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“ Th e Whirlwind Is Coming to 
Destroy My People!”

    Symbolic Representations of 
Epidemics in Arikara Oral Tradition

 Mark van de Logt

Arikara Indian folklore is full of monsters: scalped men, cannibals, 
witches, water monsters, spirits, ghosts, and monstrous man- eating ani-
mals. But the most powerful monster of Arikara tradition was a devas-
tating whirlwind. Appearing in several versions of the Arikara creation 
account, this whirlwind destroyed and scattered hundreds of people 
who had neglected to make sacrifi ces in its honor. Only some people 
were saved from total destruction through the intervention of neešaanu 
načitákUx, Great Chief Above, who fell out of the sky as a rock, and 
Mother Corn, the Arikara culture hero, who turned herself into a cedar 
tree to provide the people with shelter.

Th e study of religious symbols has long been the territory of folklor-
ists, religious studies scholars, anthropologists, ethnologists, and psycho-
analysts. Historians usually leave the interpretation of such symbols to 
scholars in the aforementioned fi elds. Th e purpose of this ethnohistory 
is to encourage historians to study these symbols and link them to actual 
historical events. Th is article contends that the monstrous whirlwind, as 
well as a few other symbols such as snakes and bears, in fact may have 
represented a series of epidemics among the Arikaras in the eighteenth 
century. If this hypothesis is correct, this would mean that the Arikara 
creation account not merely tells the story of Arikara creation in the dis-
tant past but in fact covers Arikara history over an extended period of 
time, at least until the great smallpox epidemic of 1780– 81.1

A Note on the Arikara Sources

Analyzing Arikara oral traditions poses certain challenges. Th e stories 
were not recorded until the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
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ries. One of the most important collections was done in the fi rst decade 
of the twentieth century, when James Murie, a Skiri Pawnee from Okla-
homa, visited the Arikaras. Murie had been hired by George A. Dorsey 
of the Field Museum in Chicago to record the stories.2 Th ey were pub-
lished by Dorsey in Traditions of the Arikara in 1904.

Because the accounts were recorded at a relatively late date, they may 
have been subject to change over time. New themes and elements found 
their way into the narratives. For example, Hand’s version contains a ref-
erence to a mysterious tall man “whose hair from his mouth reached 
down to his waist.  .  .  . Th ey thought this man was from the heavens.”3 
It appears that Hand was describing Jesus Christ, with whom the Ari-
karas had been familiar through the work of Congregational and Catho-
lic missionaries. Th us, although the accounts appear to have changed 
over time, it is diffi  cult to document those changes without earlier com-
parative materials. Of course, many Arikaras today will contend that the 
above reference to Jesus was always an integral part of the story.4

Fig. 1. Edward S. Curtis’s photograph depicting Sacred Cedar Tree, Grandfather 
Rock, and doctors’ society dancers, 1908. Courtesy of the Charles Deering 
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.
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Another problem was the fact that most of the storytellers had only 
secondhand knowledge of the creation story. Th e Arikara creation story 
was sacred history, and, therefore, it was the exclusive property of a 
priest. Ordinary people, such as the Arikara storytellers contacted by 
Murie, had only imperfect knowledge of the details of the story. Th is 
fact would explain the diff erences between the various accounts.

Even more problematic is the fact that neither Murie nor Dorsey pro-
vided any biographical information on the storytellers that would give 
the stories additional context. We know little more than their names: 
Hand (who contributed two versions), Star, Four Horns, and Hawk. It 
is impossible to determine which of these was the most “authoritative.” 
Additional versions by Two- Crows, Two- Hawks, Bear’s Tail, and Four 
Rings pose similar problems. Th ese versions were published elsewhere 
but fail to provide adequate biographical information as well.5

Finally, we do not have the original versions of the stories in the Ari-
kara language but only the free translations in English. Consequently, 
it is possible that some facts may have been lost in translation. Without 
the original texts in the Arikara language, the accuracy of the transla-
tions cannot be verifi ed, and a complete analysis of the exact meaning of 
the stories is not possible.

