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Black Elk of the Sioux has been recognized as one of the truly remarkable men of his time in the
matter of religious belief and practice. Shortly before his death in August, 1950, when he was the
"keeper of the sacred pipe," he said, "It is my prayer that, through our sacred pipe, and through
this book in which I shall explain what our pipe really is, peace may come to those peoples who
can understand, and understanding which must be of the heart and not of the head alone. Then
they will realize that we Indians know the One true God, and that we pray to Him
continually."Black Elk was the only qualified priest of the older Oglala Sioux still living when The
Sacred Pipe was written. This is his book: he gave it orally to Joseph Epes Brown during the
latter's eight month's residence on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, where Black Elk
lived. Beginning with the story of White Buffalo Cow Woman's first visit to the Sioux to give them
the sacred pip~, Black Elk describes and discusses the details and meanings of the seven rites,
which were disclosed, one by one, to the Sioux through visions. He takes the reader through the
sun dance, the purification rite, the "keeping of the soul," and other rites, showing how the Sioux
have come to terms with God and nature and their fellow men through a rare spirit of sacrifice
and determination.The wakan Mysteries of the Siouan peoples have been a subject of interest
and study by explorers and scholars from the period of earliest contact between whites and
Indians in North America, but Black Elk's account is without doubt the most highly developed on
this religion and cosmography. The Sacred Pipe, published as volume thirty-six in the Civilization
of the American Indian Series, will be greeted enthusiastically by students of comparative
religion, ethnologists, historians, philosophers, and everyone interested in American Indian life.

"This is a faithful transcription by Mr. Brown of the words of Black Elk, the last of the Sioux holy
men to know his tribe's religious rites, together with their history and significance...Mr. Brown
lived with Black Elk on the reservation, and the holy man, in order to preserve the Siouan rites
both for the whites and for his own people, told him all he knew of the rites." ―Saturday
Review“Mr. Brown brought to his task genuine respect for the vanishing culture of the Sioux and
for the values of their religious system.”―Library Journal"His admiration for Black Elk and his
people is obvious . . . He has done a fine job producing a book that is a valuable contribution to
American Indian literature." ―San Francisco ChronicleAbout the AuthorJoseph Epes Brown
(1920-2000) was an American scholar whose lifelong dedication to Native American traditions
helped bring the study of American Indian religious traditions into higher education. His book,
The Sacred Pipe, is an account of his discussions with the Lakota holy man, Black Elk. "I
traveled among many of the prairie Indians," Brown said, "and after meeting the old Sioux priest
Black Elk, I was asked by him to record the account he should give me of his ancient religion.
This volume I really consider to be his work and his contribution to the Sioux."
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Black Elk (Photograph by J. E. Brown)THE SACRED PIPEBLACK ELK’S ACCOUNTOF THE
SEVEN RITES OF THE OGLALA SIOUXRECORDED & EDITED BYJOSEPH EPES
BROWNUNIVERSITY OF OKLAHOMA PRESS: NORMAN2800 Venture DriveNorman,
Oklahoma 73069Copyright © 1953, 1989 by the University of Oklahoma Press, Norman,
Publishing Division of the University. Manufactured in the U.S.A.All rights reserved. No part of
this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—except as permitted
under Section 107 or 108 of the United States Copyright Act— without the prior permission of
the University of Oklahoma Press.For information about permission to reproduce selections from
this book, write to Permissions, University of Oklahoma Press, 2800 Venture Drive, Norman,
Oklahoma 73069 or email rights.oupress@ou.eduTHE CIVILIZATION OF THE AMERICAN
INDIAN SERIESThis eBook was converted from the original source file by a third-party vendor.
Readers who notice any formatting, textual, or readability issues are encouraged to contact the
publisher at ebooks@ou.edu.To my people the Sioux-BLACK ELKTABLE OF
CONTENTSPREFACE TO SEVENTH PRINTINGEDITOR’S PREFACEFOREWORD, by Black
ElkITHE GIFT OF THE SACRED PIPEIITHE KEEPING OF THE SOULIIIInipi: THE RITE OF
PURIFICATIONIVHanblecheyapi: CRYING FOR A VISIONVWiwanyag Wachipi: THE SUN
DANCEVIHunkapi: THE MAKING OF RELATIVESVIIIshna Ta Awi Cha Lowan: PREPARING A
GIRL FOR WOMANHOODVIIITapa Wanka Yap: THE THROWING OF THE
BALLNOTESINDEXILLUSTRATIONSBlack ElkBlack Elk (Hehaka Sapa)Black Elk in
FranceBlack Elk with his wifeBlack Elk and Yellow HandSitting Bull (Tatanka Yotanka)Little
Warrior (Ozuye Chikala)Seven Sioux WarriorsBlack Elk and J. E. BrownPREFACE TO THE
SEVENTH PRINTINGI first learned of the Lakota Sioux sage, Black Elk (Hehaka Sapa), through
John Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks, a poetic work of great value that first appeared in 1932,
published by William Morrow and Company of New York. Because of the war effort at that time,
the original copper plates had to be destroyed, and the first edition was out of print soon after
publication. During several trips to Europe immediately after the war, I was able to make
arrangements through close friends for French, German, and Italian translations, all of which
became very popular and have since appeared in many continuing editions.As a lifelong student
of Native American history, traditions, and lifeways, I understood the importance of the Black Elk
lore and wished to meet the old man, even though Neihardt had advised me that Black Elk
would not speak to me. After much traveling, however, I found Hehaka Sapa in an old canvas
wall tent in Nebraska, where his extended family was engaged in digging potatoes. I entered into
the tent with great anxiety because of Neihardt’s discouraging advice. On my journey west an
old Assiniboin had given me a traditional Plains ceremonial pipe, which the old Sage and I
smoked in silence. When the ritual smoking was completed, the old man turned to me and
asked why I had taken so long in getting there, for he had been expecting my coming. He then



invited me to spend the winter with him and his extended family at their home on Wounded Knee
Creek, Pine Ridge Reservation. He wished to relate the history and meanings of the seven
sacred rites of his people, a project that was completed over several years with much of the
translating being done by his son Benjamin Black Elk.I wish to express great gratitude to all
members of the Black Elk extended family and am honored by continuing contacts over the
years that affirm that here adoptions into a family are permanent and continuing, never casual,
and they involve continuing mutual responsibilities.JOSEPH EPES BROWNStevensville,
MontanaJanuary, 1988EDITOR’S PREFACEBlack Elk first became known to a wide range of
readers in 1932 through John G. Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks: The Life Story of a Holy Man of
the Oglala Sioux. Neihardt’s poetic and sympathetic treatment of the old man’s life and mission
raised the question as to who, in fact, Black Elk really was. For if the account was faithful to only
the essential qualities of the man, it was clear that even from a people noted for their large share
of great personalities, here was an unusual man of vision; a holy man in the full sense of this
term, and a man upon whom destiny, in a time of cultural crisis, had placed a heavy burden of
responsibility for the spiritual welfare of his people. Here, also, could be an important message
for the larger world.I went to find Black Elk in the fall of 1947. After I had followed his traces
across many of the Western states, we finally met in an old canvas wall tent on a Nebraska farm
where his family and other members of their band were employed in harvesting potatoes. During
that first encounter we simply sat side by side on a sheepskin, and silently smoked the red stone
pipe which I had brought with me as an offering in the traditional manner. Partly crippled, almost
completely blind, he seemed a pitiful old man as he sat there hunched over, dressed in poor,
cast-off clothing. But the beauty of his face and the reverent quality of his movements as he
smoked the pipe revealed that Neihardt had given to us the essence of the man, and the
subsequent years spent with Black Elk have confirmed this initial impression. Knowing that
Black Elk usually had refused to talk with many other people, it was with relief and wonder that I
heard his first words: he had anticipated my coming, and wished me to spend that winter with
him, for he had much to tell of the sacred things before they all should pass away.I lived that very
cold winter with Black Elk and his generous family in their little hewn-log house under the pine-
covered bluffs near Manderson, South Dakota. Everything the old man told me I recorded in the
time available when we were not hunting for wild game, or hauling water from the nearest hand-
pump eight miles away, or cutting hardwood in the valley bottom for the iron stove, and I profited
from this rigorous life which his family and my many new relatives shared with me.I am fortunate
in having met at least some of those men of the old days who possessed great human and
spiritual qualities. But Black Elk had a special quality of power and kindliness and a sense of
mission that was unique, and I am sure it was recognized by all who had the opportunity of
knowing him.According to his account, Black Elk was born in 1862. Therefore he had known the
times when his people still had the freedom of the plains and hunted the bison; he had fought
against the white men at the Little Big Horn and on Wounded Knee Creek. He was a cousin to
the famous chief and holy man, Crazy Horse, and had known Sitting Bull, Red Cloud, and



American Horse. Although Black Elk spoke no English, he had observed much of the white
man’s world, having traveled with Buffalo Bill to Italy, France, and England, where he danced for
Queen Victoria—”Grandmother England.” But whether hunting, traveling, or fighting, Black Elk
was not as other men are. During his youth he had been instructed in the sacred lore of his
people by the great men, among whom were Whirlwind Chaser, Black Road, and the sage Elk
Head, Keeper of the Sacred Pipe, from whom he learned the history and meanings of his
people’s spiritual heritage. With this understanding Black Elk prayed and fasted at length, until
he himself became one of the wise men, receiving many visions through which he gained
special powers to be used for the good of his nation.This responsibility to “bring to life the
flowering tree of his people” haunted Black Elk all his life and caused him much suffering.
Although he had been given the power to lead his people in the ways of his grandfathers, he did
not understand by what means the vision could be fulfilled. It was certainly due to this pervasive
sense of mission that Black Elk wished to make this book, explaining the major rites of the
Oglala Sioux, in the hope that in this manner his own people, as well as the white men, would
gain a better understanding of the truths of their Indian traditions.It has now been more than
twenty years since Black Elk last spoke, and there have occurred many changes which demand
that his message—and, indeed, similar messages of other traditionally oriented peoples—be
placed in new perspective and in a new light. At the time when Black Elk was lamenting the
broken hoop of his people’s nation, it was generally believed, even by the specialists, that it
would be only a matter of time—very little time in fact—until the Indians, with their seemingly
archaic and anachronistic cultures, would be completely assimilated into a larger American
society which was convinced of its superiority and the validity of its goals.We are still very far
from being aware of the dimensions and ramifications of our ethnocentric illusions.
Nevertheless, by the very nature of things we are now forced to undergo a process of intense
self-examination; to engage in a serious re-evaluation of the premises and orientations of our
society. The inescapable reality of the ecological crisis, for example, has shattered for many a
kind of dream world, and has forced us not only to seek immediate solutions to the kinds of
problems which a highly developed technology has fostered, but also, and above all, to look to
our basic values concerning life and the nature and destiny of man. The new generations today
may not as yet be sure of the most effective means by which to further this process of re-
evaluation, but many are looking with sincerity to the kinds of models which are represented by
the American Indians.In their relationships to this troubled America, Indian groups are seen to be
situated across a wide spectrum of positions. On the one hand are the few traditional and
conservative groups which, against enormous pressures, have miraculously remained very
close to the essence of their ancient and still viable life-ways; and on the other hand are those
groups which have been completely assimilated within the larger American society. Yet today,
virtually all Indian groups who retain any degree of self-identity are now also re-evaluating, and
giving positive valuation to, the fundamental premises of their own traditional cultures. They are
also re-examining, through a wide range of means and expressions, their relationships to a



larger society which today tends to represent diminishing attractions.If there is validity to the
above statements, it seems clear that it is too early to say that Black Elk’s mission to bring his
people back to “the good red road” has failed as he thought it had. Rather, it may be succeeding
in ways which he could not have anticipated.As an Oglala Sioux, Black Elk belonged to one of
the seven sub-bands of the Western Teton, all of which speak the Lakota dialect of a Siouan
language. These Western Teton are one of the seven bands, or “Seven Council Fires,” of the
Dakota (the “Allied”), which is one of the nations belonging to the large Siouan linguistic family.
This linguistic group also includes the Assiniboin, Crow, Hidatsa, Iowa, Kansa, Mandan,
Missouri, Omaha, Osage, Oto, Ponca, and Quapaw. According to the early history of the Dakota,
they were established in the sixteenth century on the headwaters of the Mississippi, and in the
seventeenth century they were driven westward from Minnesota by their enemies the Chippewa.
In leaving the forests and lakes the Dakota substituted the horse for the bark canoe with
remarkable ease, and in the nineteenth century they were known and feared as one of the most
powerful nations of the prairies; indeed, it was these Dakota Sioux who offered perhaps the
strongest resistance of all the Indian groups to the westward movement of the whites.This
account of the sacred pipe and the rites of the Sioux, was handed down orally by the former
“keeper of the sacred pipe,” Elk Head (Hehaka Pa), to three men. Of these three, Black Elk was
the only one living at the time this history was written. (Black Elk died in August, 1950.) When
Elk Head gave this account to Black Elk, he told him that it must be handed down. For as long as
it is known, and for as long as the pipe is used, their people will live; but as soon as the pipe is
forgotten, the people will be without a center and they will perish.I wish to acknowledge my
gratitude to Benjamin Black Elk, who acted as interpreter for this work and who is the son of
Black Elk, to whom we owe this book. It is unusual to have an interpreter who understands both
English and Lakota perfectly, and who is also familiar with the wisdom and rites of his people. I
wish also to mention Benjamin’s wife, Ellen Black Elk, a remarkable person of strong faith and
character, who with quiet dignity always saw to it that everyone in her warm home was fed and
cared for. Her death in September of 1970 was a loss for all who knew her. Black Elk’s close
friend Little Warrior assisted us in many ways.I also acknowledge my gratitude to the
Smithsonian Institution for the Barry photograph of Sitting Bull, and to the Illuminated Photo-Ad
Service of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, who gave permission for the use of their photograph of the
seven Sioux who participated in the battle of the Little Big Horn. These warriors were all close
friends of Black Elk.JOSEPH EPES BROWNBloomington, IndianaFebruary,
1971FOREWORDIn the great vision which came to me in my youth, when I had known only nine
winters, there was something which has seemed to me to be of greater and greater importance
as the moons have passed by. It is about our sacred pipe and its importance to our people.We
have been told by the white men, or at least by those who are Christian, that God sent to men
His son, who would restore order and peace upon the earth; and we have been told that Jesus
the Christ was crucified, but that he shall come again at the Last Judgment, the end of this world
or cycle. This I understand and know that it is true, but the white men should know that for the



