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In Taunton in Bristol County May the 8th
1694 The said Benjamin Leonard and the said
John Cobb took oath that they saw above said
Josias sign seal and deliver the above written
deed as his act and deed unto the said Peter the
day or the date thereof. Sworn before

Thomas Leonard, Justice.
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New England Native American Spirit Structures

Mary E. Gage

Introduction

In the Spirit of the New England Tribes {Simmons
1986:254} there is a reference to man-made “Spirit
Lodges.” This was a structure built for the pur-
pose of working with a spirit(s). It was confirmed
through several different informants in the early
1900’s and again, later in the 1930’s. That raised a
question, were the Spirit Lodges an anomaly or
part of a widespread practice of building struc-
tures associated with spirits?

Spirit Lodges

In the spring of 1907 Frank Speck interviewed sev-
eral elderly Mashpee Native Americans and “un-
covered new information regarding roadside me-
morials.” (Simmons, 1986:254) He had been sent
there by J. Dyneley Prince to collect information
on the Mashpee language and other cultural prac-
tices.

“The only mention the present Mashpee
authorities make of former religious be-
liefs is that the spirits of the departed (fci-
pai) frequently appeared in the paths of
the living, and that such ghosts required
propitiation before they could be induced
to clear the way. The ancient Indians, they
say, were always telling of meeting spirits
on their journeys. Consequently, a religious
practice grew out of this belief, viz., that of
erecting great square flat-topped lodges
covered with brush at certain points along
their accustomed roads or paths. At these
the Indians used to stop and deposit some
piece of property or food, or else pour
out a libation of whisky. They also held
religious meetings and carousals in these
lodges. Such Mashpee of to-day as are su-
perstitiously inclined still observe the cus-
tom of throwing a twig or branch upon the
rotting frame-work, or on the former sites
of these spirit-lodges, whenever they pass
by.” (Prince 1907: 495)

I would like to thank Laurie Stundis for her help
typing this report.
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Gage - Spirit Structures

An interview with Gertrude Aiken circa 1930
gives an idea of what the custom meant. “We were
so superstitious about this custom we actually be-
lieved evil spirits would follow us if it was not car-
ried out.” (Quoted in Simmons 1986:255)

The lodge was a physical structure specifically
built and designed for activities involved with
spirits. It was quite different from the cone-shaped
wigwams and the dome shaped wigwams used
for houses. The houses did not have flat topped
roofs like the Iodge. The houses were covered with
“cedar bark” or “tightly bound grass”. The lodge
was covered with loose brush. (Prince, 1907:494)
The Mashpee made distinct differences in their
choice of covering material and shape of the roof,
showing they distinguished between a dwelling
house and a spirit lodge.

In southeastern and western Massachusetts, Con-
necticut, and New York trailside cairns were built
by Native Americans. A western Massachusetts
example was a large pile of stones built on the
ground, known as the Great Barrington/Stock-
bridge cairn (Figure 1). In southeastern Massachu-
setts there were stone and brush piles built on top
of large boulders. (Butler 1946)

In these types of piles, stones or stones and brush
were the offerings. These objects are different from
the personal property, food, and whiskey used as
offerings in the Spirit Lodges. Although the types
of offerings differed, both the piles and the lodges
functioned as places for trailside offerings to the
spirits. The Spirit Lodges eventually lost favor
with the Masphee. However, for many, the fear of
lingering spirits prompted them to place brush on
top of the collapsed lodges (Figure 2).

The concept of trailside offerings to spirits also
shows up in the Canadian Shield region of the
Great Lakes. In the Great Lakes, travel by water
was common. With the Canadian Algonquin Na-
tive Americans the offerings were placed along
their water routes. The most frequent offering was
a piece of tobacco to appease disruptive spirits
who could cause bad weather, rough water and
overturn canoes. “Whenever you want calmer
weather give us some tobacco.” (Dewdney 1967:
42) This shows a widespread practice among the
Algonquin tribes of encountering disruptive spir-

its to whom they made offerings along their travel
routes, whether it be on land or water.

Tobacco was not the only offering made by the
Canadian Algonquins. Like the Mashpee, they
too used property as offerings. The property con-
sisted of neatly folded clothing, towels, and tobac-
co along with prayer sticks (40 sticks of uniform
size, linked together with string). The items were
placed in a pile on flat ledges where rock art was
located. The items were an offering to a spirit ask-
ing the spirit for help in healing a sick member of
their family. Chinaware and other odds and ends
were found inside splits in rock. (Dewdney 1967:
51, 52, 54) These latter items were offerings, but for
an unknown purpose.

Tobacco-only offerings were primarily used for a
safe journey and were often found at split rocks
with an associated spirit. According to numerous
stories, spirits reside in splits in rocks in the Ca-
nadian Shield region. The splits were portals for
the spirits to enter or exit the rock. “Certain dwarfs
[spirit people] haunt a crevasse [split] in a rock on
French river, where they sometimes make them-
selves visible; if you throw them some food they
disappear.” (Jenness 1935:43) Dewdney docu-
mented this belief throughout the region:

“*May-may-gway-shi ‘Rockmedicine
Man’ The word is variously trans-
lated into English. Among the Cree,
where these mysterious creatures
are described as little men only two
or three feet high living inside the
rock, the English is ‘fairy’. Among
the Ojibwa various translations run
from ‘ghost’, “spirit’, and ‘merman,’
even to ‘monkey.” The best rendering
in English I could hazard from the
scores of descriptions I have listened
to would be “‘Rockmedicine Man’'.

Authorities disagree on details, but
some features of the Maymaygway-
shiare common over wide areas. They
are said to live behind waterside rock
faces, especially those where cracks
or shallow caves suggest an entrance.
(Dewdney and Kidd 1967:13)






