M ountain Wolf Woman
A Short Biography

Mountain Wolf Woman with her two daughters, Lena Whitepine (Shegonee) and
Josephine Whitepine (Mike). Photo courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society

Mountain Wolf Woman was a Winnebago (Ho-Chunk) woman who lived during atime
of great cultural change for her people. Bornin 1884, she lived to be 76 years old and
died in November of 1960. It was an era during which the Ho-Chunk peopl e adopted
(either of their own choice or because they were forced to) many customs and traditions
of white people. Inthelate 1880s and early to mid 1900s, Ho-Chunk ways of dressing,
speaking, worshipping, and educating their children were changing due to pressure by
white settlers and the U.S. government. The types of housing in which Ho-Chunk lived
and their ways of making aliving also changed. These changes can be traced through
Mountain Wolf Woman’s stories about her own life.



In the 1920s, a man named Paul Radin published the autobiography of Mountain Wolf
Woman's brother, Crashing Thunder. After reading the story of Crashing Thunder,
Nancy Oestreich Lurie, a curator at the Milwaukee Public Museum, was introduced to
Mountain Wolf Woman. She was interested to learn about how the life of a Ho-Chunk
woman compared to that of a Ho-Chunk man, and she soon discovered that Mountain
Wolf Woman'’s story could help her learn just that. Because Mountain Wolf Woman had
grown up in the same family — with the same parents, a similar education, and in the
same location and time period as those described by Crashing Thunder in his
autobiography, it was easier to discover how their lives differed because one was a boy
and one was a girl and not because of other reasons. Soon, Nancy Oestreich Lurie sat
down with Mountain Wolf Woman to hear her story. The book, Mountain Wolf Woman,
Sster of Crashing Thunder: The Autobiography of a Winnebago Indian was the resullt.

Goal: Studentswill gain insight into the everyday life of a Ho-Chunk Indian in the late
1800s to mid 1900s, atime of great cultural change.

Objectives: 1) Studentswill read two excerpts from Mountain Wolf Woman, Sster of
Crashing Thunder: The Autobiography of a Winnebago Indian.
2) Studentswill write short answers to observation, synthesis, and
analysis questions about the excerpts.
3) Studentswill communicate orally to the class ways in which their
experiences are similar to or different from that of Mountain Wolf
Woman.



Excer pts from Mountain Wolf Woman, Sister of Crashing Thunder: The
Autobiography of a Winnebago Indian

At the place where they hunted, father and older brother killed as many deer as
they would need for afeast. They set aside ten deer on a high, narrow rack made for
storing meat. They cut down crotched poles and set them up in arectangle with poles
across the crotches and other poles forming a platform, similar to the open-sided square
shelters used as sun shades, but narrower and higher. They put the deer on it and covered
them with the hides.

Once there was alot of snow on the ground when we went back home. We had
come in wagons and when we went back the wagon wheels made aloud noiserolling
over the snow. We aways returned to our home at Black River Falls where we ordinarily
lived. Other Winnebago also did this. They too went away some place, wherever they
chose to go to hunt, and then they would give afeast. Father and all the Indians used to
givefeasts. Father used to hold big feasts, ten fireplaces they said. The row of fireplaces
used to stretch off into the distance. Many Indians attended and father used to feed a
wigwam full of people. There we would dance all night. Sometimes children were
named at feasts. Thisiswhat they used to do time and again. Sometimes, those who had
been fasting would then eat at the feast.

That iswhat my older brother Hagaga did, he alone fasted. Hénaga did not have
any patience with such things, but brother Hadgaga fasted in the woods. My father built a
shelter for them to live in and they slept there four nights. But my older brother Hénaga
did not do that. Hénaga came home during that time. Mother wept. “Why did you do
that? Why did you do that?’ she said. “Oh,” hesaid, “I| am sick of it so | stopped.” But
brother Hagaga stayed there. He was trying to remain until feast time. When it was
about time for the feast, father and his nephews built the lodge and made al the
preparations for it. All these kinsmen that father would invite to the feast he could make
work for him. That iswhat they did. Brother was allowed to return at the time of the
feast since at that time one who fasts for avision may eat.

When he was about to return they went around the lodge with adeer hide. They
took a deer hide around the morning he was going to come back. Brother Hagaga must
have been alittle boy at the time they were taking this white deer hide and dancing with
it. It seemed to be avery pleasant time. There brother cried to the Thunders. Our aunts
and older sisters heard my older brother crying and they cried too, they said. Today they
do not do that any more.

