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Abstract

This thesis is a study of contemporary practices and ritual attitudes in relation to
the use of sweetgrass (Hierochloe odorata) in two research populations: natives from the
Northern Plains and "new agers ". Ethnographic observations on usage and ritual are
reported; personal experiences and beliefs are recorded in the users' own words.
Despite the similarities between neophyte practitioners and long-experienced
adepts in both populations, the users' characterizations of the meaning of their actions
reveals a systematic difference in "ritual attitude ".

Natives' accounts seem to be

predicated on "metaphoric" symbolic connections, (their behavior in relation to
sweetgrass usage constrained by a sense of tradition). By contrast, new agers' accounts
seem to reveal a "metonymic" pattern of relating symbols to one another, and a
willingness to syncretize and to innovate personal meanings. This leads to the conclusion
that the culturally common "element" of sweetgrass performs significantly different
"symbolic work" in native and white contexts.
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Preface

This thesis really began in my childhood. It was then that I was introduced to
some of the practices, beliefs and attitudes which, in postmodern North American culture,
are being called the New Age. Although my knowledge of Indians was purely
Hollywood, my Goddess worshipping aunties provided me with a few unusual elements
in my concept of reality, what I call my story-map. These elements would later prove
fruitful in getting to know native people.
In particular perhaps, I learnt the possibility of learning through quiet observation,
by following people around, and by doing. These skills turned out to be very useful to a
fledgling Anthropologist, although, there were many cultural traits of which I was not
aware and which I had to adjust; for example, my habit of staring. Amongst many other
equally difficult culturally inculcated habits, my notion of proper eye contact had to be
relearned.
Once I came back to Canada (from England) in 1978, I quickly began to be
involved with native people. Largely, this was an accidental process but one which
grounded my childhood experiences in a more conscious awareness of cultural difference.
Hence, when I went back to school for my undergraduate degree, I gravitated to the
Department of Anthropology. What a blessed (on the whole) moment of recognition.
This thesis is a development of my life experiences and a blending with my
academic education. It has begun my exploration into the arts of observation, thinking
and writing. (I am profoundly grateful to Dr. Doyle Hatt for his relentless good advice in
the pursuit of whatever small budding skills I may claim in these arts .) However, if I had
this thesis to do over again, there are perhaps, areas of procedure in which I would
institute change. I would, before I began my field work, have a better idea of the wider
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framework, the theories, which underpin cultural change, for example, diffusion and
borrowing. But at the time I began this, I did not really understand, in an academically
coherent fashion, what I had been observing about the relations between new age seekers
and native people, despite the fact that I did have beliefs about it. I hope that now I
understand a little more and perhaps base my current beliefs on something more like
evidence.
To the people who shared their experiences and stories with me: it is important
that you understand that this study was carried out by an anthropologist participating and
observing in her own and another culture. This remark should be taken as both a
statement of fact and of the reflexivity of the task. It is also a caution to those of you , the
research population, who read this document. To the people who provide the life
experience, skills, and knowledge, which provide the basis for the comparisons and
observations I make, this is not a profession of either belief or disbelief in either the
native or the white conceptions of the efficacy of sweetgrass. It is rather an attempt to
understand the activities and thought processes by which those of you represented in this
text achieve the meanings you do. It is also an exploration of how our birth cultures and
our consequent hidden assumptions affect the transfer of a spiritual medium from one
cultural context to another. Grant me some grace: I am but a new bird flying.
Lastly , I here present a brief overview of the thesis, highlighting my overall
argument. In chapter one, the Introduction, I present some of the concepts that
underscore my knowledge, present before I went into the field. It introduces the notion of
the importance and impact of birth culture on our cognitive styles and in particular how
this might affect the use and meaning of sweetgrass. It also introduces some of the
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reasons and implications of the current incorporation of sweetgrass into a white religious
cultural phenomena, referred to here as the New Age. The second chapter is called

Native tradition and religion, and briefly summarizes some aspects of the religious
traditions of native Americans and how they effect the meanings and uses of sweetgrass.
It presents an ethnographic overview of the literature to illustrate what has been written
about the use of sweetgrass in particular and, on the odd occasion, grass in general. (A
treatment of the biology of sweetgrass, known as Hierochloe, can be found in Appendix
A.)

Chapters three and four are the main "ethnographic" chapters. Chapter three,

Sweetgrass in native society, will discuss the place of sweetgrass in contemporary native
society, presenting ethnographic data which highlights the context of its use and meaning.
It illustrates a range of experience with sweetgrass highlighting the effects traditional
networks have on the construction of meaning associated with the plant. Chapter four,
called Sweetgrass in white society, presents contemporary uses of sweetgrass by white
informants and illustrates the range of applications and meanings sweetgrass develops as
it has been incorporated into white North American society. As in the previous chapter,
the data illustrate a range of know ledge and experience among users of different degrees
of experience. Chapters three and four present most of the quotations; they are taken
directly from the informants' words . I have, in some cases, rendered the speech into
standard English, for the purpose of clarity. I have, however, tried to maintain the speech
patterns as close as possible to the original, hence some of the idiomatic expressions and
grammar. This was important in order to maintain the speakers own words and meaning
as presented to me. The final chapter, Continuity and change. discusses the
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implications of the data, with a focus on factors of continuity and change, as represented
by the use of sweetgrass in both native and white cultures. Using the ethnographic data
presented primarily in chapters three and four, this chapter attempts to demonstrate how
these two processes work and influence the meanings attributed to sweetgrass by the
cultures represented in this thesis. The theoretical models presented include: Mary
Douglas's "grid and group"; Paul Bohannan's "spheres of exchange"; Stromberg's
"referential and constitutive language"; and Radcliffe-Brown's "ritual attitude". In
general, in this thesis all the unattributed photographs were taken by the author during the
course of the fieldwork.
In this thesis I will suggest that identifiable processes of continuity based on
cultural story-maps are ongoing in both native and white cultures. I will also suggest that
change, in both the concepts of religious words and the social relationships between
them, are also occurring at the same time. In the context of this paper, sweetgrass is a
means by which cultural contact is made. It forms the central point around which all of
this exploration revolves. It is through an examination of the use and meanings of
sweetgrass that I hope to achieve these ends.
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Introduction

1

Man lives... within a mythological universe
Northrop Frye
God is dead
Nietzche
Our conceptual system... largely metaphorical...
plays a central role in defining our everyday
realities
Lakoff and Johnson
Free at last
Spretnak
on the postmodern deconstructionalist

The burden of our past and the freedom to create our future plague the life of
modem society. We know them as the dilemmas of authenticity and choice. The depths
of our dependence on our history , on our past choices, is ignored by some and bemoaned
by others. The idea that we are individuals "free at last" from "primordial" ties to nature,
to God, to societal dictates is pervasive and, perhaps, unwarranted. Culture, the bed of
beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, and the conception of what constitutes reality , is the field
through which we experience the world. The burden of meaning falls on the systems of
knowledge and attitudes that we have largely in place by the time we reach adulthood.
These conceptual systems are not simply or merely a language, they are rather the lenses
through which we "apperceive" reality.
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Change, as understood in Western society, includes the notion that the individual
has some influence on it. Change, in this society, also includes a sense of direction.
Where are we going? a question that is central in Euro-American culture. Religious
change in particular is of pressing concern for the people who illustrate these pages. The
need, manifested as a spiritual malaise tended to by the search for meaning and
authenticity, is spoken of by Dudley Young as the need for a return to a sense of mystery,
the "call of the wild", the "primitive mind", and the metaphor. What they, the people, do,
when they attempt this change, when they seek out this "primitive" "authentic" mind, is
what is explored in this thesis.