red people too, it was the will of Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit, that an animal turn itself into a
two-legged person in order to bring the most holy pipe to His people; and we too were taught
that this White Buffalo Cow Woman who brought our sacred pipe will appear again at the end of
this “world,” a coming which we Indians know is now not very far off.Most people call it a “peace
pipe,” yet now there is no peace on earth or even between neighbors, and I have been told that it
has been a long time since there has been peace in the world. There is much talk of peace
among the Christians, yet this is just talk. Perhaps it may be, and this is my prayer that, through
our sacred pipe, and through this book in which I shall explain what our pipe really is, peace may
come to those peoples who can understand, an understanding which must be of the heart and
not of the head alone. Then they will realize that we Indians know the One true God, and that we
pray to Him continually.I have wished to make this book through no other desire than to help my
people in understanding the greatness and truth of our own tradition, and also to help in bringing
peace upon the earth, not only among men, but within men and between the whole of
creation.We should understand well that all things are the works of the Great Spirit. We should
know that He is within all things: the trees, the grasses, the rivers, the mountains, and all the four-
legged animals, and the winged peoples; and even more important, we should understand that
He is also above all these things and peoples. When we do understand all this deeply in our
hearts, then we will fear, and love, and know the Great Spirit, and then we will be and act and
live as He intends.BLACK ELKManderson, S. D.CHAPTER ITHE GIFT OF THE SACRED
PIPEEarly one morning, very many winters ago, two Lakota were out hunting with their bows and
arrows, and as they were standing on a hill looking for game, they saw in the distance something
coming towards them in a very strange and wonderful manner. When this mysterious thing came
nearer to them, they saw that it was a very beautiful woman, dressed in white buckskin, and
bearing a bundle on her back. Now this woman was so good to look at that one of the Lakota
had bad intentions and told his friend of his desire, but this good man said that he must not have
such thoughts, for surely this is a wakan woman.1 The mysterious person was now very close to
the men, and then putting down her bundle, she asked the one with bad intentions to come over
to her. As the young man approached the mysterious woman, they were both covered by a great
cloud, and soon when it lifted the sacred woman was standing there, and at her feet was the
man with the bad thoughts who was now nothing but bones, and terrible snakes were eating
him.2“Behold what you see!” the strange woman said to the good man. “I am coming to your
people and wish to talk with your chief Hehlokecha Najin [Standing Hollow Horn], Return to him,
and tell him to prepare a large tipi in which he should gather all his people, and make ready for
my coming. I wish to tell you something of great importance!”The young man then returned to
the tipi of his chief, and told him all that had happened: that this wakan woman was coming to
visit them and that they must all prepare. The chief, Standing Hollow Horn, then had several tipis
taken down, and from them a great lodge was made as the sacred woman had instructed.3 He
sent out a crier to tell the people to put on their best buckskin clothes and to gather immediately
in the lodge. The people were, of course, all very excited as they waited in the great lodge for the



coming of the holy woman, and everybody was wondering where this mysterious woman came
from and what it was that she wished to say.Soon the young men who were watching for the
coming of the wakan person announced that they saw something in the distance approaching
them in a beautiful manner, and then suddenly she entered the lodge, walked around sun-wise,4
and stood in front of Standing Hollow Horn.5 She took from her back the bundle, and holding it
with both hands in front of the chief, said: “Behold this and always love it! It is lela wakan [very
sacred], and you must treat it as such. No impure man should ever be allowed to see it, for within
this bundle there is a sacred pipe. With this you will, during the winters to come, send your
voices to Wakan-Tanka, your Father and Grandfather.”6After the mysterious woman said this,
she took from the bundle a pipe, and also a small round stone which she placed upon the
ground. Holding the pipe up with its stem to the heavens, she said: “With this sacred pipe you
will walk upon the Earth; for the Earth is your Grandmother and Mother,7 and She is sacred.
Every step that is taken upon Her should be as a prayer. The bowl of this pipe is of red stone; it is
the Earth. Carved in the stone and facing the center is this buffalo calf who represents all the
four-leggeds8 who live upon your Mother. The stem of the pipe is of wood, and this represents
all that grows upon the Earth. And these twelve feathers which hang here where the stem fits
into the bowl are from Wanbli Galeshka, the Spotted Eagle,9 and they represent the eagle and
all the wingeds of the air. All these peoples, and all the things of the universe, are joined to you
who smoke the pipe—all send their voices to Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit. When you pray with
this pipe, you pray for and with everything.”The wakan woman then touched the foot of the pipe
to the round stone which lay upon the ground, and said: “With this pipe you will be bound to all
your relatives: your Grandfather and Father, your Grandmother and Mother. This round rock,
which is made of the same red stone as the bowl of the pipe, your Father Wakan-Tanka has also
given to you. It is the Earth, your Grandmother and Mother, and it is where you will live and
increase. This Earth which He has given to you is red, and the two-leggeds who live upon the
Earth are red; and the Great Spirit has also given to you a red day, and a red road.10 All of this is
sacred and so do not forget! Every dawn as it comes is a holy event, and every day is holy, for
the light comes from your Father Wakan-Tanka; and also you must always remember that the
two-leggeds and all the other peoples who stand upon this earth are sacred and should be
treated as such.“From this time on, the holy pipe will stand upon this red Earth, and the two-
leggeds will take the pipe and will send their voices to Wakan-Tanka. These seven circles11
which you see on the stone have much meaning, for they represent the seven rites in which the
pipe will be used. The first large circle represents the first rite which I shall give to you, and the
other six circles represent the rites which will in time be revealed to you directly.12 Standing
Hollow Horn, be good to these gifts and to your people, for they are wakan! With this pipe the
two-leggeds will increase, and there will come to them all that is good. From above Wakan-
Tanka has given to you this sacred pipe, so that through it you may have knowledge. For this
great gift you should always be grateful! But now before I leave I wish to give to you instructions
for the first rite in which your people will use this pipe.“It should be for you a sacred day when



one of your people dies. You must then keep his soul13 as I shall teach you, and through this you
will gain much power; for if this soul is kept, it will increase in you your concern and love for your
neighbor. So long as the person, in his soul, is kept with your people, through him you will be
able to send your voice to Wakan-Tanka.14“It should also be a sacred day when a soul is
released and returns to its home, Wakan-Tanka, for on this day four women will be made holy,
and they will in time bear children who will walk the path of life in a sacred manner, setting an
example to your people. Behold Me, for it is I that they will take in their mouths, and it is through
this that they will become wakan.“He who keeps the soul of a person must be a good and pure
man, and he should use the pipe so that all the people, with the soul, will together send their
voices to Wakan-Tanka. The fruit of your Mother the Earth and the fruit of all that bears will be
blessed in this manner, and your people will then walk the path of life in a sacred way. Do not
forget that Wakan-Tanka has given you seven days in which to send your voices to Him. So long
as you remember this you will live; the rest you will know from Wakan-Tanka directly.”The sacred
woman then started to leave the lodge, but turning again to Standing Hollow Horn, she said:
“Behold this pipe! Always remember how sacred it is, and treat it as such, for it will take you to
the end. Remember, in me there are four ages.15 I am leaving now, but I shall look back upon
your people in every age, and at the end I shall return.”Moving around the lodge in a sun-wise
manner, the mysterious woman left, but after walking a short distance she looked back towards
the people and sat down. When she rose the people were amazed to see that she had become
a young red and brown buffalo calf. Then this calf walked farther, lay down, and rolled, looking
back at the people, and when she got up she was a white buffalo. Again the white buffalo walked
farther and rolled on the ground, becoming now a black buffalo. This buffalo then walked farther
away from the people, stopped, and after bowing to each of the four quarters of the universe,
disappeared over the hill.CHAPTER IITHE KEEPING OF THE SOULIIt is through this rite that
we purify the souls of our dead, and that our love for one another is increased.1 The four pure
women who eat the sacred part of the buffalo,2 as I shall describe, must always remember that
their children will be wakan and thus should be raised in a sacred manner. The mother should
sacrifice everything for her children, and must develop in herself and in her children a great love
for Wakan-Tanka, for in time these children will become holy people and leaders of the nation
and will have the power to make others wakan. At first we kept only the souls of a few of our
great leaders, but later we kept the souls of almost all good people.By keeping a soul according
to the proper rites, as given to us by the White Buffalo Cow Woman [known also as White
Buffalo Maiden], one so purifies it that it and the Spirit become one, and it is thus able to return
to the “place” where it was born—Wakan-Tanka—and need not wander about the earth as is the
case with the souls of bad people; further, the keeping of a soul helps us to remember death and
also Wakan-Tanka, who is above all dying.Whenever a soul is kept, many of the nation go to its
tipi to pray, and on the day that the soul is released all the people gather and send their voices to
Wakan-Tanka through the soul which is to travel upon His sacred path. But now I shall explain to
you how this rite was first done by our people.One of the great-great-grandchildren of Standing



Hollow Horn had a child whom the parents loved very much; but it happened that one day this
child died, which made the father very sad, and so he went and spoke to the keeper of the
sacred pipe, who was at that time High Hollow Horn.“We have been instructed by the sacred
woman in the use of the pipe and in the keeping of the soul of a person who has died. Now I am
very sad because I have lost my loved son, but I wish to keep his soul as we have been taught,
and, since you are the keeper of the sacred pipe, I wish you to instruct me!”“How! Hechetu alo! It
is good!” High Hollow Horn said, and they then went to the place where the child lay, and where
the women were crying very bitterly. As they approached, the crying stopped; and going to
where the child lay, High Hollow Horn spoke.“This boy seems to be dead, yet he is not really, for
we shall keep his soul among our people, and through this our children and the children of their
children will become wakan. We shall now do as we were taught by the sacred woman and by
the pipe. It is the wish of Wakan-Tanka that this be done.”A lock of the child’s hair was then
taken, and as High Hollow Horn did this he prayed.“O Wakan-Tanka behold us! It is the first time
that we do Thy will in this way, as You have taught us through the sacred woman. We will keep
the soul of this child so that our Mother the Earth will bear fruit, and so that our children will walk
the path of life in a sacred manner.”High Hollow Horn then prepared to purify the child’s lock of
hair; a glowing coal was brought in, and a pinch of sweet grass was placed upon it.“O Wakan-
Tanka,” High Hollow Horn prayed, “this smoke from the sweet grass will rise up to You, and will
spread throughout the universe; its fragrance will be known by the wingeds, the four-leggeds,
and the two-leggeds, for we understand that we are all relatives; may all our brothers be tame
and not fear us!”High Hollow Horn took up the lock of hair, and holding it over the smoke, made
a motion with it to Heaven, to Earth, and to the four quarters of the universe; then he spoke to the
soul within the hair.“Behold O soul! Where you dwell upon this earth will be a sacred place; this
center will cause the people to be as wakan as you are. Our grandchildren will now walk the path
of life with pure hearts, and with firm steps!”After purifying the lock of hair in the smoke, High
Hollow Horn turned to the mother and father of the child, saying: “We shall gain great knowledge
from this soul which has here been purified. Be good to it and love it, for it is wakan. We are now
fulfilling the will of Wakan-Tanka, as it was made known to us through the sacred woman; for do
you not remember as she was leaving how she turned back the second time? This represents
the keeping of the soul, which we are now going to do. May this help us to remember that all the
fruits of the wingeds, the two-leggeds, and the four-leggeds, are really the gifts of Wakan-Tanka.
They are all wakan and should be treated as such!”Black Elk, 1947 (Photograph by J. E.
Brown)Black Elk. Photograph taken in France when he was about 19 years old and was with the
Buffalo Bill Show. (Photograph from authors collection)The lock of hair was wrapped in sacred
buckskin, and this bundle was placed at a special place in the tipi. Then High Hollow Horn took
up the pipe, and after holding it over the smoke, filled it carefully in a ritual manner; pointing the
stem towards heaven, he prayed.“Our Grandfather, Wakan-Tanka, You are everything, and yet
above everything! You are first. You have always been. This soul that we are keeping will be at
the center of the sacred hoop of this nation; through this center our children will have strong