Despite these issues, this article maintains that the stories are nev-
ertheless useful ethnohistorical sources. For the creation story, Mu-
rie provided no fewer than fi ve versions, which allows the researcher 
to confi rm those points upon which the stories agree. Th e story of the 
whirlwind is basically corroborated by most storytellers. Th e diff erent 
versions also allow the scholar to reconstruct the complete story with 
additional information from the other accounts. As for the accuracy 
of the translations, it ought to be pointed out that Murie was famil-
iar with the Arikara language, which was quite similar to Murie’s own 
Skiri Pawnee language. Furthermore, based on the quality of his other 
ethnographic work, there is no reason to assume that Murie did not 
do his work conscientiously and reliably. In addition, young, Western- 
educated, and bilingual Arikara interpreters contributed to the accuracy 
of the translations. Finally, the Arikara storytellers themselves strongly 
emphasized accuracy when they told stories. One must remember that 
pre-  or nonliterate societies placed great emphasis on correct memori-
zation of events and stories.6
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Arikara Society and Religion before the Epidemics

Th e Arikaras are a Plains Indian tribe closely related to the Pawnees, 
from whom they separated, in stages, between ad 1450 and 1550. It is 
important to note that this separation was probably a lengthy process, 
with diff erent groups leaving the Pawnees at diff erent times, resulting in 
the establishment of multiple more or less autonomous groups that even 
displayed a diversity of dialects. Following these separations, the Indian 
groups that would eventually become the “Arikara tribe” established 
their villages along the Missouri River in present- day South Dakota. 
Like their Pawnee relatives, their religious complex centered around sa-
cred bundles, which represented the various powers of the universe. For 
the “Arikaras,” the supreme powers were neešaanu načitákUx, Mother 
Corn, and the four semicardinal sacred directions. Th ese were the pow-
ers responsible for creation, for keeping the universe in balance, and for 
dictating the seasons that determined the cycles of corn cultivation and 
buff alo hunts.

Th e Arikara “confederation” (it may be too soon to talk about a “tribe” 
yet) grew fast.7 Between 1675 and 1780, the Arikaras established over 
sixty villages along both banks of the Missouri River in South Dakota. 
Although these settlements were not all occupied simultaneously, they 
were fairly large, with an average of forty lodges. Archaeologist Don-
ald Lehmer estimated the peak of Arikara population at circa 8,800, but 
Preston Holder speculated that there may have been as many as 15,000 
in the 1700s.8 In 1714 Étienne de Veniard, sieur de Bourgmont, reported 
that there were forty- two Arikara villages on the Missouri. “Th ey are 
very numerous,” wrote Bourgmont, who added that, considering their 
great numbers, they had to live in one of the “most beautiful countries 
to be seen.”9 In 1743 fur traders François and Louis- Joseph de La Véren-
drye met several Arikara bands and reported that they were “the only 
tribe suffi  ciently brave not to stand in dread” of the powerful “Snake” 
Indians.10 Th e identity of the “Snake” Indians has never been positively 
established, but it is quite possible that these were the Shoshone or Co-
manche Indians, who were regulars on the plains at this time.11

Th ese sources show that the Arikaras were a relatively healthy and 
numerous people. Th ey were so successful that they began to intimi-
date their Mandan neighbors to the north. Sadly for the Arikaras, their 
rise to prominence was cut short by a series of devastating epidemics 
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between 1750 and 1781. Th ese diseases, inadvertently introduced by Eu-
ropeans, ravaged the Arikara people at a pivotal moment in the develop-
ment of their tribal identity.

Although European fur traders introduced many new things to the 
Indians of the plains, including guns, horses, and a variety of other ob-
jects, none of these items appear to have left  a mark in surviving Ari-
kara oral tradition.12 Th is is not true for the appearance of crowd- type 
diseases and the arrival of new tribes on the plains who were displaced 
as a result of European immigration.13 Th ese new Indian tribes entered 
the plains in two separate waves. Th e fi rst wave occurred during the late 
1600s and consisted of the Kaws, Osages, Omahas, Poncas, Iowas, Otoes, 
and Missourias. Th ese tribes did not leave an imprint in Arikara oral 
tradition, primarily because these Indians adopted the sedentary life-
style of the Arikaras and because their relations with the Arikara peo-
ple were relatively friendly. Among the peoples of the second wave were 
the Plains Apaches, Kiowas, Comanches, Plains Crees, Plains Ojibwas, 
Blackfeet, Assiniboines, Arapahos, Gros Ventres, Cheyennes, and Sioux. 
Although these tribes entered the plains from diff erent directions, at 
slightly diff erent times, and for diff erent reasons, eventually they all ad-
opted nomadic lifestyles that challenged the horticultural lifestyle of 
tribes like the Arikaras. Th e sudden infl ux of these peoples upset the 
traditional balance of power on the plains. Intertribal warfare increased 
as nomadic tribes competed with each other for access to horses, guns, 
hunting grounds, and slaves. Th e Arikaras and other horticultural tribes 
were soon swept up into this cycle of violence.14