Method and research technique
I set out originally to do a documentary thesis, to explore what people said and
did with reference to sweetgrass. Hence I did not go into the field with any particular
theoretical proposition in mind; I was primarily interested in documenting, in their own
words, how people spoke about sweetgrass. However, my own life experiences had led
me to expect certain things about the nature of sweetgrass diffusion. I had a glimmering
that certain trends that I had noticed in society might impinge upon the people I was to
study. Some of these trends were: the presence of tourism, and its ramifications for
contemporary society; the idea that society was changing, the hunch that the use of
sweetgrass might illuminate the general trend of New Age individuals to incorporate the
artifacts of non-Western spiritual traditions; and that, despite the fact that hundreds of
native peoples and New Agers, alike, were, simultaneously, learning about sweetgrass,
there was something subtly different about the developing New Age culture and the
ongoing native one.
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The need for theory, as a unifying and explanatory device, came primarily after
the field work, as I sat down to analyze the ethnographic descriptions and informants'
statements that I had assembled in the field. Although I did not enter the field in a
"theoretical vacuum" , I could not make sense of the data that I had gathered until I had
done much more reading. To make sense of the questions the field work had presented
me with, I looked to the literature in order to understand. Because of this there is an
eclectic mix of theory represented here (primarily in chapter five): each idea captures a
significant aspect of the way in which people went about framing their responses and
presenting their behaviors with regard to the use of sweetgrass. Because of this particular
pattern of research and the mix of theory, I have made no attempt to create a unified
theory that will encompass all the different aspects of my findings and observations. I
believe the reader will find the theories selected to be broadly complementary to one
another.
The research on the use patterns and meaning patterns was carried out because I
found a distinct lack of literature on the social effects and cultural consequences of the
New Age propensity to syncretize and to absorb the ritual paraphernalia of "authentic"
cultures. My experience with both native people who dealt with "seekers" , and the
"seekers" themselves, convinced me that much of what was going on in the interaction
was either missed completely by academics in their occasional condemnation (and
sometimes trivialization) of the New Age, or was hidden by the evident
miscommunication of basic attitudes and beliefs, which did not, to me, initially appear to
translate as well as the ritual objects themselves. Over many years I had observed
individuals seek an "authentic" spiritual experience. Native people tried the Christian
Church, Euro-American people tried the sweat lodge. And although pieces of the

Introduction

4

different traditions "stuck", they appeared remarkably unlike the same pieces as practised
in their home context. I wanted to determine, by careful observation and recording,
where my "off the cuff" knowledge was accurate and, if it was, I hoped to discover why.
I chose sweetgrass (an important incense in Plains cultures and increasingly
important in other tribal areas, and in use in certain sectors of Euro-American culture)
because it was a plant I had both access to and knowledge of. I chose it also because the
basic concept of incense use was present in both native and white cultures, and because
concentration on a single item of cultural diffusion would allow me to examine, in some
depth, the phenomena of cultural dissemination and change.

Incense
Incense is the use of a substance, through burning, to produce a pleasant scent. It
can be used as "direct sacrifice, as symbolic of ascending prayer, or as an aid to spiritual
exaltation" (Hodge, 1912: 604 ). Also, it can be used as an "exorcism to drive away evil
spirits; it was associated with healing and purification ... as a refreshing perfume at
banquets and other occasions, [and] to give veneration to a living person (Fink, 1990:
595). Freedman notes other uses for incense. He says that it can be used as a cosmetic;
in funerals in order to aid the passage of the dead and to preserve the dead; in rituals of
magic; and in "divine worship" (Freedman, 1992: 405). In native society, in the
Americas, has been used "from the earliest historic period". In the Handbook of the
American Indians it says:
In Mexico and adjacent parts various resinous gums known collectively under the
Aztec name of copalli, or copal, were used. North of the Rio Grande the plant
substances most commonly employed for the same purpose were tobacco , in
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various native varieties; the dried tops of Thuja, and other cedars; spruce and pine
needles, particularly those of Abies and Pinus ponderosa; sweetgrass [Hierochloe

odorata], Artemisia, and the root of the balsam-root (Balsam-orrhiza). Tobacco
was used in one way or another in important ceremonials over almost the whole
area of the United States and along the N. W. coast, and in the Canadian interior.
Pine needles were most commonly used among the Pueblos and other tribes of the
SW. In the noted Hopi snake dance the smoke of burning juniper tops was blown
through tubes known as "cloud-blowers" until the kiva was filled with the
pleasing fragrance. Cedar tops, sweetgrass, and wild sage were more common in
the ceremonies of the Plains Indians, especially the Peyote rite, and parcels of the
dried substance were sometimes attached to sacrifice poles or deposited with the
corpse in the grave or on the scaffold. According to Wissler, among the Siksika
every tipi contains an altar [on which incense was burnt]. .. there were also a
number of vegetal perfumes used for personal gratification, either by rubbing the
juice of the crushed plant over the skin or by wearing the leaves or dried tops in
little bags attached to the clothing. Ute mothers placed sweet smelling herbs
under their baby's pillows... and beaver musk was employed as an ingredient of
secret medicine for treating wounds (Hodge, 191 ~).

Europeans also have a history of the use of sweetgrass which is circumpolar in its
distribution. Very little documentation seems to be available on this topic; however, it
does appear to have both sacred and secular uses in European society. It was used on
Saint's days, in churches as an odorous floor covering; the plant was dedicated to the
Virgin Mary, but, based on the documentary evidence that I am aware of, it was not
burned in this context. It was also apparently used to perfume sleeping rooms and fill
mattresses. (Appendix A summarized the basic botanical information, as well as a few
sources for further exploration of this European use-pattern.)
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Given, then, that there was a good deal of cultural background in the use of plants
as incense, and, given my initial informal observations about how sweetgrass was being
used by native people and white people, I proceeded to plan and carry out the field work.
The rest of this introduction will present some of the key ideas, in a brief discussion, of
some of the underlying cultural patterns that may affect the interaction between native
and New Age individuals.

