was a long way 
off. When I was out in the middle of the great plain, Cold Maker 
suddenly came out of the north. As always, he hid himself in the 
thick snowfall, which he drove in all directions with fierce cold 
winds. No one has ever seen the shape of him because of that. 
The stinging snow beat against my face, then at my back, then 
swirled around and around me. I could not see the distance of 
twenty steps in any direction and knew not which way was the 
river and camp. I was lost and beginning to freeze. I prayed the 
gods to have pity, in some way to show me the way to the river.

“Then out of the awful swirling and drifting snow came 
a little creature with head down and drooping tail. It was a 
Sinopah (the swift, or kit fox, of the Northwestern plains).

“It passed close to me, showing no fear, just looking up 
once at me, its black eyes shining strangely deep down in its 
snow-caked hair. ‘Oh, little brother,’ I cried, ‘you are going 
to the sheltering timber of the river. Do not haste; guide me 
thither, else I die.’
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“Sinopah was almost out of sight then, although so near. 
But when I asked for his help, he stopped and looked back 
as if waiting for me. I walked toward him as fast as I could, 
holding my robe close against my face so as to shield it from 
the stinging snow. Sinopah waited until I was within ten steps 
of him, then pushed sidling on against the drift until nearly 
out of sight again when he stopped as before as if waiting. And 
so we went on and on. Sometimes the wind was in my face, 
sometimes beating against my side or back, but I knew that 
that was a trick of Cold Maker. He wanted to confuse me, to 
make me think that I was going now in one direction, and again 
turning another way. He wanted me to go around and around 
in a circle until he could kill me with his freezing winds.

“Through it all I had faith. I believed that the gods had 
heard my prayers, that Sinopah had been sent by them to save 
me. Sometimes, when it seemed as if he certainly had turned 
and was going straight back the way we had come, doubts for a 
moment filled my mind, but I thrust them out. The cold grew 
more and more bitter; the snow rushed and whirled into deeper 
and deeper drifts. I became weary; I wanted to lie down and 
sleep; and at the last it was all I could do to struggle on. I could 
not have traveled much farther when suddenly we began to 
descend a steep hill, and I knew that we were leaving the plain 
and going down into the river valley. It was so. We soon got 
to the bottom and went on through the tall sagebrush of the 
lowlands. And then, seemingly very far off, but really only a 
few steps distant, the naked branches of cottonwoods appeared 
in the thick, driving snow, and I could hear the wind crying 
through them. I hastened then as fast as I could and soon stood 
in the shelter of the timber bordering the river. Right in front 
of me was a dead, bent old tree that I remembered having seen 
before; the camp was just a little way up from it. ‘Little brother,’ 
I cried, ‘you have saved me.’
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“But Sinopah was gone. I could not see him anywhere 
about. I went on and soon came to the camp and to my own 
lodge. I was saved. Sinopah had led me straight home. There 
and then I made a vow: ever afterward when passing the dens 
of the Sinopahs, if I had meat, I dropped a piece of it for them 
and their young.”

“Ah, hah, hai!” all the guests exclaimed. “How wonderful. 
Great medicine was Sinopah.”

“Pass me the newborn one,” said Low Horn.
A woman placed the laced little form in his hands, and 

he looked long and kindly down at the round, smooth face. 
Then, taking sacred dull-red paint from a little buckskin sack, 
he carefully rubbed it on the baby’s forehead, nose, cheeks, and 
chin. Lastly, he held the child’s face upward toward the sun and 
said: “Oh all-powerful Sun and you, Nap-i (Old Man), Maker of 
the World, behold, I have painted the newborn one with your 
own sacred color, and now I name him. I give him a name for 
his young days, a name to last until he becomes a warrior and 
makes a name for himself. I call him Sinopah.

“Have pity on Sinopah, oh you great ones. Make him grow 
up strong and brave; fill his heart with love for father and 
mother, and kind feeling for all our people. Give him long life, 
oh Maker of the World and you, wonderful Maker of the Days. 
Have pity on us all—men, women, and children. Give us all 
long life. I have said.”

