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         HIGHLIGHTS: 
          
         - Mr. Pooyak was born in 1919 on the Sweet Grass Reserve.  He 
           has worked as a trapper, farmer and carpenter.  He is an 
           excellent singer and storyteller.  (For complete biography, 
           see IH-080, p.2). 
         - Story of how the Cree acquired horses. 
                           Eli Pooyak, June 10, 1974. 
          
          
              On a certain Sunday in June 1947, my family and I sat down 
         to dinner.  The day was warm and our kitchen door was open as 
         we had dinner.  Dinner was almost over when I noticed my uncle 
         coming down the road toward our house.  Simon was old and 
         nearly blind at the time.  My wife sent our three year-old 
         daughter Bernice to go and meet the old man and bring him to 
         the house.  The old man had eaten and was having a smoke when 
         he turned to me and said, "Nephew, have you ever heard how we 
         came to have horses?"  I replied that I had heard very young 
         from an old man named Coming Day but that I had forgotten most 
         of it.   
          
              He then said Coming Day tends to get his stories mixed up.  
         He said Coming Day was old and infirm and would take two or 



         three different stories to make one story.  My uncle then told 
         me the story of the origin of horses. 
          
              "Listen very carefully, nephew," he said.  "Try to 
         remember this story.  Perhaps some day in the future you will 
         have grandchildren to whom you can tell this story to."  I hope 
         I have told this story the way my uncle told it to me many 
         years ago.  My uncle Mim-i-qwas died a year or so after this 
         and is buried on Sweet Grass Reserve.  A finer Indian never 
         camped on the prairie. 
          
          
          
               The Story of How the Plains Cree Came to Own Horses 
          
          
              This story I am now going to tell you happened a long time 
         ago when our land was still very beautiful.  This is a true 
         story and it happened a long, long time ago; this land at the 
         time was very beautiful and clean.  The people lived in peace 
         and happiness as did all the animals.  There were many animals 
         here at the time.  I have been told by the old people there were 
         elk and bear and other animals here on the prairies. 
          
              When strange people arrived these animals went north and 
         are still there today. 
          
              The water on the prairies was very clean and there was 
         lots of it.  Also, lots of ducks and other birds that take to 
         water.  Muskrats were to be found in sloughs and creeks in 
         abundance.  Today you can see for yourself the creeks and 
         sloughs are dried up in most places and what little water can 
         be found in them would not be fit to drink.  Also, you will 
         note old muskrat burrows and dens around dried-up sloughs. 
 
          
              So this story is about a very shy Indian boy who was so 
         shy he never went anywhere.  He was also an only child.  He did 
         not associate with boys his own age and he had no use for girl 
         friends.  As time went on, the boy remained shy and quiet and 
         kept to himself.  He had one friend, a cousin.  He and his 
         cousin would sometimes go for long walks and would on occasion 
         go on hunting and berry-picking trips.   
          
              One night, after the loner had been in bed for a while and 
         was about to fall asleep, he thought he saw someone, a man 
         beside his bed.  As the loner stared, the man said, "You are to 
         come with me, something very useful to you and your people is 
         going to be given to you.  That is why I have been sent here, 
         to get you.  You are to come with me.  Come, let us go."  "Oh, 
         I couldn't go with you," replied the shy boy.  At that, the 
         stranger disappeared out the doorway.  The stranger just seemed 
         to float to the doorway and out.  It was not as if he walked 
         out.  After the stranger had left the lodge, the boy became 
         wide awake.  For a long time afterwards he laid in bed, wide 
         awake, while his parents were fast asleep.  Soon after sunrise 
         the next morning, the camp crier walked amongst the circle of 



         lodges shouting, "This morning camp will be moved to the west 
         of here along the Elk River.  Scouts have seen several large 
         herds of buffalo.  We will move our camp in that direction this 
         morning so that a hunt can be organized."  After the morning 
         meal, preparations were begun to move camp.  Lodges came down 
         and were rolled up and camp dogs became beasts of burden as they 
         were hitched to travois.  Soon the band of Cree were on the 
         move.   
          