Cultural change
When I came back from the field after the first summer, the notion of change held
a predominant position in my thoughts. In order to understand the events, and the words
that had been part of my field work I went to the literature on change. Acculturation,
diffusion, innovation, and revitalization movements were the key terms and concepts
applied by a number of authors, including Linton who wrote Acculturation in Seven

American Indian Tribes. Diffusion, which is a subsidiary theme of this thesis, is the
borrowing of cultural elements by one culture from another. Entire schools of
anthropology have grown up around the diffusion of cultural "traits". Classic examples
of the effect of diffusion that are often cited are the spread of the horse to the American
Plains and the impact that event had on Plains tribes, and the spread of tobacco from
Virginia to England in the late 1500s. However, my central concern is not diffusion , a
such. The important question, for this thesis was how do the mostly Euro-American
white New-Agers make ritual sense of sweetgrass when they "borrow" it from natives ,
and, in turn , how do urbanized or "acculturated" native people make sense of sweetgra
when they "borrow" it back?
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Notions of change have tended to be understood as non-directional, orderly in a
somewhat linear sense of development (Peacock and Kirsch, 1980) or as cyclical (Vico,
1984). Regular patterns of change have been hypothesized by many social philosophers.
Peacock-and-Kirsch's notion of a movement through stages is a common theme. In their
highly simplified model the stages are the Archaic, the Primitive, the Historic, the Early
Modern, and the Modern. They see two broad evolutionary trends that are perhaps the
most obvious in North American society. These are the trend to increase "maximization
of specialization of units, specialization of social relations, bureaucratization,
centralization, mobility and changeability " which is continually accelerating and
intensifying (Peacock, 1980: 279). The other broad pattern is for "leaps" from one level
to another. By this they mean that "evolution has created a series of patterns, each
displaying radically different traits " (ibid.). Because of these trends, they maintain that
the future could be very different from that which we know now or it could be "more of
the same".
Vico had a slightly different notion of change. His system was cyclical, moving
from a Theocracy (ruled by Gods) to an Aristocracy (ruled by heroes) to a Democracy
(ruled by the people). "When this process is complete (when democracy discovers its
anarchic objectives), there is a return to beginning and the whole cycle runs through
again" (Young, 1991: xxvi). The particular genius of Vico, according to Young, was to
recognize that language, and therefore our conception of reality, changes with the turn of
this cycle.
Young's understanding of this is presented as three stages. The first is the
primitive, where music takes a divine role. The primitive stage has a mythical and
metaphorical language in which words are alive and magical, claiming to be what they
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called forth. In other words, there is no distinction between the words and the "spirits"
they call; words are not symbols (within this stage) of the "spirits". Rather, the words are
the "spirits". The language of myth is concrete and corporeal. The second period of
time, between Plato and Kant, had a conceptual or "metonymic" language, in which
words stood in for the things that they represented. The language of metonym was
abstract and reflective. Finally, the modern world is "an elaboration of the metonymic" ,
in particular, empirical science affirming the "reality" of the world as "out there" "and
declaring itself to the senses" . The last step, the turning of the cycle back to its origin ,
will be, in Young's view, generated by its own logic and by the need in Euro-American
society, that Young emphasizes, to return to metaphor and the "primitive mind". He says
that we are almost ready for the metaphoric system, "the presence of divinity", because
we have exhausted the "riches of metonymic dispensation". (I will return to the notions
of metaphor and metonym later in this introduction and finally in chapter five .)

Postmodern society and tourism
Postmodern society could be seen , in this scenario, as the breaking down of the
old modern world and the metonymical systems that have been part of its development.
The traits by which postmodern society is usually defined include: the dismemberment
of grand belief systems or metanarratives; the "championing [of] difference, multiplicity ,
and centerlessness" (Spretnak, 1991: 233); the surfeit of choices available to individuals;
the sense of alienation is often mentioned in a variety of literature; and the lack of
authenticity in our postmodern lives. Moore lists what he sees as the salient symptoms of
the postmodern "disease". These are:
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emptiness
meaninglessness
vague depression
disillusionment about marriage, family and relationship
a loss of values
yearning for personal fulfillment
a hunger for spirituality
(Moore, 1992: xvi)

These problems appear to be central in contemporary Euro-American culture and
to define certain individual's lives to a considerable degree. North Americans seek ways
out of them with astonishing inventiveness. The plethora of psychological, spiritual and
self-help material published since the 1960s is one direct consequence of the postmodern
life: its subject matter reflects the public's interest and effort to define new "identities", to
find a way out of what seems to be an untenable situation, and to find what is "authentic"
or what is "true".
One increasingly important method by which contemporary Western people
approach this "search" is through tourism. The characteristics of postmodemism, as
sketched above, paradoxically, drive a dialectic which ultimately alienates us further.
Tradition is the "servitor to our solace" in this situation. Tourism, as cultural production ,
in effect "stages" authenticity and is the center around which this process focuses in
MacCannell's (1973) view. But the phenomenon of tourism is not limited to traveltourism alone. I propose that phenomenon such as the postmodem use of sweetgrass, by
those outside its traditional context, may be likened to a sort of "spiritual tourism".
Our society is busy undoing tradition.
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Modernization simultaneously separates these things (tourist Memorabilia) from
people and places that made them, breaks up the solidarity of the groups in which
they originally figured as cultural elements and brings the people liberated from
traditional attachments into the modern world where, as tourists they attempt to
discover or reconstruct a cultural heritage or a social identity (MacCannell, 1973:
13).

In this research, both research populations can be interpreted with reference to this
famous statement from MacCannell. There are portions of the native community which
have been "discovering" their spiritual heritage and whites who have been constructing a
cultural ideal that includes cultural elements from the native context. Both groups are
thus "recreating" an identity which, both distinguishes them from the modern population,
and also creates a smaller group to which they can belong.
According to MacCannell,
modern man has been condemned to look elsewhere, everywhere for his
authenticity, to see if he can catch a glimpse of it reflected in the simplicity,
poverty, chastity, or purity of others (MacCannell, 1973: 41).

This is most obvious when we go to view a foreign culture. There, "modern man " seeks
to find his or her own authenticity in the "other". However, the strain toward distinction,
in order to identify the "other" who has this "authenticity", works as well at home as it
does in foreign climes.
To take this argument further, the tourist, who has begun her search for
"authenticity" in the "other", for the very reason that they are the "other" , must then
incorporate elements of the "other" to incorporate some of the sought after "authenticity".
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The person who does this appears to be attempting, in some cases and in some situations,
to become the "other".
People are often well aware of the spiritual malaise of the postmodern age. The
identifiers, such as soulessness or meaninglessness, often are things we need to grapple
with by actions such as tourism. But we can also do this by being tourists in the midst of
our own society. People who take on cultural elements foreign to them but from cultures
"at home" appear to be separating themselves from their own culture in certain critical
ways. Although they are still working from the system of meaning established by their
own culture, they are able to create a new "identity" by adding "foreign" elements to an
established pattern. They can then use this new identity to separate themselves from
areas of their culture they identify as problematic. For example, a person who takes on
native spirituality as an "authentic" spiritual view can "manage" their perception of the
"soullessness" of their original culture's failed religion.