Th e arrival of the sanánat (Sioux), especially, proved disruptive for 
the Arikaras. Sioux- Arikara relations were complex. Th e Santees and the 
Yanktonais were generally friendly, but the Yanktons were not. Arikara 
relations with the Lakota bands were even more complex. Th e seven La-
kota bands or subtribes (Oglala, Brule, Minneconjou, Hunkpapa, Sans 
Arcs, Blackfeet, and Two Kettle) had loose social and political organi-
zations in which chiefs had little coercive authority. Internal disagree-
ments oft en resulted in bands breaking up. Families or individuals easily 
moved between bands. Th ere were oft en divisions and disagreements on 
the issue of war and peace with the Arikaras. In general, the Arikaras 
and the various Lakota bands were at a state of enmity with each other. 
Th is state was interrupted only when a temporary truce was concluded 
in order to conduct trade. Apart from corn, horses were the objects that 
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the Sioux desired most from the Arikaras during the fi rst half of the 
eighteenth century.15 Because of the Sioux presence, the Arikaras were 
forced to bolster village defenses. Still, until the epidemics of the 1750s 
and 1780s, the Arikaras were quite able to resist the Sioux.16

Th e arrival of the Sioux is not recorded in the Arikara creation 
story. Th e Sioux are mentioned only in conjunction with the epidem-
ics that weakened the Arikaras militarily, thus allowing the Sioux to rise 
to dominance. Furthermore, whereas the epidemics were depicted as 
“whirlwinds” or ferocious man- eating animals, the Sioux simply appear 
in human form. Th e Arikara creation accounts imply that the Sioux 
did not become a major problem until Whirlwind scattered the people 
across the earth. Until the epidemics, the Arikaras viewed the Sioux as a 
nuisance rather than a lethal threat to tribal survival. Consequently, the 
Sioux do not appear in symbolic form in the Arikara creation accounts. 
Although Sioux arrival was disruptive, what caused the Sioux to become 
powerful opponents were the epidemics that weakened the Arikaras.17

The Impact of the Epidemics

Scholars identifi ed several epidemics that aff ected the Arikaras in the 
eighteenth century: smallpox or measles (1750– 52), infl uenza (1761), fol-
lowed again by smallpox or measles (between 1762 and 1766). Th e most 
devastating epidemic, however, was the smallpox outbreak of 1780– 81.18 
As a result of the epidemics, the Arikaras suff ered an estimated popula-
tion decline between 80 and 90 percent by 1781.19

Th e symptoms of the diseases, especially smallpox, tell a story of tre-
mendous suff ering: fevers, vomiting, severe head and body aches, pain-
ful skin rashes, and sores in the mouth and on the face, soles of the feet, 
palms of the hands, forearms, neck, legs, and back. Patients sometimes 
died bleeding from the gums, eyes, nose, and other orifi ces. Survivors 
carried the disfi guring scars of the disease on their faces and bodies for 
the rest of their lives.20

In addition, the epidemics struck whole villages at once, incapacitat-
ing entire populations and preventing men from hunting and women 
from tending their fi elds. Starvation oft en followed, further increasing 
the risk of new diseases. During an epidemic there were not enough 
healthy people around to take care of the sick, to cook, to light fi res, 
to fetch water, or to bury the dead. Secondary infections, such as colds 
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and pneumonia, were common side eff ects that further reduced a vic-
tim’s chances for survival. Survivors not only carried the scars of the dis-
ease on their bodies, but also carried the sad memory of having watched 
loved ones suff er and die from a terrible scourge.21

Aft er the epidemic of 1780– 81, the surviving Arikaras gathered in a 
handful of villages to rebuild their lives. Th e process proved to be very 
diffi  cult. Whereas the old village system, based on the bundle complex, 
had provided each group with a sense of community and identity, the 
new villages threw together people of diverse backgrounds and tradi-
tions. Many of the survivors spoke diff erent dialects, causing a confu-
sion of tongues. Worse, families from diff erent villages competed with 
each other for political control.22 When Lewis and Clark visited the Ari-
karas in October 1804, they noticed bitter rivalries within the Arikara 
tribe. In his journal, Clark wrote that “we have every reason to believe 
that a jellousy [sic] exists between the Villages.”23