              They went straight toward the sunset.  After much 
         travelling to the west, they turned south toward the Elk River.  
         Not far from the Elk River, camp was made for the night.  Again 
         after the loner had fallen asleep, he thought someone had come 
         to wake him up.  As he opened his eyes he noticed it was the 
         someone who had come to him the previous night.  "Come," the 
         stranger said.  "I have come to ask you to come with me again."  
         "No," replied the shy boy.  "I will not go with you."  As 
         before, the stranger floated out the lodge door and the boy was 
         again wide awake.  The next morning after the boy had eaten and 
         was standing outside the lodge, he noticed his cousin coming.  
         "Meeschas," he said, "let us take a walk."  "No, no," replied 
         the boy, "you are trying to get me in some sort of embarrassing 
         situation."  The shy boy was always afraid his cousin might 
         arrange some sort of a date for him and he did not want that. 
          
              Later in the day, towards evening, he and his cousin stood 
         and watched as the hunters came into camp with their meat.  Dogs, 
          
         led by women, pulling meat on travois.  Men were carrying meat 
         on their backs, some were pulling meat on a buffalo hide.  
         Later that night after a big meal of fresh meat, the camp made 
         ready for bed.  Later that night as the loner was asleep in his 
         lodge, he awoke to find someone standing by his bed.  "This is 

 

   Next morning the boy could not get this stranger off his 
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         the third time I have asked you to come.  You will not be 
ople         sorry.  It is for your own good and for the good of your pe

         that I want you to come with me.  You saw today how your people 
         were burdened down with meat.  If you come with me, that will 
         not happen again.  What you will be given will be very useful 
         to you and your people."  "I can not go with you," replied the 
         boy.  So again, as before, the stranger floated out the door. 
          
           
         mind, but made no mention of it to his parents.  But the mother
         of the boy sensed something was wrong and said to her son, 
         "Son, is there something wrong?  You seem to be half awake a
         night and we hear you talking to someone but we can not make 
         out what you say.  Does something or someone come to scare you
         in your sleep?  You seem to be very quiet all morning."  "Oh, 
         no mother," replied the boy.  "Nothing scares me at night."  
         Then he told his mother everything that happens at night when 
         he is sleeping.  Then the mother said, "If he comes again to 
         get you, you go with him and see what happens.  Maybe some goo
         will come out of this."  And so the day was spent putting up 
         meat to dry, scraping buffalo hides, by men and women.  While 
         children gathered dried buffalo chips for fuel and smoking 

an         meat, young boys stood about in groups talking and laughing 
         small children played in the bright prairie sunshine.  The 



         people were indeed happy and contented. 
          
              The land was clean and beautiful.  That night when people 
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         made ready to go to bed, the shy boy washed his face, combed 
         his hair and put on his best clothing and his best moccasins,  
         no doubt anticipating a visit from the stranger.  He did not 
         have long to wait.  He was not long in bed when the stranger 
         was at his bedside.  "Come," he said, "I have come to get you. 
         This is your last chance."  "Let's go then," said the loner as 
         he got out of bed.  When they were outside the lodge the 
         stranger took the loner's hand.  They went up and sailed 
         through the air over the prairie.  After sailing through t
         air awhile, they landed on the ground.  Then the stranger said
         to the loner, "You start walking towards that hill and when you 
         come to the crest yonder you will see a lodge facing this way.  
         The lodge will be blood-colored at the bottom and the top of 
         the lodge will be the color of grass in the summertime.  You 
         keep walking.  When you get to the lodge someone will say "Com
         in."  That is the one who has asked me to bring you to him.  
         From there he will tell you what to do.  So that is all," said 
         the stranger.  As the boy stood there the stranger who had 
          
          
         br
         do, the boy started walking toward the hill that had been 
         indicated to him by the stranger.  When the loner came to the 
         top of the hill, he at once noticed the lodge which was red at 
         the bottom and green on top.  On the other side of the lodge 

          was a large body of water.  Slowly he walked toward the lodge.
         When he arrived the paused outside.  Then someone inside said, 
         "Come in Grandson.  I am glad you came.  You were finally 