“Ai! Ai! You gods, have pity on us,” all the guests cried, and 
at that, they all arose and went their ways. The boy was named.
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All summer long and all through the many moons of winter, 
the little Sinopah remained laced against his cradle board the 
greater part of the time. The object in keeping him in such a 
position was so to shape the bones of his body that he would 
grow straight as an arrow, instead of round-shouldered and 
bent. The close confinement in the cradle did not hurt him at 
all, but sometimes the one position grew irksome and the baby 
fretted. Then the mother would take him out of the cradle and 
let him roll naked on her couch until he tired and fell asleep, 
when back he would be put against the cradle board.

When summer came again, Sinopah was a year old, and 
from that moon of his first birthday, he spent less and less 
time in the cradle and more and more time creeping about on 
his mother’s couch or near her out on the clean, short grass. 
Then, along in the autumn after many attempts, he toddled 
on uncertain legs from his mother’s to his father’s knee as the 
two sat a few feet apart in the lodge. That was a great day for 
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White Wolf. Straightway he gave a feast and summoned all the 
relatives that they too might see his young son walk. Uncles and 
aunts, they all loved the child and were proud of him, and his 
old gray-headed grandfather, Mik-sik-um, or Red Crane, was 
his almost constant companion as soon as he began to creep.

On this day, the little fellow wore for the first time the suit 
of war clothes his mother had been long in making. The clean, 
white, fringed buckskin shirt blazed with bright embroidery 
work of dyed porcupine quills. The breechclout of red cloth 
was held in place with a beaded belt. The fringed buckskin 
leggings were painted with small diagonal stripes of yellow and 
red ocher. The dainty little moccasins were embroidered with 
a solid mass of fine, glittering beads in the symbol of the sun. 
Very quaint and brave he looked in all his finery, and his infant 
mind and eyes were pleased with it all. He crowed and gurgled 
and laughed and, with many a fall between, went from one to 
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another of the admiring circle of guests.
Once he fell and struck his head against his father’s tobacco 

board. All present there held their breath, anxiously watching 
to see what he would do. But he did not cry; he sat up quickly, 
made a wry face, rubbed the bruised spot for a moment, then 
got up and lurched onto his mother’s arms.

“Oh-ho-hai!” everyone exclaimed, clapping hand to 
mouth. “He heeds not pain; he perseveres; he will become a 
great warrior.”

“I give him a yellow pinto mare and a brown mare,” cried 
an uncle. “White Wolf, come and get them out of my band 
tomorrow and put them with your herd.”

Then up spoke one after another of the guests, each 
making a present of one or more animals. In a few minutes, 
the little Sinopah became the owner of thirty-five good young 
mares.  

“Oh-ho-hai!” the old grandfather quavered, joyfully 
smiling and rubbing his wrinkled hands together. “Think of the 
colts that will be coming every spring. Before ever Sinopah is 
able to go to war, he will be rich.”

Up to this time, Sinopah had been bathed in tepid water in 
the lodge. His father now took him in hand, and upon arising 
every morning, carried him to the river for a quick dip in 
the cold water. It was cold, the autumn frosts having already 
begun, but though the little fellow’s tender flesh shrank from 
contact with it and he gasped, never a cry came from his firm-
set lips. Day after day, the weather grew colder. Winter came, 
and the streams and lakes froze over, but the morning bath was 
continued just the same, holes frequently having to be chopped 
in the ice in order to get into the water. And no matter how cold 
it was, Sinopah went naked in his father’s arms from the warm 
bed out on the snapping, groaning river ice and into the water 
without a murmur. Afterward, following a rub before the fire, 
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he felt so strong and lively that he couldn’t sit still a minute, 
and while his mother cooked the morning meal, White Wolf 
sat on watch to keep him from tumbling into the fire. The early 
morning bath was taken by all the Blackfeet, young and old, 
every day in the year. They believed that it enabled them to 
hunt on the plains in the very coldest weather without freezing, 
and they were right. I have seen them cutting up game with 
bare hands when the weather was so cold that I did not dare 
take off my gloves for even a moment, and yet not even their 
fingertips were nipped by the cruel frost.