My older sister Hi akegaand | also used to fast. They used to make us do this.
We would blacken our cheeks and would not eat all day. That was at the time of the
hunting | have told about, before we returned from hunting. We used to blacken our
cheeks with charcoad at the time father left in the morning to go hunting. We used coas
from the fire to blacken our cheeks and we did not eat all day. | used to play outside but
my older sister used to sit indoors and weave yarn belts. When father returned from
hunting in the evening he used to say to us, “Go cry to the Thunders.” When father was
ready to eat he would give us tobacco® and say to us, “Here, go cry to the Thunders.”

! Tobacco is a sacred plant for many Native tribes. Tobacco is scattered to offer a prayer and thanksgiving
to the creator. The“Thunders’” mentioned here may be the birds of the sky, such asthe eagle (called a
“Thunderer” in the Menominee Creation story.)



Just asit was getting dark my sister and | used to go off a certain distance and she would
say to me, “Go stand by atree and | am going to go farther on.” We used to stand there
and look at the stars and cry to the Thunders. Thisiswhat we used to sing:

“Oh, Good Spirits

Will they pity me? Heream |, pleading.”

We used to sing and scatter tobacco, standing there and watching the stars and the
moon. We used to cry because, after all, we were hungry. We used to think we were
pitied. We really wanted to mean what we were saying.

When we finished with our song we scattered tobacco at the foot of the tree and
returned home. When we got back home father ate and we ate too. We did not ezt all
day, only at night, and when we had finished eating we put the dishes away. Then father
used to say, “All right, prepare your bedding and go to bed and | will tell you some
stories.” | really enjoyed listening to my father tell stories. Everybody, the entire
household, was very quiet and in this atmosphere my father used to tell stories. He used
to tell myths, the sacred stories, and that iswhy | also know some myths. | do not know
al of them any more, | just remember parts of stories.



Mountain Wolf Woman Excerpt # 1 Activity

Wisconsin DPI Standards Alignment:

Social Studies B.4.3 — Examine biographies, stories, narratives, and folk tales to
understand the lives of ordinary and extraordinary people, place them in time and
context, and explain their relationship to important historical events.

Social Studies B.4.10 — Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status
of the American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin.

Social Studies B.8.1 — Interpret the past using a variety of sources such as biographies,
diaries, journas, artifacts, eyewitness interviews, and other primary source materials, and
evaluate the credibility of the sources used.

Social Studies E.4.3 — Describe how families are alike and different, comparing
characteristics such as size, hobbies, celebrations, where families live, and how they
make aliving.

English Language Arts A.8.1 — Establish purposeful reading and writing habits by using
texts to find information, gain understanding of diverse viewpoints, make decisions, and
enjoy the experience of reading.

English Language Arts A.8.1 — Select, summarize, paraphrase, analyze, and evaluate,
orally and in writing, passages of texts chosen for specific purposes.

English Language Arts A.8.3 — Provide interpretive responses, orally and in writing, to
literary and cultural heritage and cultures of the world.

Read the excerpt from Mountain Wolf Woman’s autobiography aloud as a class. Have
the students answer the following questions either asa class or individualy.

1) This excerpt from Mountain Wolf Woman’'s autobiography tells about a time
when her father went to do what?

2) What time of year did the Winnebago (Ho-Chunk) traditionally hunt? What
evidence from the story can you cite that tells you this?

3) Where did Mountain Wolf Woman and her family ordinarily live? Isthis where
her father hunted?

4) During the hunt what did Mountain Wolf Woman's brothers do? What did
Mountain Wolf Woman and her sister Hi akega do while their father was
hunting?



5) How do you think Mountain Wolf Woman felt about fasting? What clues in the
story helped you to come to this conclusion?

6) When their father returned from hunting, what did he instruct the two girls to do?
Why do you think he had them do this?

7) Who do you think the Thunders are?

8) What did the whole family do following the hunt?

9) How did Mountain Wolf Woman’s evening end?