hearts, and they will walk the straight red path in a wakan manner.“O Wakan-Tanka, You are the
truth. The two-legged peoples who put their mouths to this pipe will become the truth itself; there
will be in them nothing impure. Help us to walk the sacred path of life without difficulty, with our
minds and hearts continually fixed on You!”The pipe was then lighted and smoked, and was
passed sunwise around the circle. The whole world within the pipe was offered up to Wakan-
Tanka. When the pipe came back to High Hollow Horn, he rubbed sweet grass over it on the
west, north, east, and south sides, in order to purify it lest any unworthy person might have
touched it; turning to the people, he then said: “My relatives, this pipe is wakan. We all know that
it cannot lie. No man who has within him any untruth may touch it to his mouth. Further, my
relatives, our Father, Wakan-Tanka, has made His will known to us here on earth, and we must
always do that which He wishes if we would walk the sacred path. This is the first time that we
carry out this sacred rite of keeping the soul, and it will be of great benefit to our children and to
their children’s children! My relatives, Grandmother and Mother Earth, we are of earth, and
belong to You. O Mother Earth from whom we receive our food, You care for our growth as do
our own mothers. Every step that we take upon You should be done in a sacred manner; each
step should be as a prayer. Remember this my relatives: that the power of this pure soul will be
with you as you walk, for it, too, is the fruit of Mother Earth; it is as a seed, planted in your center,
which will in time grow in your hearts, and cause our generations to walk in a wakan
manner.”High Hollow Horn then lifted his hand and sent his voice to Wakan-Tanka.3“O Father
and Grandfather Wakan-Tanka, You are the source and end of everything. My Father Wakan-
Tanka, You are the One who watches over and sustains all life. O my Grandmother, You are the
earthly source of all existence! And Mother Earth, the fruits which You bear are the source of life
for the earth peoples. You are always watching over Your fruits as does a mother. May the steps
which we take in life upon you be sacred and not weak!“Help us O Wakan-Tanka to walk the red
path with firm steps. May we who are Your people stand in a wakan manner, pleasing to You!
Give to us strength which comes from an understanding of Your powers! Because You have
made Your will known to us, we will walk the path of life in holiness, bearing the love and
knowledge of You in our hearts! For this and for everything we give thanks!”A bundle was then
made containing the body of the child, and the men took this to a high place away from the camp
and placed it upon a scaffold set up in a tree.4 When they returned, High Hollow Horn went into
the tipi with the father of the child, in order to teach him how he must prepare himself for the
great duty which he would fulfill and from which he would become a holy man.“You are now
keeping the soul of your own son,” High Hollow Horn said, “who is not dead, but is with you.
From now on you must live in a sacred manner, for your son will be in this tipi until his soul is
released. You should remember that the habits which you establish during this period will remain
with you always. You must take great care that no bad person enters the lodge where you keep
the soul, and that there be no arguments or dissensions; there should always be harmony in
your lodge, for all these things have an influence on the soul which is being purified here.“Your
hands are wakan; treat them as such! And your eyes are wakan; when you see your relatives



and all things, see them in a sacred manner!5 Your mouth is wakan, and every word you say
should reflect this holy state in which you are now living. You should raise your head often,
looking up into the heavens. Whenever you eat of the fruit of Mother Earth, feed likewise your
son! If you do this and all that I have taught you, Wakan-Tanka will be merciful to you. Every day
and night your son will be with you; look after his soul all the time, for through this you will always
remember Wakan-Tanka. From this day on you will be wakan, and as I have taught you, so you
too will now be able to teach others. The sacred pipe will go a long way, even to the end, and so
will the soul of your son! It is indeed so, Hetchetu welo!”Black Elk (Photograph by J. E.
Brown)Black Elk (Photograph by J. E. Brown)Black Elk (Photograph by J. E. Brown)THE
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Chikala)Seven Sioux WarriorsBlack Elk and J. E. BrownPREFACE TO THE SEVENTH
PRINTINGI first learned of the Lakota Sioux sage, Black Elk (Hehaka Sapa), through John
Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks, a poetic work of great value that first appeared in 1932, published
by William Morrow and Company of New York. Because of the war effort at that time, the original



copper plates had to be destroyed, and the first edition was out of print soon after publication.
During several trips to Europe immediately after the war, I was able to make arrangements
through close friends for French, German, and Italian translations, all of which became very
popular and have since appeared in many continuing editions.As a lifelong student of Native
American history, traditions, and lifeways, I understood the importance of the Black Elk lore and
wished to meet the old man, even though Neihardt had advised me that Black Elk would not
speak to me. After much traveling, however, I found Hehaka Sapa in an old canvas wall tent in
Nebraska, where his extended family was engaged in digging potatoes. I entered into the tent
with great anxiety because of Neihardt’s discouraging advice. On my journey west an old
Assiniboin had given me a traditional Plains ceremonial pipe, which the old Sage and I smoked
in silence. When the ritual smoking was completed, the old man turned to me and asked why I
had taken so long in getting there, for he had been expecting my coming. He then invited me to
spend the winter with him and his extended family at their home on Wounded Knee Creek, Pine
Ridge Reservation. He wished to relate the history and meanings of the seven sacred rites of his
people, a project that was completed over several years with much of the translating being done
by his son Benjamin Black Elk.I wish to express great gratitude to all members of the Black Elk
extended family and am honored by continuing contacts over the years that affirm that here
adoptions into a family are permanent and continuing, never casual, and they involve continuing
mutual responsibilities.JOSEPH EPES BROWNStevensville, MontanaJanuary, 1988PREFACE
TO THE SEVENTH PRINTINGI first learned of the Lakota Sioux sage, Black Elk (Hehaka Sapa),
through John Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks, a poetic work of great value that first appeared in
1932, published by William Morrow and Company of New York. Because of the war effort at that
time, the original copper plates had to be destroyed, and the first edition was out of print soon
after publication. During several trips to Europe immediately after the war, I was able to make
arrangements through close friends for French, German, and Italian translations, all of which
became very popular and have since appeared in many continuing editions.As a lifelong student
of Native American history, traditions, and lifeways, I understood the importance of the Black Elk
lore and wished to meet the old man, even though Neihardt had advised me that Black Elk
would not speak to me. After much traveling, however, I found Hehaka Sapa in an old canvas
wall tent in Nebraska, where his extended family was engaged in digging potatoes. I entered into
the tent with great anxiety because of Neihardt’s discouraging advice. On my journey west an
old Assiniboin had given me a traditional Plains ceremonial pipe, which the old Sage and I
smoked in silence. When the ritual smoking was completed, the old man turned to me and
asked why I had taken so long in getting there, for he had been expecting my coming. He then
invited me to spend the winter with him and his extended family at their home on Wounded Knee
Creek, Pine Ridge Reservation. He wished to relate the history and meanings of the seven
sacred rites of his people, a project that was completed over several years with much of the
translating being done by his son Benjamin Black Elk.I wish to express great gratitude to all
members of the Black Elk extended family and am honored by continuing contacts over the



years that affirm that here adoptions into a family are permanent and continuing, never casual,
and they involve continuing mutual responsibilities.JOSEPH EPES BROWNStevensville,
MontanaJanuary, 1988PREFACE TO THE SEVENTH PRINTINGI first learned of the Lakota
Sioux sage, Black Elk (Hehaka Sapa), through John Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks, a poetic work
of great value that first appeared in 1932, published by William Morrow and Company of New
York. Because of the war effort at that time, the original copper plates had to be destroyed, and
the first edition was out of print soon after publication. During several trips to Europe immediately
after the war, I was able to make arrangements through close friends for French, German, and
Italian translations, all of which became very popular and have since appeared in many
continuing editions.As a lifelong student of Native American history, traditions, and lifeways, I
understood the importance of the Black Elk lore and wished to meet the old man, even though
Neihardt had advised me that Black Elk would not speak to me. After much traveling, however, I
found Hehaka Sapa in an old canvas wall tent in Nebraska, where his extended family was
engaged in digging potatoes. I entered into the tent with great anxiety because of Neihardt’s
discouraging advice. On my journey west an old Assiniboin had given me a traditional Plains
ceremonial pipe, which the old Sage and I smoked in silence. When the ritual smoking was
completed, the old man turned to me and asked why I had taken so long in getting there, for he
had been expecting my coming. He then invited me to spend the winter with him and his
extended family at their home on Wounded Knee Creek, Pine Ridge Reservation. He wished to
relate the history and meanings of the seven sacred rites of his people, a project that was
completed over several years with much of the translating being done by his son Benjamin Black
Elk.I wish to express great gratitude to all members of the Black Elk extended family and am
honored by continuing contacts over the years that affirm that here adoptions into a family are
permanent and continuing, never casual, and they involve continuing mutual
responsibilities.JOSEPH EPES BROWNStevensville, MontanaJanuary, 1988EDITOR’S
PREFACEBlack Elk first became known to a wide range of readers in 1932 through John G.
Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks: The Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux. Neihardt’s poetic
and sympathetic treatment of the old man’s life and mission raised the question as to who, in
fact, Black Elk really was. For if the account was faithful to only the essential qualities of the man,
it was clear that even from a people noted for their large share of great personalities, here was
an unusual man of vision; a holy man in the full sense of this term, and a man upon whom
destiny, in a time of cultural crisis, had placed a heavy burden of responsibility for the spiritual
welfare of his people. Here, also, could be an important message for the larger world.I went to
find Black Elk in the fall of 1947. After I had followed his traces across many of the Western
states, we finally met in an old canvas wall tent on a Nebraska farm where his family and other
members of their band were employed in harvesting potatoes. During that first encounter we
simply sat side by side on a sheepskin, and silently smoked the red stone pipe which I had
brought with me as an offering in the traditional manner. Partly crippled, almost completely blind,
he seemed a pitiful old man as he sat there hunched over, dressed in poor, cast-off clothing. But



the beauty of his face and the reverent quality of his movements as he smoked the pipe revealed
that Neihardt had given to us the essence of the man, and the subsequent years spent with
Black Elk have confirmed this initial impression. Knowing that Black Elk usually had refused to
talk with many other people, it was with relief and wonder that I heard his first words: he had
anticipated my coming, and wished me to spend that winter with him, for he had much to tell of
the sacred things before they all should pass away.I lived that very cold winter with Black Elk and
his generous family in their little hewn-log house under the pine-covered bluffs near Manderson,
South Dakota. Everything the old man told me I recorded in the time available when we were not
hunting for wild game, or hauling water from the nearest hand-pump eight miles away, or cutting
hardwood in the valley bottom for the iron stove, and I profited from this rigorous life which his
family and my many new relatives shared with me.I am fortunate in having met at least some of
those men of the old days who possessed great human and spiritual qualities. But Black Elk had
a special quality of power and kindliness and a sense of mission that was unique, and I am sure
it was recognized by all who had the opportunity of knowing him.According to his account, Black
Elk was born in 1862. Therefore he had known the times when his people still had the freedom
of the plains and hunted the bison; he had fought against the white men at the Little Big Horn
and on Wounded Knee Creek. He was a cousin to the famous chief and holy man, Crazy Horse,
and had known Sitting Bull, Red Cloud, and American Horse. Although Black Elk spoke no
English, he had observed much of the white man’s world, having traveled with Buffalo Bill to Italy,
France, and England, where he danced for Queen Victoria—”Grandmother England.” But
whether hunting, traveling, or fighting, Black Elk was not as other men are. During his youth he
had been instructed in the sacred lore of his people by the great men, among whom were
Whirlwind Chaser, Black Road, and the sage Elk Head, Keeper of the Sacred Pipe, from whom
he learned the history and meanings of his people’s spiritual heritage. With this understanding
Black Elk prayed and fasted at length, until he himself became one of the wise men, receiving
many visions through which he gained special powers to be used for the good of his nation.This
responsibility to “bring to life the flowering tree of his people” haunted Black Elk all his life and
caused him much suffering. Although he had been given the power to lead his people in the
ways of his grandfathers, he did not understand by what means the vision could be fulfilled. It
was certainly due to this pervasive sense of mission that Black Elk wished to make this book,
explaining the major rites of the Oglala Sioux, in the hope that in this manner his own people, as
well as the white men, would gain a better understanding of the truths of their Indian traditions.It
has now been more than twenty years since Black Elk last spoke, and there have occurred many
changes which demand that his message—and, indeed, similar messages of other traditionally
oriented peoples—be placed in new perspective and in a new light. At the time when Black Elk
was lamenting the broken hoop of his people’s nation, it was generally believed, even by the
specialists, that it would be only a matter of time—very little time in fact—until the Indians, with
their seemingly archaic and anachronistic cultures, would be completely assimilated into a larger
American society which was convinced of its superiority and the validity of its goals.We are still



very far from being aware of the dimensions and ramifications of our ethnocentric illusions.
Nevertheless, by the very nature of things we are now forced to undergo a process of intense
self-examination; to engage in a serious re-evaluation of the premises and orientations of our
society. The inescapable reality of the ecological crisis, for example, has shattered for many a
kind of dream world, and has forced us not only to seek immediate solutions to the kinds of
problems which a highly developed technology has fostered, but also, and above all, to look to
our basic values concerning life and the nature and destiny of man. The new generations today
may not as yet be sure of the most effective means by which to further this process of re-
evaluation, but many are looking with sincerity to the kinds of models which are represented by
the American Indians.In their relationships to this troubled America, Indian groups are seen to be
situated across a wide spectrum of positions. On the one hand are the few traditional and
conservative groups which, against enormous pressures, have miraculously remained very
close to the essence of their ancient and still viable life-ways; and on the other hand are those
groups which have been completely assimilated within the larger American society. Yet today,
virtually all Indian groups who retain any degree of self-identity are now also re-evaluating, and
giving positive valuation to, the fundamental premises of their own traditional cultures. They are
also re-examining, through a wide range of means and expressions, their relationships to a
larger society which today tends to represent diminishing attractions.If there is validity to the
above statements, it seems clear that it is too early to say that Black Elk’s mission to bring his
people back to “the good red road” has failed as he thought it had. Rather, it may be succeeding
in ways which he could not have anticipated.As an Oglala Sioux, Black Elk belonged to one of
the seven sub-bands of the Western Teton, all of which speak the Lakota dialect of a Siouan
language. These Western Teton are one of the seven bands, or “Seven Council Fires,” of the
Dakota (the “Allied”), which is one of the nations belonging to the large Siouan linguistic family.
This linguistic group also includes the Assiniboin, Crow, Hidatsa, Iowa, Kansa, Mandan,
Missouri, Omaha, Osage, Oto, Ponca, and Quapaw. According to the early history of the Dakota,
they were established in the sixteenth century on the headwaters of the Mississippi, and in the
seventeenth century they were driven westward from Minnesota by their enemies the Chippewa.
In leaving the forests and lakes the Dakota substituted the horse for the bark canoe with
remarkable ease, and in the nineteenth century they were known and feared as one of the most
powerful nations of the prairies; indeed, it was these Dakota Sioux who offered perhaps the
strongest resistance of all the Indian groups to the westward movement of the whites.This
account of the sacred pipe and the rites of the Sioux, was handed down orally by the former
“keeper of the sacred pipe,” Elk Head (Hehaka Pa), to three men. Of these three, Black Elk was
the only one living at the time this history was written. (Black Elk died in August, 1950.) When
Elk Head gave this account to Black Elk, he told him that it must be handed down. For as long as
it is known, and for as long as the pipe is used, their people will live; but as soon as the pipe is
forgotten, the people will be without a center and they will perish.I wish to acknowledge my
gratitude to Benjamin Black Elk, who acted as interpreter for this work and who is the son of