Sinopah had no other food than his mother’s milk until his 
teeth were well grown. After that time, he lived almost entirely 
on the meat of buffalo and other game with sometimes a few 
berries and roots, fresh or dried. Fat buffalo meat was very 
nourishing. The women broiled or boiled it, and when great 
quantities of it were brought in by the hunters, they cut it into 
thin sheets and dried it in the sun for future use. Sometimes 
they pounded the dried meat into particles as fine as meal and 
made pemmican of it. This was done by mixing the pounded 
meat with marrow grease, that is, grease taken from the bones 
of the animals. When mixed, the stuff was put into bags 
of freshly killed hide, and then the mouths of the bags were 
sewed up. As the hide became dry, it shrank tightly around the 
pemmican and made a very solid and heavy package. One of 
these, not larger than a half-bushel measure, weighed more 
than a hundred pounds. The grease preserved the meat, and 
the hide pretty well kept the air from it. The mixture was always 
sweet and good for many months and was so very rich that a 
half pound of it was enough for a meal for a big hungry man. 
All the Blackfeet women kept a supply of pemmican constantly 
on hand. It was considered a great delicacy and was most often 
used for a part of a feast or gathering of the people.

When Sinopah was three years old, his father brought him 
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one day a fuzzy gray-haired animal that he had captured out on 
the plains. It was a swift, or kit fox, not more than a month old. 
“There, my son, is a pet for you,” he said, “and now we have two 
Sinopah young ones in this lodge—one with two legs and one 
with four.”

Sinopah was not old enough to understand that, but he 
reached out for the funny little animal and held it tight to his 
breast. It did not offer to bite him and was still too small to have 
any fear of man. It did fear the dogs at first but soon became 
accustomed to them. Sinopah’s mother fed it all the meat it 
could eat every day, and it became very tame and playful. It 
loved the boy best of all the people in the lodge and always 
slept beside him at night, curling up in a little fluffy ball on 
the pillow. It never made any noise during the daytime, but at 
night, if alarmed by anything, it would rouse up and bark in the 
oddest kind of a way. The noise it made was very hoarse and 
rasping and muffled as if it were trying to bark with its mouth 
full of food.

White Wolf owned several hundred horses. They were 
allowed to graze out on the plains during the daytime, but at 
sundown, they were all driven into camp, and the leaders of 
the herd and the valuable buffalo runners and warhorses were 
picketed close to the lodge to prevent the enemy stealing them. 
The Blackfeet were always at war with the Sioux, Crows, Crees, 
and other tribes, and parties of these warriors were always 
prowling around.

One bright moonlit night, after the fire had died out and 
everyone was sound asleep, the little fox gave a couple of hoarse, 
low growls that awakened Sinopah’s mother. The moonlight 
was streaming straight down through the smoke hole of the 
lodge, making everything inside as plain as day, and she could 
see the little fellow sniffing the air with its slender, keen black 
nose and working its big, long ears nervously as it cocked its 
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head to one side and another, listening intently. “What hear 
you, little wise one? What is it outside, oh keen smeller?” she 
whispered, reaching over and patting him on the back.

Her caressing hand gave him courage; he got up and 
sneaked out of the lodge, crouching so close to the ground that 
his belly fairly touched it. The lodge skin was always kept raised 
a few inches at one side of the doorway so he could go and come 
whenever he chose to. This time, he was gone no more than a 
minute. Back he came on the run, barking hoarsely, all his fur 
stiff on end, and climbed onto the couch, snuggling close to his 
best friend, Sinopah.

“Wake up! Wake up!” the mother whispered, bending over 
White Wolf and shaking him. “Awake! The little fox has been 
outside and has returned terribly scared.”

No sooner were the words spoken than White Wolf was 
out of bed and making for the doorway of the lodge with gun 
in hand. Kneeling down, he drew the curtain slowly aside and 
looked out. Not ten steps away, a man was untying the rope 
of his best buffalo horse from the picket pin. As quickly as 
possible, he poked his gun out, took aim, and fired. Bang it 
went, and following the report, the man gave a piercing scream, 
leaped high in the air, and fell, never to move again.

