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Washoe Indians
TRADITIONS and SPECIAL POWERS – Taken from the Mantaka American Indian Council’s web site:
http://www.manataka.org/page1070.html#Legend_Creatures
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It is difficult to separate the sacred from the everyday life of the Washoe. The Washoe see every aspect of the environment as sentient beings that are deserving of respect and cooperation if humans are to survive. The Earth, its terrain, its waters, in short all the living and nonliving things are considered to be sacred.  Traditions and beliefs described in the past tense in following sections are still widely practiced and observed by the Washoe today.
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An animal was never hunted for “sport” and plants were never gathered unless they were going to be used. No parts of the animals were wasted, and enough individuals of a species were always left to reproduce. Before they hunted, the hunters preformed a sacred ritual. When they killed an animal, the hunter prayed to the Maker and asked for forgiveness for taking a life. They thanked the Maker before they ate, and they showed their appreciation by leaving some food for the Maker. Special celebrations with dance and prayer offerings were held before the first fish was taken from the annual spawning, before the annual “rabbit drives”, and at the time of the pine nut harvests. 
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Washoe healers were women or men that had special powers to cure illnesses of the body or mind. They were conduits to the supernatural world. If a person was sick or had feelings like guilt, they could seek help from healers that would use their powers to ask the Maker and other spirit beings to cure the ailment. Healers used sacred objects such as eagle feathers and cocoon rattles to assist in ceremonies. They accompanied the hunters during communal hunts to provide mystic powers over the prey, and also went along during warfare to provide healing to injured warriors and use powers over the enemy. A healer did not choose or inherit his or her position, but was summoned by a spirit through persistent dreams and eventually cannot ignore their call to power. 3

 
Sometimes powers were used with malicious intent by a misguided healer, but generally healers were highly regarded in Washoe society.4
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Elders in the tribe also had special status and wisdom that they accumulated as they grew older. They were the keepers of the fire, and they taught the Washoe traditions that they had learned from their grandparents. For this reason the old ones were treated with great respect. No one ever passed by an elder without saying something, and during a feast elders are always fed before anyone else. 5
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Washoe legends tell of several creatures that have special powers and lived in the Washoe territory. “Water Babies” inhabited all bodies of water, and are  very powerful, sometimes causing illness or death to a person, but could also be a good omen. Washoe healers visited the sacred Cave Rock where Water Babies lived, to consult with them, bring offerings of respect, and to renew powers. There was also a man-eating giant that lived in another cave near
Cave Rock that preyed on people that were neglecting their duty. 
 
There was a giant man-eating-bird named Ong that nested in the middle of Lake Tahoe. Ong was so large and so powerful that his wing beats could bend the trees when he flew near shore. The legend tells that one day a Washoe man was snatched up by Ong and taken to his nest. Luckily, the Washoe was not eaten right away because Ong had another person to eat. The Washoe watched the giant bird eat and noticed that it closed its eyes to chew. The Washoe got an idea. Every time the bird closed its eyes he threw several arrowheads into its open mouth. By nightfall Ong was very sick. A storm raged through the night, but by morning the monster was dead. The Washoe plucked out one of its massive feathers and used it as a boat to reach the shore. The Washoe say that Ong’s nest remains in Lake Tahoe submerged out of sight.7
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	Molly Dressler and her child in a 
cradle board. 1900’s.


Birth8

 
The event of a birth was cause for celebration.  A child was welcomed to the Washoe world. Female relatives and female friends attended to the mother. When the baby was born, the parents restrained from eating meat or salt. The family gave gifts to people in the community. About a month after the birth the family held a “baby feast”. During this ceremony the mother bathed herself and had her child’s hair cut. The child was now placed in a cradleboard where it would rest from now until it was big enough to walk. Washoe infants were fitted with sage brush bark diapers that were softened by rubbing between hands and thrown away when soiled. The approved disciplinary technique for children is described by the Washoe as, “…tell them to behave and speak kindly to them”.
 
Death9

 
Any death was very sorrowful and there was a period of mourning after the burial or cremation. If a person died inside a house the family would leave the house or burn it and make a new house in a different place. Female relatives cut their hair to show their grief. All of the person’s belongings were either burned or buried with them. It was said that a rainstorm would come soon after a death and wipe away all the tracks to return everything to the way the Maker intended it to be. 
 10
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In the past almost all marriages were arranged. Gift exchanges took place and the engagement would last for a year. During this time the parents watched the couple very carefully. Several variations of marriage customs took place. One account is that after the engagement period was over the parents allowed the couple to live together becoming married. Another account is of a custom where the couple danced side by side and a rabbit skin blanket was draped over their shoulders, whereby they became one in marriage. The Washoe traditionally practiced bilateral descent and bilocal residence, meaning that there was no set rule or preference about which of the married couple’s family they would live with. Property was passed down through both the mother and the father. 
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Girl’s Rite-of-passage 11

 
One of the most important ceremonies was the “girls dance”, the celebration of when a girl became a woman. This ceremony is still practiced today as it has been for thousands of years. Gifts were thrown into the crowd who attended. At the end of four days of ritual she was recognized as an adult. Feasting took place. 
 12
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A boy became a man when he killed his first full-grown buck. From an early age his father, uncles and grandfather taught him the ways of hunting. The hunter is required to follow traditions that insure good hunting and unselfish sharing of the harvest.
 
Intertribal Relations13

 
Relations with other tribes bordering Washoe territory were mostly about tolerance and mutual understanding. Sometimes events lead to tensions and warfare. It was beneficial to both sides to keep their distance, but they also needed to maintain a relationship to exchange trade goods. Intermarriages with adjoining tribes occurred when relations were good.
 


Washoe Indians – Article Questions

1. What is the tone of paragraph 2?
a. Irritation and frustration
b. Reverence and respect
c. Joyful and celebratory
d. Bored and disinterested

2. Which selection below best illustrates the tone for question 1?
a. “the time of the pine nut harvests”
b. “before they hunted”
c. “special celebrations with dance and prayer”
d. “at the time of the pine nut harvests”

3. No parts of the animal were wasted, and enough individuals of a species were always left to reproduce. If the author replaced the word wasted with the word used, the tone of this sentence would change to:
a. Matter-of-fact
b. Furious
c. Confused
d. Joyful

4. What is the topic sentence of paragraph 5?
a. Elders in the tribe also had special status and wisdom that they accumulated as they grew older.
b. They were the keepers of the fire, and they taught the Washoe traditions that they had learned from their grandparents.
c. For this reason the old ones were treated with great respect. 
d. No one ever passed by an elder without saying something, and during a feast elders are always fed before anyone else. 

5. What can be inferred from the stories in paragraphs 6 and 7?
a. Water babies are real
b. Omens are scary
c. The Washoe tribe believed in God
d. The Washoe tribe told stories to encourage good behavior

6. In paragraph 8, it can be inferred that the parents would refrain from meat or salt in order to . . . 
a. Honor the needs of the child
b. Reserve resources for the child
c. Reserve resources so that they could celebrate with the tribe
d. All of the above

7. What is the purpose of a rite-of-passage event?
a. To celebrate the new year
b. To celebrate a harvest
c. To celebrate a young person’s entry into adulthood
d. To celebrate a successful hunt
8. 
Paragraph 13: Using context clues, what does the word intertribal mean?
a. Within the tribe
b. Between two people
c. Between two elders
d. Between two tribes

9. What is one legend we have today similar to the Ong referred to in paragraph 7? How is it the same? Find evidence in the article related to the Ong to back up your claim.
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10. What is the most interesting thing you learned about the Washoe tribe? Why?
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