Black Elk, to whom we owe this book. It is unusual to have an interpreter who understands both
English and Lakota perfectly, and who is also familiar with the wisdom and rites of his people. I
wish also to mention Benjamin’s wife, Ellen Black Elk, a remarkable person of strong faith and
character, who with quiet dignity always saw to it that everyone in her warm home was fed and
cared for. Her death in September of 1970 was a loss for all who knew her. Black Elk’s close
friend Little Warrior assisted us in many ways.I also acknowledge my gratitude to the
Smithsonian Institution for the Barry photograph of Sitting Bull, and to the Illuminated Photo-Ad
Service of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, who gave permission for the use of their photograph of the
seven Sioux who participated in the battle of the Little Big Horn. These warriors were all close
friends of Black Elk.JOSEPH EPES BROWNBloomington, IndianaFebruary, 1971EDITOR’S
PREFACEBlack Elk first became known to a wide range of readers in 1932 through John G.
Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks: The Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux. Neihardt’s poetic
and sympathetic treatment of the old man’s life and mission raised the question as to who, in
fact, Black Elk really was. For if the account was faithful to only the essential qualities of the man,
it was clear that even from a people noted for their large share of great personalities, here was
an unusual man of vision; a holy man in the full sense of this term, and a man upon whom
destiny, in a time of cultural crisis, had placed a heavy burden of responsibility for the spiritual
welfare of his people. Here, also, could be an important message for the larger world.I went to
find Black Elk in the fall of 1947. After I had followed his traces across many of the Western
states, we finally met in an old canvas wall tent on a Nebraska farm where his family and other
members of their band were employed in harvesting potatoes. During that first encounter we
simply sat side by side on a sheepskin, and silently smoked the red stone pipe which I had
brought with me as an offering in the traditional manner. Partly crippled, almost completely blind,
he seemed a pitiful old man as he sat there hunched over, dressed in poor, cast-off clothing. But
the beauty of his face and the reverent quality of his movements as he smoked the pipe revealed
that Neihardt had given to us the essence of the man, and the subsequent years spent with
Black Elk have confirmed this initial impression. Knowing that Black Elk usually had refused to
talk with many other people, it was with relief and wonder that I heard his first words: he had
anticipated my coming, and wished me to spend that winter with him, for he had much to tell of
the sacred things before they all should pass away.I lived that very cold winter with Black Elk and
his generous family in their little hewn-log house under the pine-covered bluffs near Manderson,
South Dakota. Everything the old man told me I recorded in the time available when we were not
hunting for wild game, or hauling water from the nearest hand-pump eight miles away, or cutting
hardwood in the valley bottom for the iron stove, and I profited from this rigorous life which his
family and my many new relatives shared with me.I am fortunate in having met at least some of
those men of the old days who possessed great human and spiritual qualities. But Black Elk had
a special quality of power and kindliness and a sense of mission that was unique, and I am sure
it was recognized by all who had the opportunity of knowing him.According to his account, Black
Elk was born in 1862. Therefore he had known the times when his people still had the freedom



of the plains and hunted the bison; he had fought against the white men at the Little Big Horn
and on Wounded Knee Creek. He was a cousin to the famous chief and holy man, Crazy Horse,
and had known Sitting Bull, Red Cloud, and American Horse. Although Black Elk spoke no
English, he had observed much of the white man’s world, having traveled with Buffalo Bill to Italy,
France, and England, where he danced for Queen Victoria—”Grandmother England.” But
whether hunting, traveling, or fighting, Black Elk was not as other men are. During his youth he
had been instructed in the sacred lore of his people by the great men, among whom were
Whirlwind Chaser, Black Road, and the sage Elk Head, Keeper of the Sacred Pipe, from whom
he learned the history and meanings of his people’s spiritual heritage. With this understanding
Black Elk prayed and fasted at length, until he himself became one of the wise men, receiving
many visions through which he gained special powers to be used for the good of his nation.This
responsibility to “bring to life the flowering tree of his people” haunted Black Elk all his life and
caused him much suffering. Although he had been given the power to lead his people in the
ways of his grandfathers, he did not understand by what means the vision could be fulfilled. It
was certainly due to this pervasive sense of mission that Black Elk wished to make this book,
explaining the major rites of the Oglala Sioux, in the hope that in this manner his own people, as
well as the white men, would gain a better understanding of the truths of their Indian traditions.It
has now been more than twenty years since Black Elk last spoke, and there have occurred many
changes which demand that his message—and, indeed, similar messages of other traditionally
oriented peoples—be placed in new perspective and in a new light. At the time when Black Elk
was lamenting the broken hoop of his people’s nation, it was generally believed, even by the
specialists, that it would be only a matter of time—very little time in fact—until the Indians, with
their seemingly archaic and anachronistic cultures, would be completely assimilated into a larger
American society which was convinced of its superiority and the validity of its goals.We are still
very far from being aware of the dimensions and ramifications of our ethnocentric illusions.
Nevertheless, by the very nature of things we are now forced to undergo a process of intense
self-examination; to engage in a serious re-evaluation of the premises and orientations of our
society. The inescapable reality of the ecological crisis, for example, has shattered for many a
kind of dream world, and has forced us not only to seek immediate solutions to the kinds of
problems which a highly developed technology has fostered, but also, and above all, to look to
our basic values concerning life and the nature and destiny of man. The new generations today
may not as yet be sure of the most effective means by which to further this process of re-
evaluation, but many are looking with sincerity to the kinds of models which are represented by
the American Indians.In their relationships to this troubled America, Indian groups are seen to be
situated across a wide spectrum of positions. On the one hand are the few traditional and
conservative groups which, against enormous pressures, have miraculously remained very
close to the essence of their ancient and still viable life-ways; and on the other hand are those
groups which have been completely assimilated within the larger American society. Yet today,
virtually all Indian groups who retain any degree of self-identity are now also re-evaluating, and



giving positive valuation to, the fundamental premises of their own traditional cultures. They are
also re-examining, through a wide range of means and expressions, their relationships to a
larger society which today tends to represent diminishing attractions.If there is validity to the
above statements, it seems clear that it is too early to say that Black Elk’s mission to bring his
people back to “the good red road” has failed as he thought it had. Rather, it may be succeeding
in ways which he could not have anticipated.As an Oglala Sioux, Black Elk belonged to one of
the seven sub-bands of the Western Teton, all of which speak the Lakota dialect of a Siouan
language. These Western Teton are one of the seven bands, or “Seven Council Fires,” of the
Dakota (the “Allied”), which is one of the nations belonging to the large Siouan linguistic family.
This linguistic group also includes the Assiniboin, Crow, Hidatsa, Iowa, Kansa, Mandan,
Missouri, Omaha, Osage, Oto, Ponca, and Quapaw. According to the early history of the Dakota,
they were established in the sixteenth century on the headwaters of the Mississippi, and in the
seventeenth century they were driven westward from Minnesota by their enemies the Chippewa.
In leaving the forests and lakes the Dakota substituted the horse for the bark canoe with
remarkable ease, and in the nineteenth century they were known and feared as one of the most
powerful nations of the prairies; indeed, it was these Dakota Sioux who offered perhaps the
strongest resistance of all the Indian groups to the westward movement of the whites.This
account of the sacred pipe and the rites of the Sioux, was handed down orally by the former
“keeper of the sacred pipe,” Elk Head (Hehaka Pa), to three men. Of these three, Black Elk was
the only one living at the time this history was written. (Black Elk died in August, 1950.) When
Elk Head gave this account to Black Elk, he told him that it must be handed down. For as long as
it is known, and for as long as the pipe is used, their people will live; but as soon as the pipe is
forgotten, the people will be without a center and they will perish.I wish to acknowledge my
gratitude to Benjamin Black Elk, who acted as interpreter for this work and who is the son of
Black Elk, to whom we owe this book. It is unusual to have an interpreter who understands both
English and Lakota perfectly, and who is also familiar with the wisdom and rites of his people. I
wish also to mention Benjamin’s wife, Ellen Black Elk, a remarkable person of strong faith and
character, who with quiet dignity always saw to it that everyone in her warm home was fed and
cared for. Her death in September of 1970 was a loss for all who knew her. Black Elk’s close
friend Little Warrior assisted us in many ways.I also acknowledge my gratitude to the
Smithsonian Institution for the Barry photograph of Sitting Bull, and to the Illuminated Photo-Ad
Service of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, who gave permission for the use of their photograph of the
seven Sioux who participated in the battle of the Little Big Horn. These warriors were all close
friends of Black Elk.JOSEPH EPES BROWNBloomington, IndianaFebruary, 1971EDITOR’S
PREFACEBlack Elk first became known to a wide range of readers in 1932 through John G.
Neihardt’s Black Elk Speaks: The Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux. Neihardt’s poetic
and sympathetic treatment of the old man’s life and mission raised the question as to who, in
fact, Black Elk really was. For if the account was faithful to only the essential qualities of the man,
it was clear that even from a people noted for their large share of great personalities, here was



an unusual man of vision; a holy man in the full sense of this term, and a man upon whom
destiny, in a time of cultural crisis, had placed a heavy burden of responsibility for the spiritual
welfare of his people. Here, also, could be an important message for the larger world.I went to
find Black Elk in the fall of 1947. After I had followed his traces across many of the Western
states, we finally met in an old canvas wall tent on a Nebraska farm where his family and other
members of their band were employed in harvesting potatoes. During that first encounter we
simply sat side by side on a sheepskin, and silently smoked the red stone pipe which I had
brought with me as an offering in the traditional manner. Partly crippled, almost completely blind,
he seemed a pitiful old man as he sat there hunched over, dressed in poor, cast-off clothing. But
the beauty of his face and the reverent quality of his movements as he smoked the pipe revealed
that Neihardt had given to us the essence of the man, and the subsequent years spent with
Black Elk have confirmed this initial impression. Knowing that Black Elk usually had refused to
talk with many other people, it was with relief and wonder that I heard his first words: he had
anticipated my coming, and wished me to spend that winter with him, for he had much to tell of
the sacred things before they all should pass away.I lived that very cold winter with Black Elk and
his generous family in their little hewn-log house under the pine-covered bluffs near Manderson,
South Dakota. Everything the old man told me I recorded in the time available when we were not
hunting for wild game, or hauling water from the nearest hand-pump eight miles away, or cutting
hardwood in the valley bottom for the iron stove, and I profited from this rigorous life which his
family and my many new relatives shared with me.I am fortunate in having met at least some of
those men of the old days who possessed great human and spiritual qualities. But Black Elk had
a special quality of power and kindliness and a sense of mission that was unique, and I am sure
it was recognized by all who had the opportunity of knowing him.According to his account, Black
Elk was born in 1862. Therefore he had known the times when his people still had the freedom
of the plains and hunted the bison; he had fought against the white men at the Little Big Horn
and on Wounded Knee Creek. He was a cousin to the famous chief and holy man, Crazy Horse,
and had known Sitting Bull, Red Cloud, and American Horse. Although Black Elk spoke no
English, he had observed much of the white man’s world, having traveled with Buffalo Bill to Italy,
France, and England, where he danced for Queen Victoria—”Grandmother England.” But
whether hunting, traveling, or fighting, Black Elk was not as other men are. During his youth he
had been instructed in the sacred lore of his people by the great men, among whom were
Whirlwind Chaser, Black Road, and the sage Elk Head, Keeper of the Sacred Pipe, from whom
he learned the history and meanings of his people’s spiritual heritage. With this understanding
Black Elk prayed and fasted at length, until he himself became one of the wise men, receiving
many visions through which he gained special powers to be used for the good of his nation.This
responsibility to “bring to life the flowering tree of his people” haunted Black Elk all his life and
caused him much suffering. Although he had been given the power to lead his people in the
ways of his grandfathers, he did not understand by what means the vision could be fulfilled. It
was certainly due to this pervasive sense of mission that Black Elk wished to make this book,



explaining the major rites of the Oglala Sioux, in the hope that in this manner his own people, as
well as the white men, would gain a better understanding of the truths of their Indian traditions.It
has now been more than twenty years since Black Elk last spoke, and there have occurred many
changes which demand that his message—and, indeed, similar messages of other traditionally
oriented peoples—be placed in new perspective and in a new light. At the time when Black Elk
was lamenting the broken hoop of his people’s nation, it was generally believed, even by the
specialists, that it would be only a matter of time—very little time in fact—until the Indians, with
their seemingly archaic and anachronistic cultures, would be completely assimilated into a larger
American society which was convinced of its superiority and the validity of its goals.We are still
very far from being aware of the dimensions and ramifications of our ethnocentric illusions.
Nevertheless, by the very nature of things we are now forced to undergo a process of intense
self-examination; to engage in a serious re-evaluation of the premises and orientations of our
society. The inescapable reality of the ecological crisis, for example, has shattered for many a
kind of dream world, and has forced us not only to seek immediate solutions to the kinds of
problems which a highly developed technology has fostered, but also, and above all, to look to
our basic values concerning life and the nature and destiny of man. The new generations today
may not as yet be sure of the most effective means by which to further this process of re-
evaluation, but many are looking with sincerity to the kinds of models which are represented by
the American Indians.In their relationships to this troubled America, Indian groups are seen to be
situated across a wide spectrum of positions. On the one hand are the few traditional and
conservative groups which, against enormous pressures, have miraculously remained very
close to the essence of their ancient and still viable life-ways; and on the other hand are those
groups which have been completely assimilated within the larger American society. Yet today,
virtually all Indian groups who retain any degree of self-identity are now also re-evaluating, and
giving positive valuation to, the fundamental premises of their own traditional cultures. They are
also re-examining, through a wide range of means and expressions, their relationships to a
larger society which today tends to represent diminishing attractions.If there is validity to the
above statements, it seems clear that it is too early to say that Black Elk’s mission to bring his
people back to “the good red road” has failed as he thought it had. Rather, it may be succeeding
in ways which he could not have anticipated.As an Oglala Sioux, Black Elk belonged to one of
the seven sub-bands of the Western Teton, all of which speak the Lakota dialect of a Siouan
language. These Western Teton are one of the seven bands, or “Seven Council Fires,” of the
Dakota (the “Allied”), which is one of the nations belonging to the large Siouan linguistic family.
This linguistic group also includes the Assiniboin, Crow, Hidatsa, Iowa, Kansa, Mandan,
Missouri, Omaha, Osage, Oto, Ponca, and Quapaw. According to the early history of the Dakota,
they were established in the sixteenth century on the headwaters of the Mississippi, and in the
seventeenth century they were driven westward from Minnesota by their enemies the Chippewa.
In leaving the forests and lakes the Dakota substituted the horse for the bark canoe with
remarkable ease, and in the nineteenth century they were known and feared as one of the most