          talked into coming, eh?  I am very glad.  Tawow, tawow, sit
         down my grandchild."  As the boy sat down in the lodge, he 
         noticed the man who had been talking to him was not an old m
         Neither was he a young man.  He was, I guess, a middle-aged 
         man.  The boy also noted he was a handsome man.  Beside the m
         he saw a small drum used for singing.  He also noticed a small 
         drum on the other side of the old man.  "I am glad to see you, 
         my grandson," said the man.  "I am glad you have come for your 
         misalim."  The boy thought to himself, "This man is going to 
         give me some big dogs," misalim meaning big dog.  "Oh, my 
         grandchild," said the man to the boy, "you take one of the 
         drums and sing with me.  I am going to teach you four songs 
         which will take four nights.  Once you have learned them you 
         will never forget them."  And so the old man sang through the 
         night and the boy sang with him.  Every now and then they would
         stop their singing and rest.  During these intervals the old 
         man would talk to the boy telling him stories and giving 
         advice.  "My grandson," he would say, "there is only one w
         get along on this earth.  That is to be good and kind to other 
         people.  No harm can come to you from anywhere if you are kind 
         and good," and so the boy sang with and listened to his 

 to          grandfather through the night.  Eventually daylight began
         filter into the lodge.  "That will be all for now my grandson," 
         said the old man.  "It is now daylight and we will go to 

nts          sleep." And back home at the camp of the shy boy, his pare
         woke up to find his bed empty.  Presently the cousin of the 



         loner walked up to the lodge.  "Come on in, nephew," said the 
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   The songs his grandfather sang, the boy was able to learn.  

 

arned the fourth song at daylight.  The old man said to the 
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   "The misalim will chew up the rawhide rope," he thought.  

into the water.  On 
's 

         father of the loner.  "Where is my cousin?  I have come to 
         visit him," asked the boy.  "We do not know," replied the 
         parents.  "His bed was empty when we awoke this morning, ju
         as you see it.  Perhaps he took his bow and arrow and went 
         hunting."  Meantime, the loner and his grandfather slept all
         day long.  At about dusk, they got up and again they sang all 
         night, stopping every now and then while the old man gave his 
         grandson a little sermon.  Finally at daylight they went to 
         sleep.  Late in the day after the sun had gone down they got 
         out of bed, and the whole procedure was again repeated. 
          
           
         They had now been singing for three nights and the loner 
         learned three songs.  One more night they sang and the boy
 
          
         le
         boy, "That will be all my grandson.  You have learned all four 
         songs that I wanted you to know.  Today, later in the day 
         towards evening, we will go to the edge of the lake.  The s
         that we sang here the first night, you will sing beside the 
         lake.  Then you will sing the second, then the third, and 
         finally the fourth.  While you are singing the fourth song 
         beside the lake, out of the water will come the misalim that
         you have come to get.  Take a look grandchild, under the robe 
         you are sitting on."  The boy looked under the robe and found a
         long leather rope.  A kind he had never seen before.  "That is 
         a rope used to tie up the misalim you will be taking home, 
         Grandson," said the old man.  "They can be made from the hid
         of animals.  You cut a strip of hide two or three fingers wide.
         Then rub it well with buffalo brain.  After which you will 
         stretch the length of hide for a while.  After which you wil
         find a stone to pull the rope back and forth until it is soft. 
         When this is done, you will soak it in water for a while.  
         After it has dried, you will oil it well with buffalo bone o
         and after pulling it back and forth on a stone you will have a 
         rope like this one."  All this time the boy was thinking his 
         grandfather was going to give him a big dog.  Misalim means bi
         dog in the Cree language. 
          
           
         It was now past the middle of the day and the old man said, "It 
         is now time to go, Grandson.  You take the rope with you and 
         come with me.  We will go to the lake." 
          

   They found a piece of land jutting            
         this peninsula they stood, and the loner sang his grandfather
         songs.  He cut the songs short as the old man had told him to.  
         As he started singing the fourth, waves began to appear in the 
         middle of the lake.  As he sang the waves got bigger.  Standing 
         there singing beside his grandfather the boy noticed the waves 
         coming toward them.  As he watched the waves, the head of 
         a horse appeared above the water.  The head of a misalim.  The 
         boy looked on with amazement as the horse began swimming 

an          towards them.  Finally hitting shallow water the horse beg
         walking and stopped beside the boy.  The mane and the tail of 



         the horse almost touching the ground.  The horse was dapple 
         grey in color. 
          