Ask the students how they think the Native way of hunting compared to the way that
European Americans hunted in the mid 1800s (and even today.) How does the way that
non-Indian people hunted compare to the activities surrounding the hunt described here?
Did non-Indians fast and cry to the spirits, offering them tobacco in a prayer of
thanksgiving? Did they ask permission of the animal to take its life so that they may eat
its meat or useits hide? Was a huge feast (“ten fireplaces’) held to celebrate the success
of the hunt? Scattering tobacco and asking an animal’s permission to take its life are
practices still used by many Native people today. Do any of the student’s family
members hunt? What kind of practices or ceremonies do they use when hunting and how
do they compare to the Native practices? Y ou may want to have students write a journal
entry describing what they think one of Mountain Wolf Woman's father’ s feasts would
have been like. What activities might happen at such a feast? What would the mood of
the people be like? What would the food taste like after a day of fasting?



Excerpt # 2 from Mountain Wolf Woman, Sister of Crashing Thunder: The
Autobiography of a Winnebago Indian

There was an old man who was my grandfather, and | used to help him in various
ways. | aways gave him food. Heliked to eat. That isthe way old people are. If you
givefood to an old person and he really likesit, that is very good. The thinking powers
of old people are strong and if one of them thinks good things for you, whatever he
wishes for you, you will obtain that good fortune. That iswhat they always said. | used
to give things to this old man. He wore buckskin moccasins, he aways wore Indian
shoes. Hedid not like hard-soled shoes, so | used to make buckskin moccasins for him.
He appreciated whatever | did for him. If | ever went to atown and there was a
secondhand store | always looked at the pants, big pants, and if a pair seemed the right
size, and a shirt, | bought them. | would give them to him. “Grandfather,” | used to say
to him, “1 bought these things for you.”

“Oh, granddaughter,” he used to say, “you are doing a great kindness.”

Quite often | did things of that sort for him. | often fed him. If he were coming
by on the road when it was close to mealtime | would call to him, “ Grandfather, come
and eat.”

“Oh, good!” he would say. He would come and eat there and he would be so
grateful.

Sometimes if there was a coat that seemed the right size, one of those nice
overcoats, if | could afford things of that sort | would buy them and give him such things

... Then he said, “ Granddaughter, you have helped me with many things. What
do you wish? Y ou have helped me in many ways and given me many things. What isit
that you want? Tell me. Merely the fact that you give me food isgood. You give me
food and ask me to eat and you even give me clothing. You have certainly treated me
very well. Y ou have done many kindnesses for me. Tell me whatever it isthat you
want.”

“Yes, grandfather, | have aways liked the Indian medicines. | have alot of
children and | even have grandchildren. | do not always have money to pay for the
doctor. | know it isafact that the Indian medicines help people. | aways like the Indian
medicines.?”

“Oh, granddaughter, you have certainly said something worthwhile. Y ou have
asked for avery good thing. You said agood thing. Y ou are going to have something
valuable. | amold, | fedl sorry for my medicines. | am thinking, it is going to be the end

2 Tobacco, Cedar, Sage, and Sweetgrass are four sacred plants that are used as medicines. Native
medicines are not necessarily “taken” or eaten. Sometimes, Native medicines do not treat a physical
ailment, but are used to purify or cleanse the body or an area. They are also offerings to the spirits, givenin
thanksgiving. The medicines are al'so symbols. Tobacco represents the east, Cedar the south, Sage the
west, and Sweetgrass the north. Tobacco is offered in thankfulness, when seeking knowledge or advice, or
when a Pipeis present. The Elders say to hold tobacco in your left hand because it is closest to your heart.
Cedar isburned and used as a purifier. It lets off a pleasant scent. Elders say that putting Cedar in your
shoes will make goodness come your way. Sageis also burned as a purifier, but it gives a spicy scent.
Sweetgrass has a sweet scent that is stronger when it rains or when it is burned. Sweetgrassis often braided
like the hair of Hashnaki (Mother Earth). Each of the three strands of the braid has a meaning: body,

mind, or spirit.



of these medicines. That iswhat | am thinking and my heart is sad for them. My son
does not care for Indian medicines. He does not think much of Indian medicines. He
uses only one medicine, peyote. Hethinksthat is cures whatever iswrong with him. He
cares nothing for those Indian medicines. What you are saying is very good,
granddaughter. | likethat. A long time ago when you were alittle girl this was meant to
occur. Way back then you were working for it. When mother used to give medicines to
the white people you used to help her by being her interpreter. Since that time these
medicines were going to be yours. Y ou have been working for them since long ago. You
have been working for this. Today it has come about.