powerful nations of the prairies; indeed, it was these Dakota Sioux who offered perhaps the
strongest resistance of all the Indian groups to the westward movement of the whites.This
account of the sacred pipe and the rites of the Sioux, was handed down orally by the former
“keeper of the sacred pipe,” Elk Head (Hehaka Pa), to three men. Of these three, Black Elk was
the only one living at the time this history was written. (Black Elk died in August, 1950.) When
Elk Head gave this account to Black Elk, he told him that it must be handed down. For as long as
it is known, and for as long as the pipe is used, their people will live; but as soon as the pipe is
forgotten, the people will be without a center and they will perish.I wish to acknowledge my
gratitude to Benjamin Black Elk, who acted as interpreter for this work and who is the son of
Black Elk, to whom we owe this book. It is unusual to have an interpreter who understands both
English and Lakota perfectly, and who is also familiar with the wisdom and rites of his people. I
wish also to mention Benjamin’s wife, Ellen Black Elk, a remarkable person of strong faith and
character, who with quiet dignity always saw to it that everyone in her warm home was fed and
cared for. Her death in September of 1970 was a loss for all who knew her. Black Elk’s close
friend Little Warrior assisted us in many ways.I also acknowledge my gratitude to the
Smithsonian Institution for the Barry photograph of Sitting Bull, and to the Illuminated Photo-Ad
Service of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, who gave permission for the use of their photograph of the
seven Sioux who participated in the battle of the Little Big Horn. These warriors were all close
friends of Black Elk.JOSEPH EPES BROWNBloomington, IndianaFebruary,
1971FOREWORDIn the great vision which came to me in my youth, when I had known only nine
winters, there was something which has seemed to me to be of greater and greater importance
as the moons have passed by. It is about our sacred pipe and its importance to our people.We
have been told by the white men, or at least by those who are Christian, that God sent to men
His son, who would restore order and peace upon the earth; and we have been told that Jesus
the Christ was crucified, but that he shall come again at the Last Judgment, the end of this world
or cycle. This I understand and know that it is true, but the white men should know that for the
red people too, it was the will of Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit, that an animal turn itself into a
two-legged person in order to bring the most holy pipe to His people; and we too were taught
that this White Buffalo Cow Woman who brought our sacred pipe will appear again at the end of
this “world,” a coming which we Indians know is now not very far off.Most people call it a “peace
pipe,” yet now there is no peace on earth or even between neighbors, and I have been told that it
has been a long time since there has been peace in the world. There is much talk of peace
among the Christians, yet this is just talk. Perhaps it may be, and this is my prayer that, through
our sacred pipe, and through this book in which I shall explain what our pipe really is, peace may
come to those peoples who can understand, an understanding which must be of the heart and
not of the head alone. Then they will realize that we Indians know the One true God, and that we
pray to Him continually.I have wished to make this book through no other desire than to help my
people in understanding the greatness and truth of our own tradition, and also to help in bringing
peace upon the earth, not only among men, but within men and between the whole of



creation.We should understand well that all things are the works of the Great Spirit. We should
know that He is within all things: the trees, the grasses, the rivers, the mountains, and all the four-
legged animals, and the winged peoples; and even more important, we should understand that
He is also above all these things and peoples. When we do understand all this deeply in our
hearts, then we will fear, and love, and know the Great Spirit, and then we will be and act and
live as He intends.BLACK ELKManderson, S. D.FOREWORDIn the great vision which came to
me in my youth, when I had known only nine winters, there was something which has seemed to
me to be of greater and greater importance as the moons have passed by. It is about our sacred
pipe and its importance to our people.We have been told by the white men, or at least by those
who are Christian, that God sent to men His son, who would restore order and peace upon the
earth; and we have been told that Jesus the Christ was crucified, but that he shall come again at
the Last Judgment, the end of this world or cycle. This I understand and know that it is true, but
the white men should know that for the red people too, it was the will of Wakan-Tanka, the Great
Spirit, that an animal turn itself into a two-legged person in order to bring the most holy pipe to
His people; and we too were taught that this White Buffalo Cow Woman who brought our sacred
pipe will appear again at the end of this “world,” a coming which we Indians know is now not very
far off.Most people call it a “peace pipe,” yet now there is no peace on earth or even between
neighbors, and I have been told that it has been a long time since there has been peace in the
world. There is much talk of peace among the Christians, yet this is just talk. Perhaps it may be,
and this is my prayer that, through our sacred pipe, and through this book in which I shall explain
what our pipe really is, peace may come to those peoples who can understand, an
understanding which must be of the heart and not of the head alone. Then they will realize that
we Indians know the One true God, and that we pray to Him continually.I have wished to make
this book through no other desire than to help my people in understanding the greatness and
truth of our own tradition, and also to help in bringing peace upon the earth, not only among
men, but within men and between the whole of creation.We should understand well that all
things are the works of the Great Spirit. We should know that He is within all things: the trees, the
grasses, the rivers, the mountains, and all the four-legged animals, and the winged peoples; and
even more important, we should understand that He is also above all these things and peoples.
When we do understand all this deeply in our hearts, then we will fear, and love, and know the
Great Spirit, and then we will be and act and live as He intends.BLACK ELKManderson, S.
D.FOREWORDIn the great vision which came to me in my youth, when I had known only nine
winters, there was something which has seemed to me to be of greater and greater importance
as the moons have passed by. It is about our sacred pipe and its importance to our people.We
have been told by the white men, or at least by those who are Christian, that God sent to men
His son, who would restore order and peace upon the earth; and we have been told that Jesus
the Christ was crucified, but that he shall come again at the Last Judgment, the end of this world
or cycle. This I understand and know that it is true, but the white men should know that for the
red people too, it was the will of Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit, that an animal turn itself into a



two-legged person in order to bring the most holy pipe to His people; and we too were taught
that this White Buffalo Cow Woman who brought our sacred pipe will appear again at the end of
this “world,” a coming which we Indians know is now not very far off.Most people call it a “peace
pipe,” yet now there is no peace on earth or even between neighbors, and I have been told that it
has been a long time since there has been peace in the world. There is much talk of peace
among the Christians, yet this is just talk. Perhaps it may be, and this is my prayer that, through
our sacred pipe, and through this book in which I shall explain what our pipe really is, peace may
come to those peoples who can understand, an understanding which must be of the heart and
not of the head alone. Then they will realize that we Indians know the One true God, and that we
pray to Him continually.I have wished to make this book through no other desire than to help my
people in understanding the greatness and truth of our own tradition, and also to help in bringing
peace upon the earth, not only among men, but within men and between the whole of
creation.We should understand well that all things are the works of the Great Spirit. We should
know that He is within all things: the trees, the grasses, the rivers, the mountains, and all the four-
legged animals, and the winged peoples; and even more important, we should understand that
He is also above all these things and peoples. When we do understand all this deeply in our
hearts, then we will fear, and love, and know the Great Spirit, and then we will be and act and
live as He intends.BLACK ELKManderson, S. D.CHAPTER ITHE GIFT OF THE SACRED
PIPEEarly one morning, very many winters ago, two Lakota were out hunting with their bows and
arrows, and as they were standing on a hill looking for game, they saw in the distance something
coming towards them in a very strange and wonderful manner. When this mysterious thing came
nearer to them, they saw that it was a very beautiful woman, dressed in white buckskin, and
bearing a bundle on her back. Now this woman was so good to look at that one of the Lakota
had bad intentions and told his friend of his desire, but this good man said that he must not have
such thoughts, for surely this is a wakan woman.1 The mysterious person was now very close to
the men, and then putting down her bundle, she asked the one with bad intentions to come over
to her. As the young man approached the mysterious woman, they were both covered by a great
cloud, and soon when it lifted the sacred woman was standing there, and at her feet was the
man with the bad thoughts who was now nothing but bones, and terrible snakes were eating
him.2“Behold what you see!” the strange woman said to the good man. “I am coming to your
people and wish to talk with your chief Hehlokecha Najin [Standing Hollow Horn], Return to him,
and tell him to prepare a large tipi in which he should gather all his people, and make ready for
my coming. I wish to tell you something of great importance!”The young man then returned to
the tipi of his chief, and told him all that had happened: that this wakan woman was coming to
visit them and that they must all prepare. The chief, Standing Hollow Horn, then had several tipis
taken down, and from them a great lodge was made as the sacred woman had instructed.3 He
sent out a crier to tell the people to put on their best buckskin clothes and to gather immediately
in the lodge. The people were, of course, all very excited as they waited in the great lodge for the
coming of the holy woman, and everybody was wondering where this mysterious woman came



from and what it was that she wished to say.Soon the young men who were watching for the
coming of the wakan person announced that they saw something in the distance approaching
them in a beautiful manner, and then suddenly she entered the lodge, walked around sun-wise,4
and stood in front of Standing Hollow Horn.5 She took from her back the bundle, and holding it
with both hands in front of the chief, said: “Behold this and always love it! It is lela wakan [very
sacred], and you must treat it as such. No impure man should ever be allowed to see it, for within
this bundle there is a sacred pipe. With this you will, during the winters to come, send your
voices to Wakan-Tanka, your Father and Grandfather.”6After the mysterious woman said this,
she took from the bundle a pipe, and also a small round stone which she placed upon the
ground. Holding the pipe up with its stem to the heavens, she said: “With this sacred pipe you
will walk upon the Earth; for the Earth is your Grandmother and Mother,7 and She is sacred.
Every step that is taken upon Her should be as a prayer. The bowl of this pipe is of red stone; it is
the Earth. Carved in the stone and facing the center is this buffalo calf who represents all the
four-leggeds8 who live upon your Mother. The stem of the pipe is of wood, and this represents
all that grows upon the Earth. And these twelve feathers which hang here where the stem fits
into the bowl are from Wanbli Galeshka, the Spotted Eagle,9 and they represent the eagle and
all the wingeds of the air. All these peoples, and all the things of the universe, are joined to you
who smoke the pipe—all send their voices to Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit. When you pray with
this pipe, you pray for and with everything.”The wakan woman then touched the foot of the pipe
to the round stone which lay upon the ground, and said: “With this pipe you will be bound to all
your relatives: your Grandfather and Father, your Grandmother and Mother. This round rock,
which is made of the same red stone as the bowl of the pipe, your Father Wakan-Tanka has also
given to you. It is the Earth, your Grandmother and Mother, and it is where you will live and
increase. This Earth which He has given to you is red, and the two-leggeds who live upon the
Earth are red; and the Great Spirit has also given to you a red day, and a red road.10 All of this is
sacred and so do not forget! Every dawn as it comes is a holy event, and every day is holy, for
the light comes from your Father Wakan-Tanka; and also you must always remember that the
two-leggeds and all the other peoples who stand upon this earth are sacred and should be
treated as such.“From this time on, the holy pipe will stand upon this red Earth, and the two-
leggeds will take the pipe and will send their voices to Wakan-Tanka. These seven circles11
which you see on the stone have much meaning, for they represent the seven rites in which the
pipe will be used. The first large circle represents the first rite which I shall give to you, and the
other six circles represent the rites which will in time be revealed to you directly.12 Standing
Hollow Horn, be good to these gifts and to your people, for they are wakan! With this pipe the
two-leggeds will increase, and there will come to them all that is good. From above Wakan-
Tanka has given to you this sacred pipe, so that through it you may have knowledge. For this
great gift you should always be grateful! But now before I leave I wish to give to you instructions
for the first rite in which your people will use this pipe.“It should be for you a sacred day when
one of your people dies. You must then keep his soul13 as I shall teach you, and through this you



will gain much power; for if this soul is kept, it will increase in you your concern and love for your
neighbor. So long as the person, in his soul, is kept with your people, through him you will be
able to send your voice to Wakan-Tanka.14“It should also be a sacred day when a soul is
released and returns to its home, Wakan-Tanka, for on this day four women will be made holy,
and they will in time bear children who will walk the path of life in a sacred manner, setting an
example to your people. Behold Me, for it is I that they will take in their mouths, and it is through
this that they will become wakan.“He who keeps the soul of a person must be a good and pure
man, and he should use the pipe so that all the people, with the soul, will together send their
voices to Wakan-Tanka. The fruit of your Mother the Earth and the fruit of all that bears will be
blessed in this manner, and your people will then walk the path of life in a sacred way. Do not
forget that Wakan-Tanka has given you seven days in which to send your voices to Him. So long
as you remember this you will live; the rest you will know from Wakan-Tanka directly.”The sacred
woman then started to leave the lodge, but turning again to Standing Hollow Horn, she said:
“Behold this pipe! Always remember how sacred it is, and treat it as such, for it will take you to
the end. Remember, in me there are four ages.15 I am leaving now, but I shall look back upon
your people in every age, and at the end I shall return.”Moving around the lodge in a sun-wise
manner, the mysterious woman left, but after walking a short distance she looked back towards
the people and sat down. When she rose the people were amazed to see that she had become
a young red and brown buffalo calf. Then this calf walked farther, lay down, and rolled, looking
back at the people, and when she got up she was a white buffalo. Again the white buffalo walked
farther and rolled on the ground, becoming now a black buffalo. This buffalo then walked farther
away from the people, stopped, and after bowing to each of the four quarters of the universe,
disappeared over the hill.CHAPTER ITHE GIFT OF THE SACRED PIPEEarly one morning, very
many winters ago, two Lakota were out hunting with their bows and arrows, and as they were
standing on a hill looking for game, they saw in the distance something coming towards them in
a very strange and wonderful manner. When this mysterious thing came nearer to them, they
saw that it was a very beautiful woman, dressed in white buckskin, and bearing a bundle on her
back. Now this woman was so good to look at that one of the Lakota had bad intentions and told
his friend of his desire, but this good man said that he must not have such thoughts, for surely
this is a wakan woman.1 The mysterious person was now very close to the men, and then
putting down her bundle, she asked the one with bad intentions to come over to her. As the
young man approached the mysterious woman, they were both covered by a great cloud, and
soon when it lifted the sacred woman was standing there, and at her feet was the man with the
bad thoughts who was now nothing but bones, and terrible snakes were eating him.2“Behold
what you see!” the strange woman said to the good man. “I am coming to your people and wish
to talk with your chief Hehlokecha Najin [Standing Hollow Horn], Return to him, and tell him to
prepare a large tipi in which he should gather all his people, and make ready for my coming. I
wish to tell you something of great importance!”The young man then returned to the tipi of his
chief, and told him all that had happened: that this wakan woman was coming to visit them and