In contrast, the Sioux were less aff ected by the diseases, although they, 
too, suff ered greatly. Sioux social organization was more fl exible, allow-
ing them to break up at the fi rst signs of infection. Hence, Sioux popula-
tion numbers rebounded more quickly than those of the sedentary Ari-
karas, who lived in more compact villages, which provided more fertile 
breeding grounds for infectious diseases.24 As a consequence of the epi-
demics, Arikara power declined, while that of the Sioux increased. Th e 
decline of Arikara power emboldened the Sioux, who began to push the 
Arikaras northward.25

Archaeologists uncovered evidence for this increasing Sioux bold-
ness when they excavated an Arikara village site in Walworth County, 
South Dakota. Th is site had been established around 1750 but was 
abruptly abandoned shortly before 1785. In the village, the archaeolo-
gists found the remains of seventy- one people who had been killed in a 
terrible massacre. Many corpses had been mutilated. Aft er the tragedy 
the village was abandoned. Th e massacre reveals that the Arikaras were 
no longer the formidable military power they once were. Th e reasons 
for the decline are written in the archaeological record. In the years be-
fore the massacre, the village became successively smaller as a result of 
depopulation caused by infectious diseases until Larson Village, accord-
ing to the archaeologists, “reached the threshold below which defense of 
the village was no longer possible.”26

Th e epidemics thus reduced the Arikaras from a military power of the 
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fi rst rank to a secondary power at best. Sioux pressure forced the Arikaras 
to give up their villages on the Cheyenne River in present- day South 
Dakota in 1796 and move upriver.27 Although they clung tenaciously to 
their independence, the Arikaras were now frequently at the mercy of the 
Sioux, who oft en forced them to trade at unfavorable terms.28

The Epidemics in Arikara Oral Tradition

At fi rst glance, no accounts of these monstrous epidemics appear to 
have survived in Arikara oral tradition. Could it be a case of collective 
“amnesia” caused by the sheer psychological traumatic impact of these 
events, similar to the one Raymond Fogelson described for the Chero-
kees aft er their removal to Indian Territory?29 Although this is possible, 
Arikara traditions do off er clues. In this case, however, the epidemics 
appear in symbolic form.

Th e most powerful of these symbols is Whirlwind.30 Hand, one of 
Dorsey’s sources, said that “the Whirlwind was a disease and wherever 
the wind touched the people, diseases would be left ” (17). Four Horns 
emphasized the destructive nature of the storm: “We must hurry, for 
the big Black- Wind is coming, taking everything it meets” (32). In Star’s 
account, Whirlwind addressed the people: “You wanted your people 
to live forever, but I have left  sickness behind, so that it will fall upon 
the people who are proud and dress fi ne; but always remember when 
you off er smoke to the gods to give me smoke towards the last, so that 
I shall not visit the people very oft en” (22– 23). When Whirlwind struck 
the people, it scattered them and changed their language, thus form-
ing new tribes (21). Among these were the Cheyennes, the “Pichia” (an 
unidentifi ed tribe), the “Wooden Faces” (Iroquois), and the enigmatic 
“Witchcraft - People” who lived in the South. Interestingly, Star does not 
mention the Sioux, unless these are the before- mentioned “Pichia” (22).

In other stories, animals personifi ed the diseases. Th ey attacked the 
villages aft er some people violated a taboo.31 Two Hawks tells the story 
of an attack by snakes upon an Arikara village aft er two foolish boys 
killed a mysterious snake. While hunting, the Arikaras passed a pretty 
little snake. Th e elders told the people to make sacrifi ces of deer meat 
and moccasins to the snake. Th e two foolish boys, watching jealously as 
the snake lay coiled up on the pile of presents, complained bitterly that 
they were poor and needed help but that this snake received all these 
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presents from the people. In anger they killed the animal. Soon all kinds 
of snakes came down both sides of the Missouri River. Armed with 
clubs, the people fought them off . One of the foolish boys was killed, 
while the other was bitten all over. Th e snakes eventually went away, but 
not until they had killed many people (125– 26).32

It is possible that the “snakes” in this story may refer to an enemy 
tribe. Perhaps these were the “Snake People” mentioned by the Véren-
drye brothers in 1743. If so, these could possibly be the Shoshones or 
Comanches, who also entered the plains around this time. However, 
the bite marks left  by the “snakes” are more comparable to the wounds 
and lacerations caused by smallpox. It is tempting to associate the scar- 
covered body of the surviving foolish boy— who had been bitten by the 
snakes “all over”— with the pitted scars left  by smallpox pustules.33

In another story, also told by Two Hawks, the attackers were bears. 
According to this story, the bears attacked the village aft er a jealous man 
shot a bear who had seduced his wife. Th e bears tore many people to 
pieces. Only those people who hid in their cellars were saved (126– 27).