At that, the whole camp was awakened. Men rushed out of 
their lodges and began shooting at a number of the enemy—
some running away on foot, others riding off on horses they 
had already loosed from the pickets. Some of the women in 
the lodges cried wildly in their terror; children yelled; dogs 
barked and howled. But in White Wolf ’s lodge, not a sound was 
to be heard. Little Sinopah woke up, heard the shooting and 
yelling and confusion of noise, and began to cry, but his mother 
quieted him at once. “There, there!” she said, putting him back 
in the bed and covering him up. “It is nothing, only some men 
come to steal horses and father is driving them away.”
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But for all her brave words, her heart was full of fear. 
The enemy was shooting back at the men of the camp; one of 
their bullets might make her a widow and Sinopah an orphan. 
She began praying the gods to bring White Wolf safely back. 
Shivering from fright, the little fox stuck his nose under the 
robe covering of the couch, then wriggled down beside the boy 
and growled occasionally. The mother sat waiting and watching. 
The old grandfather had been fumbling back on his couch for 
his bow and quiver case. He found it now and went hobbling 
out of the lodge on his rheumatic legs, muttering what he would 
do to the enemy if he could get within bow shot of them.

Soon after the old man went out, the shooting and yelling 
ceased, and in a few moments, the frightened women and 
children became quiet. Then, away out on the plain, faint at first 
but growing louder and louder, was heard the victory song. All 
knew what that meant: the men of the camp had killed some 
of the enemy and were returning. At that, the people began to 
pour out of the lodges, each one joyfully shouting the name of 
husband, brother, or son who had been in the fight.

Sinopah’s mother gently lifted him from the couch and 
hurried out with him in her arms, crying, “White Wolf! My man 
White Wolf! He has fought the enemy and returns victorious; a 
great chief is my man White Wolf.”

Close in front of the lodge, a crowd of women and children 
was gathering, and she edged her way into it. There in their 
midst lay a man stretched out on his back, his wide-open, glassy 
eyes staring straight up at the moon, but the light had gone out 
of them forever.

Old Red Crane was bending over the body, examining it. 
“This is a Crow warrior,” he suddenly shouted, “and  ’twas my 
son who killed him. Great is White Wolf the chief.”

“True! True!” everyone cried. “White Wolf is a chief.”
The old man looked around, saw Sinopah, and took him 
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from his mother’s arms. “Look, little one,” he said. “See what 
your father has done. He has killed an enemy. That is a Crow 
warrior; your father killed him.”

Sinopah, looking down, clapped his hands and laughed. 
“Crow enemy,” he lisped. “Father killed him.”

And then he saw a necklace of big long grizzly bear claws 
around the man’s neck. “Give me! Give me!” he cried, motioning 
at it impatiently with his little hand. “Sinopah wants bear finger 
necklace.”

“Yes, yes. You shall have it,” old Red Crane answered, and 
stooping over, he cut the string, then retied it and slipped the 
necklace over the boy’s head.

Sinopah shook it, and the hard claws rattled against one 
another; that pleased him, and he laughed.

Again Red Crane called his attention to the dead enemy 
and quavered, “When Sinopah grows up, he must be brave and 
kill many Crow men.”

The boy laughed and answered, “Sinopah kill many Crows.”
Meantime, the men of the camp, some on horses and some 

on foot, were coming closer and still singing the victory song. At 
last they came into the camp, bringing the scalps and weapons 
of five Crows they had overtaken and killed. True, the Crows 
had managed to take a few horses and get away with them, but 
that did not matter; there were plenty of horses. The whole 
camp went wild with joy over the killing of the enemy. All the 
rest of the night, there was feasting, singing, and dancing, and 
over and over, the men told how they had pursued the enemy 
and fought them.

All of this made a deep impression upon Sinopah. In a way, 
his child mind grasped the fact that to kill an enemy was the 
greatest thing a Blackfoot could do. All through the excitement, 
Red Crane was by his side pointing out how the people praised 
his father, and making him repeat after them, “White Wolf! A 
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great chief is White Wolf.”
When daylight came, the old man led him out for another 

look at the dead Crow in front of the lodge, and the boy had no 
fear of the cold, still form. That was what the old grandfather 
wanted: to impress upon him the fact that a dead enemy was 
something to make the heart glad.