that they must all prepare. The chief, Standing Hollow Horn, then had several tipis taken down,
and from them a great lodge was made as the sacred woman had instructed.3 He sent out a
crier to tell the people to put on their best buckskin clothes and to gather immediately in the
lodge. The people were, of course, all very excited as they waited in the great lodge for the
coming of the holy woman, and everybody was wondering where this mysterious woman came
from and what it was that she wished to say.Soon the young men who were watching for the
coming of the wakan person announced that they saw something in the distance approaching
them in a beautiful manner, and then suddenly she entered the lodge, walked around sun-wise,4
and stood in front of Standing Hollow Horn.5 She took from her back the bundle, and holding it
with both hands in front of the chief, said: “Behold this and always love it! It is lela wakan [very
sacred], and you must treat it as such. No impure man should ever be allowed to see it, for within
this bundle there is a sacred pipe. With this you will, during the winters to come, send your
voices to Wakan-Tanka, your Father and Grandfather.”6After the mysterious woman said this,
she took from the bundle a pipe, and also a small round stone which she placed upon the
ground. Holding the pipe up with its stem to the heavens, she said: “With this sacred pipe you
will walk upon the Earth; for the Earth is your Grandmother and Mother,7 and She is sacred.
Every step that is taken upon Her should be as a prayer. The bowl of this pipe is of red stone; it is
the Earth. Carved in the stone and facing the center is this buffalo calf who represents all the
four-leggeds8 who live upon your Mother. The stem of the pipe is of wood, and this represents
all that grows upon the Earth. And these twelve feathers which hang here where the stem fits
into the bowl are from Wanbli Galeshka, the Spotted Eagle,9 and they represent the eagle and
all the wingeds of the air. All these peoples, and all the things of the universe, are joined to you
who smoke the pipe—all send their voices to Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit. When you pray with
this pipe, you pray for and with everything.”The wakan woman then touched the foot of the pipe
to the round stone which lay upon the ground, and said: “With this pipe you will be bound to all
your relatives: your Grandfather and Father, your Grandmother and Mother. This round rock,
which is made of the same red stone as the bowl of the pipe, your Father Wakan-Tanka has also
given to you. It is the Earth, your Grandmother and Mother, and it is where you will live and
increase. This Earth which He has given to you is red, and the two-leggeds who live upon the
Earth are red; and the Great Spirit has also given to you a red day, and a red road.10 All of this is
sacred and so do not forget! Every dawn as it comes is a holy event, and every day is holy, for
the light comes from your Father Wakan-Tanka; and also you must always remember that the
two-leggeds and all the other peoples who stand upon this earth are sacred and should be
treated as such.“From this time on, the holy pipe will stand upon this red Earth, and the two-
leggeds will take the pipe and will send their voices to Wakan-Tanka. These seven circles11
which you see on the stone have much meaning, for they represent the seven rites in which the
pipe will be used. The first large circle represents the first rite which I shall give to you, and the
other six circles represent the rites which will in time be revealed to you directly.12 Standing
Hollow Horn, be good to these gifts and to your people, for they are wakan! With this pipe the



two-leggeds will increase, and there will come to them all that is good. From above Wakan-
Tanka has given to you this sacred pipe, so that through it you may have knowledge. For this
great gift you should always be grateful! But now before I leave I wish to give to you instructions
for the first rite in which your people will use this pipe.“It should be for you a sacred day when
one of your people dies. You must then keep his soul13 as I shall teach you, and through this you
will gain much power; for if this soul is kept, it will increase in you your concern and love for your
neighbor. So long as the person, in his soul, is kept with your people, through him you will be
able to send your voice to Wakan-Tanka.14“It should also be a sacred day when a soul is
released and returns to its home, Wakan-Tanka, for on this day four women will be made holy,
and they will in time bear children who will walk the path of life in a sacred manner, setting an
example to your people. Behold Me, for it is I that they will take in their mouths, and it is through
this that they will become wakan.“He who keeps the soul of a person must be a good and pure
man, and he should use the pipe so that all the people, with the soul, will together send their
voices to Wakan-Tanka. The fruit of your Mother the Earth and the fruit of all that bears will be
blessed in this manner, and your people will then walk the path of life in a sacred way. Do not
forget that Wakan-Tanka has given you seven days in which to send your voices to Him. So long
as you remember this you will live; the rest you will know from Wakan-Tanka directly.”The sacred
woman then started to leave the lodge, but turning again to Standing Hollow Horn, she said:
“Behold this pipe! Always remember how sacred it is, and treat it as such, for it will take you to
the end. Remember, in me there are four ages.15 I am leaving now, but I shall look back upon
your people in every age, and at the end I shall return.”Moving around the lodge in a sun-wise
manner, the mysterious woman left, but after walking a short distance she looked back towards
the people and sat down. When she rose the people were amazed to see that she had become
a young red and brown buffalo calf. Then this calf walked farther, lay down, and rolled, looking
back at the people, and when she got up she was a white buffalo. Again the white buffalo walked
farther and rolled on the ground, becoming now a black buffalo. This buffalo then walked farther
away from the people, stopped, and after bowing to each of the four quarters of the universe,
disappeared over the hill.CHAPTER ITHE GIFT OF THE SACRED PIPEEarly one morning, very
many winters ago, two Lakota were out hunting with their bows and arrows, and as they were
standing on a hill looking for game, they saw in the distance something coming towards them in
a very strange and wonderful manner. When this mysterious thing came nearer to them, they
saw that it was a very beautiful woman, dressed in white buckskin, and bearing a bundle on her
back. Now this woman was so good to look at that one of the Lakota had bad intentions and told
his friend of his desire, but this good man said that he must not have such thoughts, for surely
this is a wakan woman.1 The mysterious person was now very close to the men, and then
putting down her bundle, she asked the one with bad intentions to come over to her. As the
young man approached the mysterious woman, they were both covered by a great cloud, and
soon when it lifted the sacred woman was standing there, and at her feet was the man with the
bad thoughts who was now nothing but bones, and terrible snakes were eating him.2“Behold



what you see!” the strange woman said to the good man. “I am coming to your people and wish
to talk with your chief Hehlokecha Najin [Standing Hollow Horn], Return to him, and tell him to
prepare a large tipi in which he should gather all his people, and make ready for my coming. I
wish to tell you something of great importance!”The young man then returned to the tipi of his
chief, and told him all that had happened: that this wakan woman was coming to visit them and
that they must all prepare. The chief, Standing Hollow Horn, then had several tipis taken down,
and from them a great lodge was made as the sacred woman had instructed.3 He sent out a
crier to tell the people to put on their best buckskin clothes and to gather immediately in the
lodge. The people were, of course, all very excited as they waited in the great lodge for the
coming of the holy woman, and everybody was wondering where this mysterious woman came
from and what it was that she wished to say.Soon the young men who were watching for the
coming of the wakan person announced that they saw something in the distance approaching
them in a beautiful manner, and then suddenly she entered the lodge, walked around sun-wise,4
and stood in front of Standing Hollow Horn.5 She took from her back the bundle, and holding it
with both hands in front of the chief, said: “Behold this and always love it! It is lela wakan [very
sacred], and you must treat it as such. No impure man should ever be allowed to see it, for within
this bundle there is a sacred pipe. With this you will, during the winters to come, send your
voices to Wakan-Tanka, your Father and Grandfather.”6After the mysterious woman said this,
she took from the bundle a pipe, and also a small round stone which she placed upon the
ground. Holding the pipe up with its stem to the heavens, she said: “With this sacred pipe you
will walk upon the Earth; for the Earth is your Grandmother and Mother,7 and She is sacred.
Every step that is taken upon Her should be as a prayer. The bowl of this pipe is of red stone; it is
the Earth. Carved in the stone and facing the center is this buffalo calf who represents all the
four-leggeds8 who live upon your Mother. The stem of the pipe is of wood, and this represents
all that grows upon the Earth. And these twelve feathers which hang here where the stem fits
into the bowl are from Wanbli Galeshka, the Spotted Eagle,9 and they represent the eagle and
all the wingeds of the air. All these peoples, and all the things of the universe, are joined to you
who smoke the pipe—all send their voices to Wakan-Tanka, the Great Spirit. When you pray with
this pipe, you pray for and with everything.”The wakan woman then touched the foot of the pipe
to the round stone which lay upon the ground, and said: “With this pipe you will be bound to all
your relatives: your Grandfather and Father, your Grandmother and Mother. This round rock,
which is made of the same red stone as the bowl of the pipe, your Father Wakan-Tanka has also
given to you. It is the Earth, your Grandmother and Mother, and it is where you will live and
increase. This Earth which He has given to you is red, and the two-leggeds who live upon the
Earth are red; and the Great Spirit has also given to you a red day, and a red road.10 All of this is
sacred and so do not forget! Every dawn as it comes is a holy event, and every day is holy, for
the light comes from your Father Wakan-Tanka; and also you must always remember that the
two-leggeds and all the other peoples who stand upon this earth are sacred and should be
treated as such.“From this time on, the holy pipe will stand upon this red Earth, and the two-



leggeds will take the pipe and will send their voices to Wakan-Tanka. These seven circles11
which you see on the stone have much meaning, for they represent the seven rites in which the
pipe will be used. The first large circle represents the first rite which I shall give to you, and the
other six circles represent the rites which will in time be revealed to you directly.12 Standing
Hollow Horn, be good to these gifts and to your people, for they are wakan! With this pipe the
two-leggeds will increase, and there will come to them all that is good. From above Wakan-
Tanka has given to you this sacred pipe, so that through it you may have knowledge. For this
great gift you should always be grateful! But now before I leave I wish to give to you instructions
for the first rite in which your people will use this pipe.“It should be for you a sacred day when
one of your people dies. You must then keep his soul13 as I shall teach you, and through this you
will gain much power; for if this soul is kept, it will increase in you your concern and love for your
neighbor. So long as the person, in his soul, is kept with your people, through him you will be
able to send your voice to Wakan-Tanka.14“It should also be a sacred day when a soul is
released and returns to its home, Wakan-Tanka, for on this day four women will be made holy,
and they will in time bear children who will walk the path of life in a sacred manner, setting an
example to your people. Behold Me, for it is I that they will take in their mouths, and it is through
this that they will become wakan.“He who keeps the soul of a person must be a good and pure
man, and he should use the pipe so that all the people, with the soul, will together send their
voices to Wakan-Tanka. The fruit of your Mother the Earth and the fruit of all that bears will be
blessed in this manner, and your people will then walk the path of life in a sacred way. Do not
forget that Wakan-Tanka has given you seven days in which to send your voices to Him. So long
as you remember this you will live; the rest you will know from Wakan-Tanka directly.”The sacred
woman then started to leave the lodge, but turning again to Standing Hollow Horn, she said:
“Behold this pipe! Always remember how sacred it is, and treat it as such, for it will take you to
the end. Remember, in me there are four ages.15 I am leaving now, but I shall look back upon
your people in every age, and at the end I shall return.”Moving around the lodge in a sun-wise
manner, the mysterious woman left, but after walking a short distance she looked back towards
the people and sat down. When she rose the people were amazed to see that she had become
a young red and brown buffalo calf. Then this calf walked farther, lay down, and rolled, looking
back at the people, and when she got up she was a white buffalo. Again the white buffalo walked
farther and rolled on the ground, becoming now a black buffalo. This buffalo then walked farther
away from the people, stopped, and after bowing to each of the four quarters of the universe,
disappeared over the hill.CHAPTER IITHE KEEPING OF THE SOULIIt is through this rite that
we purify the souls of our dead, and that our love for one another is increased.1 The four pure
women who eat the sacred part of the buffalo,2 as I shall describe, must always remember that
their children will be wakan and thus should be raised in a sacred manner. The mother should
sacrifice everything for her children, and must develop in herself and in her children a great love
for Wakan-Tanka, for in time these children will become holy people and leaders of the nation
and will have the power to make others wakan. At first we kept only the souls of a few of our