Unlike the snake story, the wounds infl icted by the bears cannot be so 
readily associated with a particular disease. Perhaps the bears refer more 
accurately to an unidentifi ed enemy tribe. Th e only disease that could 
provide a possible explanation for the violence of the attack would be ra-
bies. However, scholars are entirely unfamiliar with a rabies “epidemic” 
at any time in history, and this disease seems an unlikely candidate.34

What makes the attack by “bears” such an appropriate symbol for 
a contagious disease is the sheer violence with which the people were 
attacked. Furthermore, the “bear” not only attacked the man who had 
killed the bear but attacked the people indiscriminately. In short, the 
random nature of the bear attack seems to refl ect the indiscriminating 
“attack” by a contagious disease. If this is indeed the case, perhaps the 
people who “hid in their cellars” may refer to those who quarantined 
themselves from infected fellow Arikaras.35

Th e use of these metaphors implies that the magnitude of the suf-
fering caused by the epidemics was so dramatic that they could be de-
scribed only in symbolical or cosmological terms. Undoubtedly, many 
Arikaras (such as the storytellers whose accounts were published in 
George Dorsey’s Traditions of the Arikara) believed that the disasters 
were punishments for a variety of off enses against the supernatural: ta-
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boo violation, witchcraft , a decline in religious observances, or a failure 
to treat sacred things properly.36

In other accounts, disease and death appear in the form of dogs. In 
what may be the most important theological Arikara text, Arikara priest 
Four Rings described this event:

It is said that when the smoke off erings fi rst were made to all the 
powers and elements of the world there were two dogs sleeping at 
the time which were forgotten, and so no smoke off ering was made 
to them. Th ey awoke and found that they had been forgotten and 
they were aggrieved and angry because of it. Th erefore they said to 
the people: “You neglected to make smoke off erings to us when all 
other beings were remembered. In punishment for your neglect of 
us we shall bite you. And we shall never leave you, we will always 
abide with you, and we shall follow you forever.” Th e names of the 
two dogs were Sickness and Death. Wheretofore it was said: “Sick-
ness and Death shall be among the people always.”37

Interestingly, sometimes the dogs appear in conjunction with Whirl-
wind. In one story, a dog came to warn the people that Whirlwind was 
coming to destroy them and off ered to sacrifi ce himself so that the peo-
ple would live. Ever since, whenever diseases came, the Arikaras would 
sacrifi ce a dog and off er its meat to the diff erent powers in the heavens 
so that these “would send a storm that would drive away the disease 
from the villages” (17).

The Effects of the Epidemics on Arikara Religion

Th e epidemics may actually have reinforced the Arikaras’ faith rather 
than causing them to lose confi dence in their religion. Many of the sto-
ries show that it was faith and religion that eventually helped them to 
weather the storms of disease. In Star’s account, Mother Corn appealed 
to neešaanu directly. “Nesaru and the gods,” she cried out, “I want help, 
for the Whirlwind is coming to destroy my people!” (21). In the story 
“How the People Escaped the Buff alo,” Hawk explained that when 
Whirlwind came, the people “prayed to Mother [Corn] to help them, 
and she turned around and told them to give presents and smoke to 
the Whirlwind.” Although the Whirlwind “scattered some of the people 
over the country,” most people simply “went on again” (37– 38).
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In most stories, the people were saved by Mother Corn and, indeed, 
by neešaanu himself. Mother Corn turned herself into a cedar tree, and 
neešaanu fell from the sky in the shape of a rock. Th e people found shel-
ter in the tree and on top of the rock and so escaped the wrath of Whirl-
wind. Th e message was clear: if failure to properly observe religious cus-
toms caused disease and death, then faith was the way to redeem and 
save oneself.38

Th e bear and snake stories also served as powerful warnings to 
the people not to neglect their duties toward the mysterious powers. 
In the bear story told by Two Hawks, peace and tranquility returned 
only aft er the man who had wounded the bear had been killed. In this 
story, the man represented someone whose pride had endangered the 
entire community.

Th e 1780– 81 epidemic may have increased the role of doctors in Ari-
kara society and religion. Although the sacred bundle ceremonies con-
ducted by the priests to ensure bountiful harvests, successful hunts, and 
growth and stability among the people remained supreme, the emer-
gence of medicine societies may indicate that doctoring became more 
important as a result of the epidemics. Aft er Whirlwind left  behind dis-
eases, the work of medical specialists became increasingly important.