If only one or two people were doing this it would probably have little impact on
the original culture from which these "tourists" came. However, since the 1960s there
has been an explosion in this kind of spiritual tourism as well as an explosion in the
traditional destination-oriented kind of tourism. The impact on the postmodern culture of
North America has been well documented. Patterns from the Asian context, such as
meditation , Zen parables, and the idea of reincarnation, are in common usage, in North
American dominant culture. The impact of tourism on cultures that host tourists , for
instance, Thailand and Costa Rica are also amply documented. But the impact on
dominant societies is just as potent. According to MacCannell , "our society hasn't fallen
apart at the seams from all the undoing because tourists are bus_y stitching it all
(differently of course) up again" (MacCannell, 1973: 15). For this reason, the elements
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which make their way into the mainstream of dominant culture (such as meditation in the
language and practices of popular psychology) of North America, may influence the ways
in which we move further into the postmodern era.
The search for new spiritual directions in life and for the "authentic experience" is
thus partly a consequence of (post)modem life. The search takes a number of forms.
Included are: the resurrection of what people determine as their "roots" in a genealogical
sense; the revival of a spiritual form associated with the particular culture; and the
generation of new hybrid or mixed forms usually based on an eclectic mix of worldwide
cultural artifacts. All of these alternatives are reflected in the North American spiritual
scene. Generally it can be said that the predominant trend in native communities is to
revive a postulated spiritual culture falling apart owing, in part, to postmodern pressures.
On the part of the white members of North American society all three types of spiritual
"questing" can be seen. Becoming Born-again Christians, witches, druids, pagans, white
Zen Buddhists and white Indians are all examples of ways in which white North
Americans are trying to cope with the crisis of postmodern culture.
Those people who come from European cultural traditions but who are
participating in Indian religious and social practices on a regular basis (see Holyoak,
1993) are the particular New Age group that concerns this thesis. By the New Age I
mean a broad and diverse sociological and cultural phenomena present largely in the
Western world which embraces a number of concepts alien to the dominant society.
Among the most common are the belief in reincarnation, human energy fields (auras),
magic, the earth as a conscious being, life can be found in traditionally (to the dominant
society) non-living objects (i.e. crystals) , and an emphasis on meaningful coincidences
(Jung called this synchronicity). The individuals range from those who are just beginning
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and are marginally involved, to those people who have, over time, grown in depth and
breadth with the experience of years of cross cultural study. The first type of person I am
defining as a "spiritual tourist" and the other, at the far end of the experiential scale, I am
defining as an "adept". In the native research population, northern Plains people are of
particular interest to this thesis partly because of proximity, partly due to the nature of my
"contacts", and also partly due to my awareness that sweetgrass played an apparently
important role in this area.

Church, sect and the "third option"
Troeltsch defines "church" as:
that type of organization which is overwhelmingly conservative, which to a
certain extent accepts the secular order, and dominates the masses; in principle,
therefore, it is universal, i.e. it desires to cover the whole life of humanity
(Troeltsch, 1931: 331 ).

Church defined its priorities by reference to the sacredness of the church itself. The
objectives of life, by definition , where those consistent with the Church. Sect on the
other hand, defined as sacred the teachings of Christ, through, for example, a strict and
literal adherence to scriptural admonitions. In contrast to "church", he defines sect as:
comparatively small groups; they aspire after personal inward perfection, and they
aim at a direct personal fellowship between the members of each group. From the
very beginning, therefore, they are forced to organize themselves in small groups,
and to renounce the idea of dominating the world (ibid.).
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In contrast to the comparatively worldly, hierarchical and authoritarian pattern of the
churches , Troeltsch sees sects as being, by nature, spiritually oriented and egalitarian, and
as placing a greater emphasis on individual authority. The existence of church, and the
nature of the dichotomy between scriptural adherence and church-secular authority leads
to the formation of sects.
The contrast between the radical law of the Scriptures and the way of life of
genuine Christians, which was measured by this standard, and the ecclesiastical
ethic and social doctrine, with its relative and inclusive tendency led to [their]
formation (ibid.: 330).

The church, according to Troeltsch, its ideals and attitudes, was the single most
important influence on the development of European society. It was the "teacher of art
and science, of technical knowledge and organization, of administration and law; she was
the continuation of the ancient culture" (ibid.: 324). Troeltsch lists the sociological
influences that have been felt by Western culture. These include: the concept of the
family; the "uniform bureaucratic modem sovereign State"; "the whole of social thought
and feeling in general"; the weakening of erfdom and the development of civic freedom
(based on the notions of individualism inherent in Christianity); and the idea of an
ecclesiastical unity of the world which may be an antecedent of the "global community"
ideals of the modern West.
The "third option", which Troeltsch describes a "a sociological type of Christian
thought, was being developed, which was not the same as that of the sect-type; it was , in
fact, a new type - the radical religious individualism of mysticism" (Troeltsch, 1931:
377). He goes on to characterize this "third option".
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This type had no desire for an organized fellowship; all it cared for was freedom
for interchange of ideas, a pure fellowship of thought, which indeed only became
possible after the invention of printing .. . the isolated individual, and
psychological abstraction and analysis become everything (ibid.).
It could be stated that what is sacred, in this "third option" , is the individual's relationship
with God. Troeltsch says that as this new sociological type developed (starting with the
Protestant Dissenters) the control of the church declined.
The third sociological type of Christian thought, which does not depend, like the
Church, upon the institution, nor like the sect on the literal interpretation of the
Law of God in the Bible, but which is an individualism which freely combines
Christian ideas with all kinds of other elements, and which is either entirely
unorganized, or else exists along side of the Church and assumes its necessity for
the mass of mankind. By this time it entered into contact with many humanistic
groups, and since it had no sociological organization of its own, it had either no
measurable and definite social influence or idea at all , or it created social Utopias,
a free mingling of Christian and humanistic elements, literary tours-dejorce, but
not practical attempts at reform (ibid.: 378).

Applied to modem North American society, the New Age can be seen arguably as
a development of Christian thought; and it is clearly a manifestation of the third option .
Native society is, however, completely outside Troeltsch's frame of reference; there is no
"church" in traditional native culture. Cultural-evolutionary trends, as abstracted from
Vico by Young, explain the "logical" (perhaps consistent) development of EuroAmerican society based on the "Christian" ideals and sociological framework provided
by the church-sect paradigm, as put forward by Troeltsch. Since native society, i by
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these standards, fundamentally different from white society, it leads to the conclusion
that, despite appearances of similarity, the New Age may be more a development of
Christian ideals than it is a movement into the native framework of concepts.

Meaning, metaphor, and metonym
In the formulation of Northrop Frye, people live in a metaphorical universe. That
requires some clarification, for the purposes of this thesis. Metaphor, in this thesis, is
taken as:
a figure of speech in which a word or phrase denoting one kind of object or action
is used in place of another to suggest a likeness or analogy between them
resulting in an expansion of meaning.
Metonym is:
a figure of speech that consists in using the name of one thing for that of
something else with which it is associated.

Yet it is not as simple as that in the way in which the concepts are applied. For
example, Young talks about the nature of the Western "metonymical system". This does
not mean that Western Euro-American culture does not use metaphor; clearly Lakoff and
Johnson's work on metaphor illustrated the importance of metaphor in Western cultural
assumptions about reality. However, it does imply a primacy of metonymical
associations. This means that Westerners have a tendency to relate a thing by reference
to that which it represents. Metonymical language is, according to Young, an abstract
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and reflective language based on the abstract as an ideal. The "metonymic mind" is
concerned with "that which stands beneath the appearance of the things". In his
conception, for the metonymic mind "truth" is "out there" as is reality.
Metaphorical language is of the body, according to Young. Words are "alive,
magically participating in the life they represent, capable indeed of summoning into our
presence the powers they name" (Young, 1991: xxvi). More strongly, words are the
powers they name, the naming is in itself the power. "The metaphor is essentially
magical" (ibid.) . A metaphorical mind is one that is concerned with the meaning of
things, meaning in the sense of the thing's relationship to other things. Truth is seen, not
in the underlying principle, as in metonym, but rather in the relationship between the
truth event and the larger world. A metaphorical society is based more strongly on
synthesis, actions , meanings, and relationships between things, rather than the things
themselves. Unlike Young, who uses the metonymical and metaphorical mind to apply to
the entire society, I am restricting these concepts to the ritual attitudes as it pertains to the
use of sweetgrass.