great leaders, but later we kept the souls of almost all good people.By keeping a soul according
to the proper rites, as given to us by the White Buffalo Cow Woman [known also as White
Buffalo Maiden], one so purifies it that it and the Spirit become one, and it is thus able to return
to the “place” where it was born—Wakan-Tanka—and need not wander about the earth as is the
case with the souls of bad people; further, the keeping of a soul helps us to remember death and
also Wakan-Tanka, who is above all dying.Whenever a soul is kept, many of the nation go to its
tipi to pray, and on the day that the soul is released all the people gather and send their voices to
Wakan-Tanka through the soul which is to travel upon His sacred path. But now I shall explain to
you how this rite was first done by our people.One of the great-great-grandchildren of Standing
Hollow Horn had a child whom the parents loved very much; but it happened that one day this
child died, which made the father very sad, and so he went and spoke to the keeper of the
sacred pipe, who was at that time High Hollow Horn.“We have been instructed by the sacred
woman in the use of the pipe and in the keeping of the soul of a person who has died. Now I am
very sad because I have lost my loved son, but I wish to keep his soul as we have been taught,
and, since you are the keeper of the sacred pipe, I wish you to instruct me!”“How! Hechetu alo! It
is good!” High Hollow Horn said, and they then went to the place where the child lay, and where
the women were crying very bitterly. As they approached, the crying stopped; and going to
where the child lay, High Hollow Horn spoke.“This boy seems to be dead, yet he is not really, for
we shall keep his soul among our people, and through this our children and the children of their
children will become wakan. We shall now do as we were taught by the sacred woman and by
the pipe. It is the wish of Wakan-Tanka that this be done.”A lock of the child’s hair was then
taken, and as High Hollow Horn did this he prayed.“O Wakan-Tanka behold us! It is the first time
that we do Thy will in this way, as You have taught us through the sacred woman. We will keep
the soul of this child so that our Mother the Earth will bear fruit, and so that our children will walk
the path of life in a sacred manner.”High Hollow Horn then prepared to purify the child’s lock of
hair; a glowing coal was brought in, and a pinch of sweet grass was placed upon it.“O Wakan-
Tanka,” High Hollow Horn prayed, “this smoke from the sweet grass will rise up to You, and will
spread throughout the universe; its fragrance will be known by the wingeds, the four-leggeds,
and the two-leggeds, for we understand that we are all relatives; may all our brothers be tame
and not fear us!”High Hollow Horn took up the lock of hair, and holding it over the smoke, made
a motion with it to Heaven, to Earth, and to the four quarters of the universe; then he spoke to the
soul within the hair.“Behold O soul! Where you dwell upon this earth will be a sacred place; this
center will cause the people to be as wakan as you are. Our grandchildren will now walk the path
of life with pure hearts, and with firm steps!”After purifying the lock of hair in the smoke, High
Hollow Horn turned to the mother and father of the child, saying: “We shall gain great knowledge
from this soul which has here been purified. Be good to it and love it, for it is wakan. We are now
fulfilling the will of Wakan-Tanka, as it was made known to us through the sacred woman; for do
you not remember as she was leaving how she turned back the second time? This represents
the keeping of the soul, which we are now going to do. May this help us to remember that all the



fruits of the wingeds, the two-leggeds, and the four-leggeds, are really the gifts of Wakan-Tanka.
They are all wakan and should be treated as such!”Black Elk, 1947 (Photograph by J. E.
Brown)Black Elk. Photograph taken in France when he was about 19 years old and was with the
Buffalo Bill Show. (Photograph from authors collection)The lock of hair was wrapped in sacred
buckskin, and this bundle was placed at a special place in the tipi. Then High Hollow Horn took
up the pipe, and after holding it over the smoke, filled it carefully in a ritual manner; pointing the
stem towards heaven, he prayed.“Our Grandfather, Wakan-Tanka, You are everything, and yet
above everything! You are first. You have always been. This soul that we are keeping will be at
the center of the sacred hoop of this nation; through this center our children will have strong
hearts, and they will walk the straight red path in a wakan manner.“O Wakan-Tanka, You are the
truth. The two-legged peoples who put their mouths to this pipe will become the truth itself; there
will be in them nothing impure. Help us to walk the sacred path of life without difficulty, with our
minds and hearts continually fixed on You!”The pipe was then lighted and smoked, and was
passed sunwise around the circle. The whole world within the pipe was offered up to Wakan-
Tanka. When the pipe came back to High Hollow Horn, he rubbed sweet grass over it on the
west, north, east, and south sides, in order to purify it lest any unworthy person might have
touched it; turning to the people, he then said: “My relatives, this pipe is wakan. We all know that
it cannot lie. No man who has within him any untruth may touch it to his mouth. Further, my
relatives, our Father, Wakan-Tanka, has made His will known to us here on earth, and we must
always do that which He wishes if we would walk the sacred path. This is the first time that we
carry out this sacred rite of keeping the soul, and it will be of great benefit to our children and to
their children’s children! My relatives, Grandmother and Mother Earth, we are of earth, and
belong to You. O Mother Earth from whom we receive our food, You care for our growth as do
our own mothers. Every step that we take upon You should be done in a sacred manner; each
step should be as a prayer. Remember this my relatives: that the power of this pure soul will be
with you as you walk, for it, too, is the fruit of Mother Earth; it is as a seed, planted in your center,
which will in time grow in your hearts, and cause our generations to walk in a wakan
manner.”High Hollow Horn then lifted his hand and sent his voice to Wakan-Tanka.3“O Father
and Grandfather Wakan-Tanka, You are the source and end of everything. My Father Wakan-
Tanka, You are the One who watches over and sustains all life. O my Grandmother, You are the
earthly source of all existence! And Mother Earth, the fruits which You bear are the source of life
for the earth peoples. You are always watching over Your fruits as does a mother. May the steps
which we take in life upon you be sacred and not weak!“Help us O Wakan-Tanka to walk the red
path with firm steps. May we who are Your people stand in a wakan manner, pleasing to You!
Give to us strength which comes from an understanding of Your powers! Because You have
made Your will known to us, we will walk the path of life in holiness, bearing the love and
knowledge of You in our hearts! For this and for everything we give thanks!”A bundle was then
made containing the body of the child, and the men took this to a high place away from the camp
and placed it upon a scaffold set up in a tree.4 When they returned, High Hollow Horn went into



the tipi with the father of the child, in order to teach him how he must prepare himself for the
great duty which he would fulfill and from which he would become a holy man.“You are now
keeping the soul of your own son,” High Hollow Horn said, “who is not dead, but is with you.
From now on you must live in a sacred manner, for your son will be in this tipi until his soul is
released. You should remember that the habits which you establish during this period will remain
with you always. You must take great care that no bad person enters the lodge where you keep
the soul, and that there be no arguments or dissensions; there should always be harmony in
your lodge, for all these things have an influence on the soul which is being purified here.“Your
hands are wakan; treat them as such! And your eyes are wakan; when you see your relatives
and all things, see them in a sacred manner!5 Your mouth is wakan, and every word you say
should reflect this holy state in which you are now living. You should raise your head often,
looking up into the heavens. Whenever you eat of the fruit of Mother Earth, feed likewise your
son! If you do this and all that I have taught you, Wakan-Tanka will be merciful to you. Every day
and night your son will be with you; look after his soul all the time, for through this you will always
remember Wakan-Tanka. From this day on you will be wakan, and as I have taught you, so you
too will now be able to teach others. The sacred pipe will go a long way, even to the end, and so
will the soul of your son! It is indeed so, Hetchetu welo!”CHAPTER IITHE KEEPING OF THE
SOULIIt is through this rite that we purify the souls of our dead, and that our love for one another
is increased.1 The four pure women who eat the sacred part of the buffalo,2 as I shall describe,
must always remember that their children will be wakan and thus should be raised in a sacred
manner. The mother should sacrifice everything for her children, and must develop in herself
and in her children a great love for Wakan-Tanka, for in time these children will become holy
people and leaders of the nation and will have the power to make others wakan. At first we kept
only the souls of a few of our great leaders, but later we kept the souls of almost all good
people.By keeping a soul according to the proper rites, as given to us by the White Buffalo Cow
Woman [known also as White Buffalo Maiden], one so purifies it that it and the Spirit become
one, and it is thus able to return to the “place” where it was born—Wakan-Tanka—and need not
wander about the earth as is the case with the souls of bad people; further, the keeping of a soul
helps us to remember death and also Wakan-Tanka, who is above all dying.Whenever a soul is
kept, many of the nation go to its tipi to pray, and on the day that the soul is released all the
people gather and send their voices to Wakan-Tanka through the soul which is to travel upon His
sacred path. But now I shall explain to you how this rite was first done by our people.One of the
great-great-grandchildren of Standing Hollow Horn had a child whom the parents loved very
much; but it happened that one day this child died, which made the father very sad, and so he
went and spoke to the keeper of the sacred pipe, who was at that time High Hollow Horn.“We
have been instructed by the sacred woman in the use of the pipe and in the keeping of the soul
of a person who has died. Now I am very sad because I have lost my loved son, but I wish to
keep his soul as we have been taught, and, since you are the keeper of the sacred pipe, I wish
you to instruct me!”“How! Hechetu alo! It is good!” High Hollow Horn said, and they then went to



the place where the child lay, and where the women were crying very bitterly. As they
approached, the crying stopped; and going to where the child lay, High Hollow Horn spoke.“This
boy seems to be dead, yet he is not really, for we shall keep his soul among our people, and
through this our children and the children of their children will become wakan. We shall now do
as we were taught by the sacred woman and by the pipe. It is the wish of Wakan-Tanka that this
be done.”A lock of the child’s hair was then taken, and as High Hollow Horn did this he
prayed.“O Wakan-Tanka behold us! It is the first time that we do Thy will in this way, as You have
taught us through the sacred woman. We will keep the soul of this child so that our Mother the
Earth will bear fruit, and so that our children will walk the path of life in a sacred manner.”High
Hollow Horn then prepared to purify the child’s lock of hair; a glowing coal was brought in, and a
pinch of sweet grass was placed upon it.“O Wakan-Tanka,” High Hollow Horn prayed, “this
smoke from the sweet grass will rise up to You, and will spread throughout the universe; its
fragrance will be known by the wingeds, the four-leggeds, and the two-leggeds, for we
understand that we are all relatives; may all our brothers be tame and not fear us!”High Hollow
Horn took up the lock of hair, and holding it over the smoke, made a motion with it to Heaven, to
Earth, and to the four quarters of the universe; then he spoke to the soul within the hair.“Behold
O soul! Where you dwell upon this earth will be a sacred place; this center will cause the people
to be as wakan as you are. Our grandchildren will now walk the path of life with pure hearts, and
with firm steps!”After purifying the lock of hair in the smoke, High Hollow Horn turned to the
mother and father of the child, saying: “We shall gain great knowledge from this soul which has
here been purified. Be good to it and love it, for it is wakan. We are now fulfilling the will of
Wakan-Tanka, as it was made known to us through the sacred woman; for do you not remember
as she was leaving how she turned back the second time? This represents the keeping of the
soul, which we are now going to do. May this help us to remember that all the fruits of the
wingeds, the two-leggeds, and the four-leggeds, are really the gifts of Wakan-Tanka. They are all
wakan and should be treated as such!”Black Elk, 1947 (Photograph by J. E. Brown)Black Elk.
Photograph taken in France when he was about 19 years old and was with the Buffalo Bill Show.
(Photograph from authors collection)The lock of hair was wrapped in sacred buckskin, and this
bundle was placed at a special place in the tipi. Then High Hollow Horn took up the pipe, and
after holding it over the smoke, filled it carefully in a ritual manner; pointing the stem towards
heaven, he prayed.“Our Grandfather, Wakan-Tanka, You are everything, and yet above
everything! You are first. You have always been. This soul that we are keeping will be at the
center of the sacred hoop of this nation; through this center our children will have strong hearts,
and they will walk the straight red path in a wakan manner.“O Wakan-Tanka, You are the truth.
The two-legged peoples who put their mouths to this pipe will become the truth itself; there will
be in them nothing impure. Help us to walk the sacred path of life without difficulty, with our
minds and hearts continually fixed on You!”The pipe was then lighted and smoked, and was
passed sunwise around the circle. The whole world within the pipe was offered up to Wakan-
Tanka. When the pipe came back to High Hollow Horn, he rubbed sweet grass over it on the



west, north, east, and south sides, in order to purify it lest any unworthy person might have
touched it; turning to the people, he then said: “My relatives, this pipe is wakan. We all know that
it cannot lie. No man who has within him any untruth may touch it to his mouth. Further, my
relatives, our Father, Wakan-Tanka, has made His will known to us here on earth, and we must
always do that which He wishes if we would walk the sacred path. This is the first time that we
carry out this sacred rite of keeping the soul, and it will be of great benefit to our children and to
their children’s children! My relatives, Grandmother and Mother Earth, we are of earth, and
belong to You. O Mother Earth from whom we receive our food, You care for our growth as do
our own mothers. Every step that we take upon You should be done in a sacred manner; each
step should be as a prayer. Remember this my relatives: that the power of this pure soul will be
with you as you walk, for it, too, is the fruit of Mother Earth; it is as a seed, planted in your center,
which will in time grow in your hearts, and cause our generations to walk in a wakan
manner.”High Hollow Horn then lifted his hand and sent his voice to Wakan-Tanka.3“O Father
and Grandfather Wakan-Tanka, You are the source and end of everything. My Father Wakan-
Tanka, You are the One who watches over and sustains all life. O my Grandmother, You are the
earthly source of all existence! And Mother Earth, the fruits which You bear are the source of life
for the earth peoples. You are always watching over Your fruits as does a mother. May the steps
which we take in life upon you be sacred and not weak!“Help us O Wakan-Tanka to walk the red
path with firm steps. May we who are Your people stand in a wakan manner, pleasing to You!
Give to us strength which comes from an understanding of Your powers! Because You have
made Your will known to us, we will walk the path of life in holiness, bearing the love and
knowledge of You in our hearts! For this and for everything we give thanks!”A bundle was then
made containing the body of the child, and the men took this to a high place away from the camp
and placed it upon a scaffold set up in a tree.4 When they returned, High Hollow Horn went into
the tipi with the father of the child, in order to teach him how he must prepare himself for the
great duty which he would fulfill and from which he would become a holy man.“You are now
keeping the soul of your own son,” High Hollow Horn said, “who is not dead, but is with you.
From now on you must live in a sacred manner, for your son will be in this tipi until his soul is
released. You should remember that the habits which you establish during this period will remain
with you always. You must take great care that no bad person enters the lodge where you keep
the soul, and that there be no arguments or dissensions; there should always be harmony in
your lodge, for all these things have an influence on the soul which is being purified here.“Your
hands are wakan; treat them as such! And your eyes are wakan; when you see your relatives
and all things, see them in a sacred manner!5 Your mouth is wakan, and every word you say
should reflect this holy state in which you are now living. You should raise your head often,
looking up into the heavens. Whenever you eat of the fruit of Mother Earth, feed likewise your
son! If you do this and all that I have taught you, Wakan-Tanka will be merciful to you. Every day
and night your son will be with you; look after his soul all the time, for through this you will always
remember Wakan-Tanka. From this day on you will be wakan, and as I have taught you, so you