According to Hand’s version of the Arikara oral tradition, neešaanu 
gave three things to the people: Mother Corn, who taught the people 
how to live; the offi  ce of the chief; and, aft er Whirlwind introduced sick-
ness and death, the “medicine men.” Of these three gift s, the doctors 
played an important role in the day- to- day lives of ordinary Arikaras. 
Although the story suggests that the doctors came aft er the whirlwind, 
Hand refers to medicine men before the coming of the whirlwind. Still, 
this leaves the possibility that doctors became more signifi cant aft er the 
introduction of new infectious diseases (17).

Other Arikara traditions suggest that the doctors eventually may have 
even harnessed the destructive powers of Whirlwind. In a story told by 
Many Fox, Whirlwind’s power was counteracted by a young man who 
received help from certain animal powers. In the story, a boy and a girl 
were accidentally left  behind when the people crossed a river on their 
annual buff alo hunt. Whirlwind took the girl and gave her its power. 
Th e girl used it to kill and devour people. Because she had to look aft er 
her little brother, Whirlwind Girl planned to kill him. Fortunately, some 
owls took pity on the little boy and gave him their power. When his sister 



Fig. 2. Ledger drawing by an anonymous Arikara artist depicting the Medicine Lodge 
ceremony, including Cedar Tree and doctors’ society dancers, ca. 1875. ms 154064b, inv 
08510631 and 08510632, National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution.



64 American Indian Quarterly / Winter 2015 / Vol. 39, No. 1

came to kill him, the boy promised to give her the fi rst woman he would 
marry. Whirlwind girl agreed. When the boy returned to the people he 
had Owl power and distinguished himself in battle against enemies. A 
grateful Arikara chief allowed him to marry his daughter. Th e boy then 
gave his new wife to his Whirlwind sister (Many Fox does not explain 
what happened to her). Th e next day, Whirlwind Girl gave her power to 
her brother. Th is power, she said, would enable him to kill the enemy and 
remain unharmed himself. “My brother,” Whirlwind Girl said, “When 
the wind comes you must know that I am the Whirlwind. I will listen to 
the prayers of our people. When I am coming do not let my people be 
afraid of me, for I shall always hear their prayers and shall always heed 
them. I shall not destroy them, but will always comfort them” (134– 36).

Th is story suggests that diseases had lost some of their terror. Th e 
Arikaras believed that they now had doctors who could control the 
worst eff ects of the diseases. Not surprisingly, the diff erent doctors’ soci-
eties became increasingly powerful institutions among the Arikaras. Th e 
annual Medicine Lodge ceremony, in which the diff erent doctors’ soci-
eties competed against each other in extraordinary feats of legerdemain, 
became one of the most awe- inspiring ceremonies among the Arikaras. 
It also survived longer than all other great Arikara ceremonies.

In fact, the doctors’ societies were fully integrated in the Cedar Tree 
ceremony, described by scholars and even fi lmed in July 1924. Th e cere-
mony featured the cedar tree and Grandfather Rock, which were placed 
side by side in front of the Arikara ceremonial lodge. Th e diff erent 
doctors’ societies danced around the tree and rock before entering the 
lodge, where they displayed their sleight- of- hand performances.39

Conclusion

Th e epidemics were traumatic events in Arikara history. Occurring only 
shortly aft er the Arikaras separated from the Pawnees and while the Ari-
karas were still in the process of establishing their national identity, the 
epidemics hit with terrible force. It is not surprising that the Arikaras 
came to regard these events as having great cosmogonic signifi cance.

Th e great smallpox scourge of 1780– 81 especially was seen as a disaster 
of cosmic proportions. Th e Arikaras attributed it to supernatural causes, 
possibly as a punishment for the decline in religious observances among 
the people. Th is and other epidemics were of such scale and intensity that 
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they could be represented only symbolically to refl ect their cosmological 
nature. Hence, they appear as mysterious powers: as whirlwinds, raven-
ous bears, or vicious snakes seeking to avenge human insults.

However, as Arikara oral tradition shows, the sacred powers also of-
fered hope. Th ey provided the Arikaras with medical specialists who 
could treat these maladies. Eventually, these doctors, though never quite 
overshadowing the ceremonies and sacred objects associated with corn 
horticulture and subsistence, became increasingly important in Arikara 
social and sacred aff airs.
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