If the earlier arguments stand, we may expect the New Age, as a development of
the Christian system, to display metonymical features, and in fact the examples provided
by the research into Charismatic Christianity, which emphasize metonymical association
(i.e. glossalia standing for the presence of the Holy Ghost), have been described as an
example of a metonymical system by Poewe (1989, 1994). Native culture would tend to
be, by this reasoning, metaphorical and hence, may be distinctly different, in orientation
to "reality", from Euro-American culture.
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Conclusions
"God is dead" and we are "free at last", this is perhaps the central tenet of the
modern West. But from the arguments above this may be seen as much a part of the
"myth" of postmodern Euro-American society as is the myth of "objectivity" and
"subjectivity" (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). Instead of a statement of "reality" these
statements may just as easily be seen as a step in the development of the last stages of
"the metonymical system" and a precursor to the return to the metaphorical mind. In this
view, postmodernism is a symptom of the next stage of evolution of a particular type of
culture. The next developments may well lead North American society somewhere else.
But what will determine its direction?
According to the arguments presented here, the development of a society follows
the internal logic of its own belief system. Societies change, but not randomly; not by
leaping willy-nilly from one thought pattern to another. Rather, change carries over
much of the basic structure of the previous belief system. Evolution, according to Vico is
cyclic, and according to Young, North American culture will return, by the logic of its
own development, to the "primitive mind" , and with the "permission" of science.
Certainly, many authors have called for a "return to the mythic" as a specific solution for
the "identity crisis" of the late twentieth century individual. Tourism, the importance of it
as clearly shown by MacCannell , is an important avenue to address this issue of
"authenticity". Spiritual tourism is a part of that trend and is therefore, not a trend to
trivialize or ignore. The New Age can be seen as a "natural evolution" of Western
society, and is a development of radical individualism inherent in modern Western
culture. However, by the terms of Troeltsch's system, the New Age could be seen as a
manifestation of the "third option " and, as such, it should be moving away from the
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church-institution and the sect-literal interpretation of "scripture". However, if this is an
accurate portrayal, then the possibility of the New Age ever becoming the new "church"
is very unlikely .
Native society, to the extent that it is not cognitively overwhelmed (as it is
politically and economically overwhelmed) by Western culture, would also develop
under its own internal logic, based on the substantive beliefs present in its culture. It is
difficult to imagine exactly what form this might take, but we can at least say that, not
having the universal element of the church to inform it, it will likely be a development
unlike that of Western society. This does not ignore the effects of cultural and social
dominance, but the dire warnings of the "Vanishing Native American" myth and its
current refutation, lead us to conclude that something else is at work, ensuring the current
revival of native culture, and hence Euro-American culture as well.
The effects of culture on the diffusion of sweetgrass, the postulated importance of
story-maps (culturally produced patterns of meaning association) for the "meaning" of
sweetgrass, if and how these patterns are manifest in the speech and behaviors of people,
and what it means if they do, is the concern of the rest of this thesis.

2

Native tradition and religion
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The intent of this chapter is to establish what the literature has to say about the
nature of native or First Nations tradition and religion, in so far as it concerns the use of
sweetgrass. This exercise has two purposes. The first is to establish a "base line" against
which the data in chapters three and four may be compared. The second purpose is to
place sweetgrass in an historical context, to which both natives and whites will harken
back in elaborating meaning in the twentieth century. This chapter will include the
results of a literature survey intended to highlight certain crucial issues in native culture.
Some of these are: authority , the nature of tradition, elements of ritual attitude found in
the substance of the native story-map, Plains ritualism, and the recorded use patterns of
sweetgrass in the ethnobotanical and anthropological literature.
It is important to begin with the recognition that there is not one native culture,
one native religion or one native worldview . In Native American Religions, Sam Gill
says that there is "no generally applicable native American view of reality [that] exists
and that the many diverse views are complex and sophisticated" (Gill, 1882: 35) .
Hultkrantz does identify a major distinction between hunting cultures and horticultural
cultures. He says "the slow transformation from plant-collecting to horticulture involved
a change in world-view" (Hultkrantz, 1981: 129). About the native view of nature
Hultkrantz says: "there does not exist and has not existed a common attitude to nature ...
[there is] no general love of nature" (Hultkrantz, 1981: 119, 123). More generally ,
Underhill says, "American Indians have not a religion but many religions.
Despite the seriousness of these admonitions, it seems that there is, nevertheless , a
"substratum, a layer of basic beliefs and practices, that unites them [native religions] all"
(Underhill, 1965: 9). She identifies the common traits of native religions as: "use of
wonderworking objects such as tokens and amulets"; "the propitiation of animals to be
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killed and plants to be used"; and the importance of medicine people and shamans. Gill
finds another commonality in that "native American views of reality are not at all static"
(Gill, 1982: 35). Instead, they tend to be dynamic and creative; native belief systems
involve "movement" as a basic operating principle rather than the "pure state" more
common to the Euro-American worldview. And finally, another example of underlying
similarity is exemplified in the following: "Indian veneration of nature is specific, not
general... nature revealed a reality of a higher order" according to Hultkrantz (1981: 122123).
One of the common features that seems to be shared by native cultures is the
imbeddedness of religious life in daily life. Gill says that "we found none [of their
informants] expressing the view that sacred things and religious significance can only
occur in a rigidly defined place" (Gill, 1982: 35). Lowie, in discussing "supernaturalism"
says that "in short, for the Plains Indian supernaturalism was not the equivalent of church
going on a Sunday, but something that profoundly affected his daily life and offered an
explanation of extraordinary occurrences" (Lowie, 1963: 151). In a paper about the Dene
Tha, Watson and Goulet write about Lowie's "extraordinary experiences". They say:
to the Dene Tha, phenomena that cannot be wished away include animal helpers
visiting one in the bush or in dreams, the souls of the dead interacting with the
living, the powers of individuals who know animals to affect one's fortune, and
the power of dreams to predict events. These phenomena provide the foundation
upon which to live a normal, ordinary life (Watson and Goulet, 1992: 217).

Ridington says that "their [northern hunting native people] 'religion' may be viewed as
social and psychological dimensions of their technology" (Ridington, 1990: 117). In fact
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there seems to be little or no distinction between the "supernatural" realm and the
"ordinary" realm.