It was later in the day that Sinopah’s mother told how the 
little fox had been first to discover the enemy and give the 
alarm. The story soon spread through the camp, and as owner 
of the pet, the boy came in for a share of the praise that was 
given it.

Among others, the old medicine man Low Horn came to 
the lodge. After a smoke, he made those present a little speech: 
“I can see that this little Sinopah is going to have great luck,” 
he said. “Surely the gods favor him. It was their will that he 
should have the pet fox that saved us some lives and our horses 
last night. My medicine tells me that this boy is to be a great 
warrior, that he will live long, that he will be full of pity for 
those who mourn and generous to the aged and the widows 
and orphans.”

“That is what we all pray for,” said the old grandfather. “I 
hope that the gods will spare me a little while longer. I want 
to help White Wolf teach the boy. I want to be here to see him 
returning proud and successful from his first war trail.”
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It was not until Sinopah was four years old that his mother 
ever let him out of her sight. If she missed him for a minute 
even, she would run about and find him and keep him close 
to her side. White Wolf often told her that she should give the 
little one more freedom, but for answer, she would only shake 
her head and reply, “You are wrong. He is very much too young 
to be turned loose.”

So White Wolf let her have her way until Sinopah’s fourth 
summer came, and then he said to her one day, “You have done 
well with this boy of ours. You have fed him good food and 
kept him strong and healthy. But it is not right for a boy to be 
long kept in the lodge; he must learn early to make a play of 
the things that he will have to do in earnest when he grows 
up. From this day on, he shall go about as he pleases with the 
children of the camp.”

“What you say to do must be done,” Tsistsaki replied, 
“and I know that you are right. But you know how it is with us 

CHAPTER III 

Sinopah and His Playfellows
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women—we are always timid. Therefore, for a time, when our 
son goes out to play, I will go too. At least I will be near enough 
to see that no harm comes to him.”

Tsistsaki, I had forgotten to tell you, was the name of 
Sinopah’s mother. In the Blackfoot language, it means Little 
Bird Woman. That is a very pretty name and a very good one. 
Before her time, many noted women of the tribe had borne it, 
and for that reason, she was very glad that it had been given to 
her.

In the next lodge, there was a little boy seven years old 
named Lone Bull and his younger sister, Otaki, Yellow Weasel 
Woman, with whom the little Sinopah was now allowed to play, 
and they were very glad to have him with them. There were also 
many other children in that part of the camp, some of them 
much older than these, and often there would be twenty or 
thirty of them together in their different games. Better than all 
the rest, Sinopah liked Lone Bull and Otaki, perhaps because 
they lived so close to him, and then their mothers were very 
close friends.

The two mothers got together one day and planned what 
was to be a surprise for the children. Having decided, they set 
to work, and for all of a moon’s time, they were very busy when 
the little ones were out playing. And often, when all others were 
asleep, they worked far into the night by the light of the little 
lodge fires. Another part of the work was the training of three 
big dogs for their share in the game, and right here I must tell 
you about this breed.

The Native Americans never had horses until they 
obtained them from the Spaniards, who brought some to 
Mexico soon after the discovery of America. Before that time, 
and long afterward until these animals became plentiful in all 
the Western country, the Native Americans used dogs as pack 
animals. When moving camp, they were made to carry heavy 
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bundles of household or, rather, “lodgehold” things, and the 
hunters always made them lug in big packs of meat. Long before 
Sinopah was born, the Blackfeet had so many horses that the 
dogs were no longer used, but the people loved the animals and 
had many of them, some lodges as many as twenty-five or thirty. 
They were very tall and heavy, long-haired and broad-headed, 
and much of the color of the wolf, to which they were very 
closely related. At night when the wolves howled all around the 
camp, the dogs would answer them, and then the people would 
say, “Listen! They are talking to their brothers out there on the 
plain.”

The mothers made packsaddles for the dogs and got them 
used to being packed and led by a rawhide strand. Then one 
day, when the children were playing in the timber back of the 
lodges, the mothers packed all the things they had made on two 
of the dogs and fastened the small ends of fourteen slender pine 
poles to the saddle of the third dog and made him drag them.