too will now be able to teach others. The sacred pipe will go a long way, even to the end, and so
will the soul of your son! It is indeed so, Hetchetu welo!”CHAPTER IITHE KEEPING OF THE
SOULIIt is through this rite that we purify the souls of our dead, and that our love for one another
is increased.1 The four pure women who eat the sacred part of the buffalo,2 as I shall describe,
must always remember that their children will be wakan and thus should be raised in a sacred
manner. The mother should sacrifice everything for her children, and must develop in herself
and in her children a great love for Wakan-Tanka, for in time these children will become holy
people and leaders of the nation and will have the power to make others wakan. At first we kept
only the souls of a few of our great leaders, but later we kept the souls of almost all good
people.By keeping a soul according to the proper rites, as given to us by the White Buffalo Cow
Woman [known also as White Buffalo Maiden], one so purifies it that it and the Spirit become
one, and it is thus able to return to the “place” where it was born—Wakan-Tanka—and need not
wander about the earth as is the case with the souls of bad people; further, the keeping of a soul
helps us to remember death and also Wakan-Tanka, who is above all dying.Whenever a soul is
kept, many of the nation go to its tipi to pray, and on the day that the soul is released all the
people gather and send their voices to Wakan-Tanka through the soul which is to travel upon His
sacred path. But now I shall explain to you how this rite was first done by our people.One of the
great-great-grandchildren of Standing Hollow Horn had a child whom the parents loved very
much; but it happened that one day this child died, which made the father very sad, and so he
went and spoke to the keeper of the sacred pipe, who was at that time High Hollow Horn.“We
have been instructed by the sacred woman in the use of the pipe and in the keeping of the soul
of a person who has died. Now I am very sad because I have lost my loved son, but I wish to
keep his soul as we have been taught, and, since you are the keeper of the sacred pipe, I wish
you to instruct me!”“How! Hechetu alo! It is good!” High Hollow Horn said, and they then went to
the place where the child lay, and where the women were crying very bitterly. As they
approached, the crying stopped; and going to where the child lay, High Hollow Horn spoke.“This
boy seems to be dead, yet he is not really, for we shall keep his soul among our people, and
through this our children and the children of their children will become wakan. We shall now do
as we were taught by the sacred woman and by the pipe. It is the wish of Wakan-Tanka that this
be done.”A lock of the child’s hair was then taken, and as High Hollow Horn did this he
prayed.“O Wakan-Tanka behold us! It is the first time that we do Thy will in this way, as You have
taught us through the sacred woman. We will keep the soul of this child so that our Mother the
Earth will bear fruit, and so that our children will walk the path of life in a sacred manner.”High
Hollow Horn then prepared to purify the child’s lock of hair; a glowing coal was brought in, and a
pinch of sweet grass was placed upon it.“O Wakan-Tanka,” High Hollow Horn prayed, “this
smoke from the sweet grass will rise up to You, and will spread throughout the universe; its
fragrance will be known by the wingeds, the four-leggeds, and the two-leggeds, for we
understand that we are all relatives; may all our brothers be tame and not fear us!”High Hollow
Horn took up the lock of hair, and holding it over the smoke, made a motion with it to Heaven, to



Earth, and to the four quarters of the universe; then he spoke to the soul within the hair.“Behold
O soul! Where you dwell upon this earth will be a sacred place; this center will cause the people
to be as wakan as you are. Our grandchildren will now walk the path of life with pure hearts, and
with firm steps!”After purifying the lock of hair in the smoke, High Hollow Horn turned to the
mother and father of the child, saying: “We shall gain great knowledge from this soul which has
here been purified. Be good to it and love it, for it is wakan. We are now fulfilling the will of
Wakan-Tanka, as it was made known to us through the sacred woman; for do you not remember
as she was leaving how she turned back the second time? This represents the keeping of the
soul, which we are now going to do. May this help us to remember that all the fruits of the
wingeds, the two-leggeds, and the four-leggeds, are really the gifts of Wakan-Tanka. They are all
wakan and should be treated as such!”Black Elk, 1947 (Photograph by J. E. Brown)Black Elk.
Photograph taken in France when he was about 19 years old and was with the Buffalo Bill Show.
(Photograph from authors collection)The lock of hair was wrapped in sacred buckskin, and this
bundle was placed at a special place in the tipi. Then High Hollow Horn took up the pipe, and
after holding it over the smoke, filled it carefully in a ritual manner; pointing the stem towards
heaven, he prayed.“Our Grandfather, Wakan-Tanka, You are everything, and yet above
everything! You are first. You have always been. This soul that we are keeping will be at the
center of the sacred hoop of this nation; through this center our children will have strong hearts,
and they will walk the straight red path in a wakan manner.“O Wakan-Tanka, You are the truth.
The two-legged peoples who put their mouths to this pipe will become the truth itself; there will
be in them nothing impure. Help us to walk the sacred path of life without difficulty, with our
minds and hearts continually fixed on You!”The pipe was then lighted and smoked, and was
passed sunwise around the circle. The whole world within the pipe was offered up to Wakan-
Tanka. When the pipe came back to High Hollow Horn, he rubbed sweet grass over it on the
west, north, east, and south sides, in order to purify it lest any unworthy person might have
touched it; turning to the people, he then said: “My relatives, this pipe is wakan. We all know that
it cannot lie. No man who has within him any untruth may touch it to his mouth. Further, my
relatives, our Father, Wakan-Tanka, has made His will known to us here on earth, and we must
always do that which He wishes if we would walk the sacred path. This is the first time that we
carry out this sacred rite of keeping the soul, and it will be of great benefit to our children and to
their children’s children! My relatives, Grandmother and Mother Earth, we are of earth, and
belong to You. O Mother Earth from whom we receive our food, You care for our growth as do
our own mothers. Every step that we take upon You should be done in a sacred manner; each
step should be as a prayer. Remember this my relatives: that the power of this pure soul will be
with you as you walk, for it, too, is the fruit of Mother Earth; it is as a seed, planted in your center,
which will in time grow in your hearts, and cause our generations to walk in a wakan
manner.”High Hollow Horn then lifted his hand and sent his voice to Wakan-Tanka.3“O Father
and Grandfather Wakan-Tanka, You are the source and end of everything. My Father Wakan-
Tanka, You are the One who watches over and sustains all life. O my Grandmother, You are the



earthly source of all existence! And Mother Earth, the fruits which You bear are the source of life
for the earth peoples. You are always watching over Your fruits as does a mother. May the steps
which we take in life upon you be sacred and not weak!“Help us O Wakan-Tanka to walk the red
path with firm steps. May we who are Your people stand in a wakan manner, pleasing to You!
Give to us strength which comes from an understanding of Your powers! Because You have
made Your will known to us, we will walk the path of life in holiness, bearing the love and
knowledge of You in our hearts! For this and for everything we give thanks!”A bundle was then
made containing the body of the child, and the men took this to a high place away from the camp
and placed it upon a scaffold set up in a tree.4 When they returned, High Hollow Horn went into
the tipi with the father of the child, in order to teach him how he must prepare himself for the
great duty which he would fulfill and from which he would become a holy man.“You are now
keeping the soul of your own son,” High Hollow Horn said, “who is not dead, but is with you.
From now on you must live in a sacred manner, for your son will be in this tipi until his soul is
released. You should remember that the habits which you establish during this period will remain
with you always. You must take great care that no bad person enters the lodge where you keep
the soul, and that there be no arguments or dissensions; there should always be harmony in
your lodge, for all these things have an influence on the soul which is being purified here.“Your
hands are wakan; treat them as such! And your eyes are wakan; when you see your relatives
and all things, see them in a sacred manner!5 Your mouth is wakan, and every word you say
should reflect this holy state in which you are now living. You should raise your head often,
looking up into the heavens. Whenever you eat of the fruit of Mother Earth, feed likewise your
son! If you do this and all that I have taught you, Wakan-Tanka will be merciful to you. Every day
and night your son will be with you; look after his soul all the time, for through this you will always
remember Wakan-Tanka. From this day on you will be wakan, and as I have taught you, so you
too will now be able to teach others. The sacred pipe will go a long way, even to the end, and so
will the soul of your son! It is indeed so, Hetchetu welo!”
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Crystal, “Thank you for preserving these sacred rites. This book isn't long, but it is another of the
Black Elk books that I love. John Neidhardt writes in 
  
Black Elk Speaks: Being the Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux, The Premier Edition

  
  
that Black Elk was waiting outside his home and appeared to be waiting for him. Joseph Epes
Brown had read Black Elk Speaks and wanted to meet Black Elk and write about Lakota sacred
rituals. Neidhardt told him Black Elk would not speak to him, but JEB went anyway. Black Elk
was expecting him and collaboration was born to preserve what Black Elk wanted preserved. To
any that feel Black Elk was exploited by the white man, I say he knew exactly what he was doing.
Black Elk wanted to preserve his visions and thus Black Elk Speaks was born. Then he wanted
to preserve these sacred rites for his pepole and thus this book was born and dedicated to his
people the Sioux. Those who have touched shamanism and the spiritual know the truth of such
things. If you have read about ancient spiritual practices, you will recognize common threads
with other spiritual/shamanic traditions. JEB recounts he met Black Elk in 1947, three years
before he passed. Black Elk's son Benjamin helped to translate for the book so again I reiterate
as with Black Elk Speaks I doubt there could be much misstep in the translation of Black Elk's
words.The story of the gift of the sacred pipe is told, ancestor or spirit respect/worship, the sweat
lodge rite of purification, lamentation or crying for a vision, sun dance, preparing a girl for
womanhood, playing ball, and the making of relatives. I love the little details in the book such as
what items they used for the ceremonies, prayers and chants, stories related to the rites,
drawings, and historical photos. In the making of relatives chapter, Black Elk puts forth the
agenda of peace and love between all men "even if they should be of another nation than ours."
The chapter ends with "But above all you should understand that there can never be peace
between nations until there is first known that true peace, as I have said often said, is within the
souls of men." After reading this book, I felt more keenly our sacred connection to all things and
the Great Spirit in all things.”

Happy Gal, “A Must Have Book. This book is absolutely awesome and is a MUST for any library



of Native American spirituality. Black Elk not only walks the reader through every specific step of
each Rite, but also provides the emotional/spiritual essence of each. You can read this and SEE
each phase, see the smoke rising, feel the heat of the steam from the sweat lodge stones, feel
the spirits present, see the faces of the participants or of the "lamenter" seeking the vision
quest.I wish I had owned this book when my father passed. The "Keeping of the Soul" ceremony
would have really eased my grief and made it easier to deal with the loss. The Native Americans
truly had a deep understanding of the concept that life is not a line, it's a circle. The emphasis
on the medicine wheel of birth, life, aging, death, and rebirth is at such a gut level that it's both
easy and comforting to understand.LOVED this book, DEFINITELY a keeper.”

Robert, “Arrived as Described. Book arrived in a timely manner and the condition was like new.”

BioBatman, “Peace Like a River Flows from Those Who Once Practiced These Sacred Rituals.
Really succinct and beautiful recitation of the Oglala Sioux sacred rituals as told by the tribe's
last, great medicine man, the mystic, Black Elk. A must-read for any student of comparative
religion and anyone who wishes to understand the zeitgeist of a people who once walked with
G_d at all times in their every day lives. Would that The Sacred Hoop had not been broken! We
should all have been blessed to have been born into it.”

Robin F., “Learn if you wish...... This is for those who have a keen interest in Native Ways of
honoring all that is. If you have no real interest in their ways this will not likely suit you. For those
who have a taste for understanding a connection to our own existence and all that is natural and
have had some interaction with the old ones and their ways of honoring the earth and all she
gives us....this is for you.  I am Tsalagi...Cherokee and there are many lessons here....”

Bruce W Sims, “A Sound Foundation. I was a bit cautious after reading "Black Elk Speaks". Nor
was I encouraged after finding as many modern "Medicine Man" practitioners on the INTERNET.
Fact is, though, I was wonderfully surprised to find the detail and disclosure that I did. I wouldn't
characterize this as a "how-to" book, there is enough detail concerning the five primary rituals to
allow a person who is not a Native American to appreciate both each activity and its underlying
beliefs. Most importantly to me, I feel that I can at least participate in a discussion about the
nature of these practices with confidence.”

Stephanie E. Horn, “Two books that are great,. These two books are classic history. I am a Pipe
Carrier and a friend gave me the book years ago, and it was lost in a fire. I was glad to get it
again along with the last interview with Black Elk. I spoke to his successor, Crow Dog, and
learned so much more. Being Cherokee just means we branched off the original Iroquois
Nation , but share many teachings with other Tribal Nations.”

heather charnley, “the Sacred Pipe of Black Elk. This is an excellent book talking about the



sacred visions of Black Elk, and the resultant gifts that his visions would give to his people. Well
worth reading if you want to know about what practical inspiration shamans can give to their
community.”

Ebook Library Reader, “This book enlightens and should be a guide for all .... This book
enlightens and should be a guide for all of us to be thankful for all that we receive from God.
They may do things in a different way But we all should respect There ways and remember that
one made all.”

Sheryle Scott, “Good book.. Very informative. Special, Good book.”

Julia, “Excellent. A real eye opener. Excellent read”

layla, “Five Stars. excellent”

The book by Elena Ferrante has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 302 people have provided feedback.
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