Personhood and "social relationships" with non-humans
Ruth Underhill coined the term "nature persons" to describe the native view of
certain aspects of what in Euro-American culture would constitute the inanimate realm.
Gill describes this idea by saying that for natives there is, "a spiritual character within
every living thing, a spiritual entity that is the life force... many things in the inanimate
natural world are perceived as having life" (Gill, I 982: 35). Hallowell says that the
category of persons is universal. However, "this category of being is by no means limited
to human beings" (Hallowell, 1960: 21). This category does not only include objects in
the natural world that have "life" in the biological sense, but also includes certain
individual rocks, natural forces and artifacts, among others. For example, bundles
("medicine bundles") are "commonly considered to be alive and the place of residence of
living spirits" (Gill, I 982: 68). "Shells and stones - are placed in an "animate" category
along with "persons" which have no physical existence on our world view" (Hallowell ,

I 960: 24). Hallowell also remarks that "the interaction of the Ojibwa with certain kinds
of plants and animals in everyday life is so structured culturally that individuals act as if
they were dealing with "persons" who both understand what is being said to them and
have volitional capacities as well" (Hallowell, 1960: 36).
The "vital part" of the class of "persons" is the "soul" or "inner form" (Hallowell ,
1960: 38, Ridington, 1990: 103, Kluckhohn, 1960: 75). It is these "souls" that are
"addressed in animals, plants and inanimate natural phenomena ... [they are] addressed in
prayers and mentioned in myths and ceremonials" (Kluckhohn, 1960: 75). This "soul" is
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called "man form" (because it is in a human person) in Kluckhohn and is considered
indestructible (Kluckhohn, 1960: 84). He says that "[plants and animals] can remove
their plant and animal form at will" (Kluckhohn, 1960: 84 ). Importantly the "vital part"
of humans and other beings are not more or less important than each other (Hallowell,
1960: 43). Rather, in native conception, there is a partnership that exists between the
"persons" of the world.
Partnership and contract between humans and the "natural world" is at least partly
a consequence of this attitude. "A bear is not simply a large, furry animal that supplies
meat, tools, and hide; it is a person with whom one must enter a proper relationship. This
relationship is recognized as fundamental to a meaningful life as well as to bodily
survival (Gill, 1982: 121). There are many different examples of this partnership
between human persons and non-human persons. Hultkrantz uses the Beaver as an
example of this. He says that because the beaver is a good builder of dams; "'because of
that I can dam water', my informant, who had beaver medicine, himself told me"
(Hultkrantz, 1981: 32). Animal or plant "medicine" tends to work this way; many parts
of and species in the environment, living or non-living, can enter into a relationship with
humans in this manner. However, there are obligations between parties.
"Contract" is the term that Underhill uses to describe this reciprocal obligation.
"Offerings... were reminders of a contract between friends and equals, for the spirits long
ago had made it known that, on presentation of the proper token, then favors would be
granted" (Underhill, 1985: 115). If a person did not "take care of" her partner (e.g.
animal helper) she ran the risk of losing the interest of the animal and she would no
longer be able to draw on the skills, talents or powers that the animal had given into the
relationship. If the person did make his offerings, and the animal did not provide the

Native tradition and religion

24

agreed upon service, then he was free to seek other helpers. Miller describes this in the
following example.
In exchange for supernatural power, the boy agrees to present to the manitu
periodic gifts of tobacco, which the manitu craves but can get only from humans,
and to adhere to his guardian's ethical precepts in order to please him. The boymanitu relationship is couched in terms of mutual obligations, not in terms of a
one-way power flow. If the boy neglects his obligations, the manitu may
withdraw his support; if the boy fails in some important under-taking this
evidence that the manitu has not done his part entitles the boy to seek a new
protector (Miller, 1955: 280-281 ).
Because of this partnership concept, the hunt is conceived as "'a holy occupation'
because 'the animals pursue an existence corresponding to that of man as regards
emotions and purpose in life"' (Riddington, quoting Speck, 1990: 102). On this topic
Riddington says that "they did not take the lives of animals; rather they received the gift
of life from animals that were known to them" (Riddington, 1990: 23). In order for the
hunter to be successful he must ritually "take care of" his relationships to the animals he
hunts (Riddington, 1990; Hultkrantz, 1981 ). This ongoing relationship is what provides
the meat, hides, and materials for himself and the people he hunts for.
Sweetgrass use follows this pattern; offerings are made for its life (picking) , there
exists a conception of it having a "soul" . And therefore sweetgrass, as in other significant
"persons", will be capable of two-way relationship with a human person. Modesto say
that "the plants are like friends" when you talk to a plant you must be sincere "be
humble ... some of them have powerful spirits" (Modesto, 1980: 38).
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Another key factor in the social nature of the relationship between sweetgrass and
humans, as well as other non-human "persons", is the ability of some people to talk to
these "persons" and for them to talk back. Scollon and Scollon relate a story of a bear
hunt. In it, the narrator, an Indian man, shoots a female bear who has cubs. He speaks to
the cubs telling them he is sorry for shooting their mother. What is important about the
story, to a person from a non-native culture, is that "we are meant to understand this as a
normal speech event" (Scollon and Scollon, 1979: 18). [This, of course, would not be
considered a "normal speech event" in a "normal" Euro-American cultural context.]
Hallowell relates the story of John Duck.
A white trader, digging in his potato patch, unearthed a large stone... he sent for
John Duck, an Indian who was the leader of the wdbano, a contemporary
ceremony that is held in a structure something like that used for the Midewiwin
The trader called his attention to the stone, saying that it must belong to his
pavilion. John Duck did not seem pleased at this . He bent down and spoke to the
boulder in a low voice, inquiring whether it had ever been in his pavilion.
According to John the stone replied in the negative (Hallowell, 1960: 26).

Not only are humans able to speak to non-humans, these non-humans are able to speak
back. This native practice of speaking to non-human beings, and being spoken to in
return , is an important aspect of the nature of the relationship between humans and the
particulars in the non-human environment.
A final comment on the social nature of these relationships; these relationships are
often expressed in kinship terminology. Hallowell describes this tendency .
"Grandfather" is a term applicable to certain "person objects" , without any
distinction between human persons and those of an other-than-human class.
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Furthermore, both sets of grandfathers can be said to be functionally as well as
terminologically equivalent in certain respects. The other-than-human
grandfathers are sources of power to human beings through the "blessings" they
bestow, i.e., a sharing of their power which enhances the "power" of human
beings (Hallowell, 1960: 22).

Miller says:
The term of address used to refer to Wisakeya is "my nephew" (for a man
viz., "sister's son"; for a woman this term of address means 'my son'). The Fox
uncle-nephew relationship is essentially one of equality as will be shown later.
That the Fox calls his principal deity "my nephew" is as revealing as the fact that
the European calls his principal deity "my father" (Miller, 1955: 281 ).

Although this tendency to call non-humans by kinship terms may be understood as simple
anthropomorphism, it is unlikely that this is so. Other evidence suggests that, rather than
conceptualizing, for example, natural forces as discarnate human beings, it appears that
instead, the kinship terminology refers primarily to a perceived relationship between the
natural force and the person. The natural force may be able to take on a human form, but
its "essence" is not human. In contrast, the Goddess, in many forms of New Age worship
is a woman, and it seems that her primary attribute is her "womanness". Her role as a
"mother" and her relationship to the worshipper is secondary. Of anthropomorphism,
Hallowell says; "What is the essential meaningful core of the concept of person in
Ojibwa thinking? It can be stated at once that anthropomorphic traits in outward
appearance are not the crucial attributes " (Hallowell, 1960: 30).
In conclusion, although there is no general love of nature in native society, the
"veneration of nature is specific" (Hultkrantz, 1981: 122-123) and as such relates to
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specific animals, plants , natural forces or objects. Natives tend to relate pragmatically to
objects and events in the environment which will help them achieve their goals. The
relationships are structured on lines present in the kinship system. All "persons" human
or not, can be designated by terms applied only to other humans in Euro-American
culture. These relationships, which take the form of "contracts" are ritually renewed on a
regular basis. The importance and nature of these relationships can be observed in
behavior, speech events, story and ritual practice.