So, leading the dogs, they turned into the timber and soon 
came to where the children were playing. Sinopah was the first 
to notice them, and what he saw was so surprising that at first 
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he could hardly believe his eyes and stood staring with his little 
mouth wide open. And well he might, for except that they were 
packed dogs instead of packed horses, it was as if the women 
were moving camp. The first dog carried a small, new, and 
brightly painted parfleche, or rawhide pouch shaped like an 
envelope, on each side of its saddle, and piled on top and firmly 
lashed with a stout rawhide rope were several small blankets 
and buffalo robes. The second dog also carried two parfleches 
and a couple of robes, and tied on top of the pack was a small 
Hudson’s Bay Company copper kettle. Besides dragging the 
lodge poles, the third dog carried a bundle that looked like a 
small lodge skin, and that is just what it was.

Sinopah found his voice. “What is it?” he cried. “Oh, how 
funny, my dogs packed just like horses.”

And then Lone Bull and Otaki began to dance around the 
dogs. “Oh, Sinopah! We know what all this is,” they shouted. 
“Your mother and ours have given us a little lodge and 
everything to go in it.”

“Ai! They speak truth, little one,” his mother told him. 
“Come, we are going to make camp for you. Now, where shall 
it be?”

“Let me lead the first dog and be chief,” said Lone Bull. “I 
will go ahead and choose the place for the camp.”

So the little procession started, each child leading a dog, 
the mothers following and laughing. They had worked long and 
hard for all this and were very happy because the children were 
so excited and pleased.

Lone Bull, very quiet and solemn faced now, led them 
under three large cottonwood trees near the edge of the river. 
“We will camp here,” he said. “In this place, the camp will be 
well sheltered from the wind. Out there on the plain is plenty of 
rich grass for the horses. Here is good water for all. Back of the 
bluffs there, the plain is covered with buffalo. The hunters will 
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make big killings, and the camp will be red with meat. Come, 
Sinopah, sit you down here with me while the women put up 
the lodge and get things in shape for the night.”

The mothers laughed to hear him talking so wisely and 
giving orders just as if he was a chief. They soon unpacked the 
dogs, little Otaki helping all she could. That was the way things 
were done by the Blackfeet. The women did all the work of 
packing and unpacking the animals, making camp, and getting 
firewood and water. The men rested when in camp and were 
waited on by the women, but they did their share of work: in 
good weather and bad, they hunted to provide food for their 
own families and for all the widows and orphans and the old 
and crippled people of the great camp. That and herding horses, 
fighting the enemy, and making their bows and arrows, their 
shields and clothing kept them generally busy.

When the dogs were unpacked and turned loose, the 
women tied four lodge poles together about two feet from the 
tips—they were fourteen feet long—and then set them up in 
the form of a square-based cone, after which all save one of the 
remaining poles were laid up in a circle, their tips resting in 
the crotches formed by the tips of the original four. The upper 
edge of the lodge skin was then tied to the remaining pole at the 
proper height and with it raised at the back of the lodge. It was 
easy then to bring the side edges of the lodge skin around and 
fasten them together in the front with wooden skewers. Lastly, 
the poles were pushed outward at the bottom until the skin set 
tightly over them.

The women then hung a curtain over the little round hole 
in front that answered for a doorway. The bedding of robes 
and blankets was carried in and made up in three couches. The 
parfleches, tightly stuffed with dried meat, dried berries, and 
pemmican, were taken in and laid open near the door; water 
was brought in the little kettle, and the work was done. It was a 
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fine little lodge, the skin made of tanned elk hides and almost 
snow-white. At the base, it was about ten feet in diameter, large 
enough for a dozen or more children to play in.

Although Lone Bull and Sinopah were playing chiefs, they 
could not carry it out to the end. Long before everything was 
fixed, they went inside and got in the way of the busy women, 
but the mothers did not scold them. A small fire was soon 
made in the center of the lodge, and when it had burned down 
to a bed of red coals, some sheets of dried meat were quickly 
roasted on them. Never were there happier children than 
those three sitting there in their own little lodge and eating the 
first meal in it. They at once began to plan their play for the 
next day and, at sundown, were glad enough to go home with 
their mothers, leaving the big cottonwood trees to guard their 
treasures during the night.
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