   "Now, my g           randson," said the old man, "You will use the rope 
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         I have given you, and you lead this horse home.  Your camp is 
         not too far from here."  The Elk River is only a short distance
         from where we are now.  After you have been on your way awhile, 
         you will hear something behind you.  This horse you are leading 
         will neigh.  Do not be scared, pay no heed.  You keep going.  It 
         will be only the wives of the horse you are leading.  They will 
         catch up to you and will follow you.  And these songs I have 
 
  
         taught you, you will never forget them.  Sometime in the future, 
         horse dances will be held by your people.  These songs I have 
         taught you will be sung at these dances.  They will be called 
         horse songs.  Go now, my grandchild, these horses you are 
         taking home will be very useful to you and your people."  T
         old man then showed the boy how to use the rope and the boy was
         on his way, leading the stallion.  The stallion was frisky and 
         full of life.  The loner was a bit afraid of it.   
          
              After the boy had been on his way for a long time, and a 
         long way from the lake, behind him he heard what he thought was
         thunder.  The stallion he was leading neighed and he was very 
         frightened as it was the first time he ever heard a horse 
         neigh.  As he looked back to see what was the noise he had 
         heard, he saw a herd of horses in the distance coming toward
         him.  They were the wives of the stallion.  Forty of them, all
         colors, and they began following the stallion as the old man 
         said they would.  How long it took the boy to get home is not 
         known.  But one night he bedded his horses and himself down at 
         a place he thought was very close to where his camp should be.  
         Very early next morning he was again on his way, leading the 
         stallion and the herd of mares following.  Coming over the 
         crest of a hill later that day the loner could see his camp 
         the distance.  The people in camp, of course, did not know what 
         was coming.  They were surprised and frightened.  The boy left 
         the horses outside his parents' lodge.  The horses just stood 
         there and refused to eat.  Just before leaving the lake the 
         loner had been told by his grandfather what to do with the 
         horses when he got them home. 
          

   "My grandson," he said, "           
         horses, they will stand in a bunch and refuse to move or e
         Every morning before sunrise for four days you will burn 

u          incense around the horses.  Your friend will help you.  Yo
         will repeat this at noon and again after sunset.  After you h
         done this for four days the stallion will come home."  And so 

p          the loner with the help of his friend and other boys in the cam
         carried out the old man's order faithfully. 
          

   At noon of the fourth day of incense bu           
         herd of horses, the horses dropped to the ground and rolled as 
         horses do today.  Only the stallion did not roll.  After they 
         had rolled on the grass, the horses got up, shook themselves 
         and began eating the rich prairie grass.  The stallion then 



         neighed and at a dead gallop circled the camp four times.  The 

 

        

   After many summers the Cree had many horses.  One morning 

ny 
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         people watched as the stallion left the camp at a fast gallop 
         in the direction from which it had come and finally disappeared
         over the crest of a hill.  So the horses stayed and the people 
         and life went on.  Also, as time went on, the next spring as 
 
  
         leaves began to appear, the horses began to have colts.  More 
         time went on and more colts were born and grew into horses.  
         The people began riding these horses, also hitching them to 
         travois.   
          
           
         some horses were missing.  It was feared they had started going 
         back to the horse lake where they had come from. 
          
              As it turned out Blackfoot raiders had come during the 
         night and helped themselves to some horses.  This is how the 
         Blackfoot also came to have horses.  When the white man first 
         came and saw these horses, he called them Indian cayuse.  These 
         horses are now extinct.  They were beautiful to look at, also 
         they were very hardy and tough and looked after themselves in a
         weather.  These Indian cayuse were built close to the ground, 
         having short powerful legs, long bodies, short ears and flared 
         nostrils.  Even our original Indian dogs are gone.  All we have 
         now are scrub dogs and no horses.  This then is the story of 
         the origin of horses as I heard it told many years ago. 
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