Authority and tradition
In native culture, tradition is best understood through the understanding of
authority, power, knowledge and learning. These four interrelated concepts form the
basic assumptions that underlie native behavior.
Walter Miller, in Two Concepts of Authority, discusses the differences between
authority structures in European tradition and in native culture. He speaks of the Central
Algonkian as conceiving of "authority as the resultant of ongoing interaction between
individuals" (Miller, 1955: 277) . Of the Fox he says: "one way to gain insight into the
way that authority was conceived and organized in Fox society is to look at the Fox
system of religion" (ibid.: 278). He goes on the say that the Fox pantheon represents a
generalized essence of power where each individual had direct contact with,
the source of supernatural power, each individual participating in organized
activity related himself directly to the body of procedural rules governing that
activity. He was free to select and execute appropriate modes of action ~his access
to procedural rules was not mediated through another person who transmitted
these rules to him (ibid.: 285).

-
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Authority was organized so that "where there is permanent incumbency there is no right
to direct, and where right to direct is granted, incumbency is temporary" (ibid.: 288). By
contrast, the European model of authority is visualized as "liquid" and as forming a
pyramid.
Thus in European societies, authority is frequently conceived as a substance
having its origin in an elevated locus and flowing downward through prescribed
channels. An authority relationship is conceptualized as a situation where one
individual, situated above another, has superior quantities of authority which can
flow downward to the individual below. Any one relationship within an
organizational system can be depicted as a higher box connected with a lower box
by a line. These characteristics of the conceptual model make it possible to call
this type of role-relationship a "vertical" authority relationship (Miller, 1955:
278).

Power, in Fox society, is achieved through a relationship with a supernatural
source. The vision quest (found in many tribes, including the Fox) is the event which
institutes (human) male-supernatural relationships which are the source of his personal
power. However, the elastic, pragmatic nature of these relationships is a good guide to
the more generalized power relationship found in the larger cultural context. "The Fox
accept their gods as powerful only so long as they deliver the goods" (ibid.: 281 ). Miller
lists five precepts which encapsulate the Fox concept and use of power. These are:
1. Power is universally available and unlimited; it does not have a unitary
locus; it is everywhere, and equally available to all.
2. The possession of power is temporary and contingent; it is not a quality
permanently possessed by any being, but can be gained and lost, possession being
demonstrated by successful performance in specific situations.
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3. Demonstrated power does not grant to its possessor the subsequent right
to direct the actions of any other being.
4. Power is not hierarchical; since its possession is temporary and
contingent, fixed and varying amounts of power are not distributed among a group
of beings arranged in a stable hierarchy.
5. The control of power is dangerous; powerful beings are to be feared, not
adored or admired (Miller, 1955: 283).

Thus native society is conveyed as being more "horizontal" in its power-authority
relationships. Miller uses the contrasts between kinship terminology when addressing
supernatural beings to illustrate this point.
The term of address used to refer to Wisakeya is "my nephew" (for a man,
viz., "sister's son"; for a woman this term of address means "my son"). The Fox
uncle-nephew relationship is essentially one of equality ... that the Fox calls his
principal deity "my nephew" is as revealing as the fact that the European calls his
principal deity "my father" (Miller, 1955: 281 ).

Who has authority to teach and what constitutes an authoritative voice is
important in understanding native tradition. There are three basic issues: experience,
knowledge and stories. Experience, in the company of one who knows, is the way to get
"true" knowledge, and much knowledge is transmitted through stories.
Experience is the primary method of learning in native culture. "The importance
of learning through personal experience" is stressed in much of the literature about native
culture (Goulet, 1994; Hallowell, 1960; Riddington, 1990; Scollon and Scollon, 1979).
An example of this can be seen in Goulet's paper. He says that "the primacy of religiou
experience over explicit religious teachings, personal experience on the part of the
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investigator becomes the cornerstone and the necessary entry point for the investigation
of Dene religion" (Goulet, 1994: 119). Daily interaction and events are guided by the
absence or presence of direct experience. Native people decide what to tell an
investigator, or any person, based on what experience the "student" has had (Goulet,
1994). A ritual will or will not be performed based on this precept. Hallowell says that
"the crucial test is experience" in deciding whether a particular stone is animate or
inanimate. "Is there any personal testimony available?" is how a native person, in this
case Ojibwe, decides the issue (Hallowell, 1960: 25).
In fact, Scollon and Scollon make the point that "knowledge that has been
mediated is regarded with doubt. True knowledge is considered to be that which one
derives from experience" (Scollon and Scollon, 1979: 185). This contrasts heavily with
the traditional European model of translation of "true knowledge" through "experts", as in
the case of the Catholic priesthood interpreting the biblical cannon for the faithful.
Individual interpretation, in the Catholic tradition, must be authenticated by reference to
an established authority. However, this reliance on mediated knowledge, through
"authorities", is also true for a much broader Euro-American context.
Learning styles, in native tradition, stem, at least partly, from the importance of
experience and personal knowledge. Scollon and Scollon give an example of a native
man learning to operate a road grader.
The man sat for several days at the side of the road watching a grader in
operation. He watched carefully, and when given the opportunity to take charge,
he drove it well and without difficulty. When the man finished this part of the
story, he emphasized that he could not say how he did it. This was the point.
Leaming comes by direct experience and perception , not through the mediation of
thought of conscious planning (Scollon and Scollon, 1979: 186).
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Another key component of tradition, that affects learning styles, is the emphasis on
"secrecy" with regard to the nature and source of power that one derives from one's
personal relationship to an animal helper. The key distinction in the definition of
"secrecy", is that the nature of ones power relationship cannot be verbalized. In this way
it must remain secret. Instead, the crucial social information that must be disseminated to
the group is transmitted through activity, ritual, and other forms of non-verbal
communication (Goulet, 1994: 118; Riddington, 1990: xv).
Authority to teach, thus, stems from personal authority which is, as we have seen,
itself grounded in personal experience. This means that structures of authority in native
society are not monolithic institutions of dogma, but are rather a series of interpersonal
chains. In the Navaho tradition this authority is contained within the ability to use "wise
words". In Basso's paper, he demonstrates that one of the key components of authority
among the Apache, is the ability to interpret and use metaphor. Examples of these
metaphors are, "ravens are widows", "lightening is a boy", "burros are old women", and
"coyotes are Western Apaches" (Basso, 1976: 102). "Wise words" are the exclusive
province of older men and women "who have gained a reputation for balanced thinking
critical acumen, and extensive cultural knowledge" (Basso, 1976: 99). It is these people
who act as leaders in the Navaho society. The "tradition" is kept alive by the shared
community of metaphor.
In certain native cultures, authority to teach is contained partly within the

shamanic and healing tradition. It is not that only shamans have a right to teach, but
rather that the qualities that enable a person to become a shaman are the same qualities
that constitute "authority to teach". Lowie says that "a shaman by definition acquires his
[or her] status through a personal communication by supernatural beings" (Lowie, 1963:

Native tradition and religion

32

179). Helen Carr, in the article Poetic License , discusses the notion of using the metanarrative of the tribe in the curing process. She discusses the case history (quoted from
Frances Densmore) of Owl Woman. This woman suffered what western society would
call depression. Her cure involved her "spirit death", her visit to the spirit land and her
consequent return to normal society. She helped others after her return, having
constituted her authority in the successful negotiation of the spirit world. Her healing
was achieved because of her ability to help others to negotiate the story-map
(metanarrative understood as a literal "place") and find their particular place in its
landscape. Another example of this is the sand-painting cures of the southwest, and the
travels in the "spirit canoe" of the northern Shamanic traditions. The story-map of the
group stipulates that the "spirit land" is contiguous with "normal" reality. A shaman is
able to heal because he or she can successfully negotiate the "spirit land" and thus affect
"normal" reality.
A person who is an "elder" is one who has come to "understand the ways of the
world" through experience and the ability to make practical use of the knowledge.
"Learning ought to occur primarily through observation and direct experience, not
through the mediation of explicit instruction and guidance" (Goulet, 1994: 120).
Teaching, then, is not defined in the same manner as it is in Euro-American culture. Its
authority stems not from a vertical hierarchy, but rather from the ability to explicate the
events of the world based on a large store of personal experience and knowledge.