“Itisgood. You will prescribe Indian medicines. | used to do this;, now you will
doit. The power will al beyours. You are not yet holy, but these medicines are holy.” —
| did not know what he meant by that, but he said --, “ These medicines are going to talk
to you. If someone sets his mind on you, that is, heis going to buy medicines from you,
you will know it before they come to you. And when they come to you, say to them,
“You will becured.” If you put your mind to it intensely, that is where you will have
your power. Then you will give them Indian medicines. You are going to be amedicine
woman. You are going to cure sickness. This redounds to your honor, my
granddaughter.”

Thisiswhat my grandfather ssidtome. agisanei gahinigra,

Nagiwa kwaxopiniga, he was called. | learned his medicines. He told me all of them, so
| know alot of good medicines.



Mountain Wolf Woman Excerpt # 2 Activity

Wisconsin DPI Standards Alignment:

Social Studies B.4.3 — Examine biographies, stories, narratives, and folk tales to
understand the lives of ordinary and extraordinary people, place them in time and
context, and explain their relationship to important historical events.

Social Studies B.4.10 — Explain the history, culture, tribal sovereignty, and current status
of the American Indian tribes and bands in Wisconsin.

Social Studies B.8.1 — Interpret the past using a variety of sources such as biographies,
diaries, journas, artifacts, eyewitness interviews, and other primary source materials, and
evaluate the credibility of the sources used.

Social Studies E.4.13 — Investigate and explain similarities and differences in ways
cultures meet human needs.

English Language Arts A.8.1 — Establish purposeful reading and writing habits by using
texts to find information, gain understanding of diverse viewpoints, make decisions, and
enjoy the experience of reading.

English Language Arts A.8.1 — Select, summarize, paraphrase, analyze, and evauate,
orally and in writing, passages of texts chosen for specific purposes.

English Language Arts A.8.3 — Provide interpretive responses, orally and in writing, to
literary and nonliterary texts representing the diversity of American cultural heritage and
cultures of the world.

Read the second excerpt from Mountain Wolf Woman's autobiography aloud as a class.
Have the students answer the following questions either as a class or individually.

1) What kinds of things did Mountain Wolf Woman give to the old man?
2) Mountain Wolf Woman tells the reader about the Winnebago (Ho-Chunk) belief
about old people. What isthisbelief? What do you think she meant by “thinking

powers’ ?

3) What was the old man’ s reaction to al of the things that Mountain Wolf WWoman
did for him? What does he want her to tell him?

4) What does Mountain Wolf Woman ask of the old man? What reasons does she
give for making this request?



5) Theold manisvery happy with Mountain Wolf Woman’s request. Heisglad to
have someone take an interest in his medicines. Why do you think he feelsthis
way? Cite evidence from the story that you used to come to this conclusion.

6) Usually, Native people are born into a path of becoming a medicine man or
woman. In other words, they are born into afamily that has a tradition of
medicine people. What events from Mountain Wolf Woman’s childhood told the
old man that she would one day become a medicine woman?

7) What do you think the old man refers to when he say “medicines’ (hint: read the
footnote)? Arethey similar to or different from the medicines your family uses
today?

8) For Native people the medicines have certain powers. What are these powers?

9) How do you think that being a medicine woman will change Mountain Wolf
Woman'slife?

Ask the students if anyonein their familiesis adoctor or a pharmacist. Asaclass, talk
about what kind of training that person went through to get their position. How isthat
training different or similar to what Mountain Wolf Woman went through to become a
medicine woman? Book learning is very important in anglo culture, but non-book
learning is much more valued in Native culture. Are there some things that cannot be
learned from abook? Give an example. According to the editor of the autobiography,
the old man that Mountain Wolf Woman calls grandfather in this story is actually her
brother-in-law as well as her first cousin twice removed (the son of her mother’s father’s
father’s brother.) He had married two of her older sistersin succession. However,
because he was much older than Mountain Wolf Woman and because she “desired to
learn sacred information from him, she stressed the relationship of grandfather as
connoting greater respect than the joking relationship of brother-in-law.” (Nancy
Oestreich Lurie, Mountain Wolf Woman, Sster of Crashing Thunder: An Autobiography
of a Winnebago Indian, p. 134) Grandfather was atitle of respect that Mountain Wolf
Woman used with the old man. What ways do we show people respect?