A final point, is the primacy of the story as a teaching device.
Storytelling is a form of communication of great antiquity. In small-scale
band-level societies, stories are an important channel for interpreting and
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communicating personal experience. They are a bridge between subjectivity
and the intersubjective realm of culture. The anthropologist's distinction between
myth and narrative obscures the interpretation of these two levels of symbolic
communication in band-level societies. In communicating a personal experience
to others, the storyteller uses the same system of meaning found in traditional
myths (Riddington, 1990: 21 ).

Stories are where the answers to questions about life are found "[Stories] were given to
me... to think with", according to Goulet (Goulet, 1994: 121 ). But the point is "they are
not to be repeated except by the one who hold them on the basis of direct personal
experience" (ibid.). The importance of this ownership of the story is that the sharing of
information is then limited by the need to establish a relationship between the prospective
"student" and "teacher". Cultural dissemination and an individual's development of a
base of cultural knowledge is consequently based on the series of relationships a person
builds and maintains in his or her life. Illuminating the distinction between stories and
questions as a cultural learning style, Goulet writes, "[native] people teach and learn
through "words and actions, not in response to direct questions" (ibid.). "The
fundamental cultural reality [is] that asking direct probing questions is both meaningless
and insulting" (Riddington , 1988: 46). Native society relies on stories, and their
metaphorical nature, to disseminate and reproduce cultural and social information.
In conclusion, without calling into question the variety of native cultures, it seems
that there are some basic traits common to the transmission of learning in native cultures
generally. These traits, some of which are briefly sketched above, constitute an approach
or attitude to the world which influences all aspects of behavior including ritual. These
behaviors demonstrate a "ritual attitude" which defines a native person's response to a
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ritual event. Some of the key attitudes include: the emphasis on the literal truth and
physical reality of the "spirit land"; an assumption of personhood which includes nonhumans and is contingent on the essentially "horizontal" nature of power relationships as
expressed in native society; the social nature of the relationships between humans and
non-humans; an overwhelming predominance of experience as the source of "true
knowledge" and the structuring of authority based on the extent of a person's personal
knowledge (validated by experience); the emphasis on stories as a teaching tool and the
lack of verbal direction as a teaching style; and the "ownership" of stories and the
consequent need to learn from the source of the information rather than through a
mediated source.

Plains ritualism
Plains religion, a hunter-gather variant of the basic native religious culture, in
Hultkrantz's terms, differs from the more settled agriculturist or pastoralist religions. One
of the key differences concerns what Gibson calls "individual religion". The main
emphasis of this type of native religion was its emphasis on individualism and its relative
lack of elaborate ceremonialism and doctrine (Gibson, 1980: 55). This emphasis was
present mainly in the West amongst the hunting gathering tribes.
One of the most important rites in the Plains religious/social life was performed
on an individual basis. This is known as a vision quest, and was a puberty ritual. (Girls
did not usually go on this kind of vision quest, with the exception of the Crow. However,
there were puberty rituals for girls involving elements of isolation, privation and
sometimes self-mutilation.) The vision quest was the method by which young boys grew
into warriors and hunters, considered the mainstay of a hunting, warrior-minded culture.
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Illustration 1
Bundle From North Peigan

from: Hellson, Ethnobotany of the Blackfoot Indians

The young person was sent alone away from the tribe to seek supernatural power and
protection. This was accomplished by fasting, prayer and privation. The young man
returned with a "animal helper" who had agreed to help the boy in return for regular ritual
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acknowledgment and gifting of the animal helper. The warrior wrapped, in a animal skin,
tokens of his animal helper, as well as ceremonial plants that would help him "purify"
himself and his tokens. (The bundle often contained sweetgrass; see illustration 1.) This
was his personal bundle; the "power" is known as medicine. It was used to protect
himself and to give him the necessary help in achieving a goal. The importance of
"visions", or the perception of the "spirits" continued throughout the person's life as a key
component of finding "true knowledge". Importantly, the interpretation of spiritual
encounters remained in the hands of the person who had had the experience.
Ceremonial obligations were a regular part of life in Plains cultures. "Indian
religion was strongly slanted toward regular individual observances of fasting,
propitiation, and meditation" (Gibson, 1980: 240). Amongst the Blackfoot it was
believed that "a person would not lie if he used the incense [sweetgrass]" (Hellson, 1974:
9); "medicine-pipe owners were required to burn the incense twice a day ... sweetgrass
was used generally by everyone as incense with daily prayers" (ibid., 9: 13).
In McClintock's book, The Old North Trail, he gives an illustration of the
beginning of a ceremony in which Mad Wolf smudges with sweetgrass.
Mad Wolf began the ceremonial by taking a hot coal from the fire with a long
forked stick. He placed dried sweetgrass upon it and the rising smoke soon filled
the lodge with a pleasing fragrance... holding his hands in the sweet smoke of the
incense, Mad Wolf passed them along his arms and upon his breast, and then
chanted... (McClintock, 1910: 31 ).
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This illustrates the standard practice for the use of sweetgrass as an incense amongst the
Plains people, including the Plains Cree, the Sioux and the Blackfoot (Mandelbaum,
1979; Walker, 1980; McClintock, 1910).
Another key element of the Plains tradition was the Sun Dance and its precursors.
This was a social event that brought together disparate hunting bands. Its purpose was
annual renewal, propitiating the buffalo (the main food and hide source), and the chance
it provided the tribal members to prove their valor and honor. Although there were
differences amongst the various tribes, certain things were practised in common. Among
these, is the emphasis on smudging, or the burning of incense on a smudge altar (see
illustration 2, altar "a" shows a braid of sweetgrass on the right), as a introduction to
nearly every ceremony or element of ceremony during the days of the Sun Dance.
Sweetgrass was the most commonly used form of incense used in the Plains tribes
(Lowie, 1963: 170), although sweet pine (Abies lasiocarpa), narrow leafed puccoon
(Lithospermum linearifolium), and wild parsnip (Leptotaenia multifida) were also used in
certain ceremonies (Wissler, 1912: 255).
A key element of the Sun Dance was its openness to individual interpretation and
motivation (Lowie, 1963: 178). In discussing the Sun Dance ritual, Hultkrantz makes a
very important observation. He notes that different people go into the Sun Dance for
different reasons. People were bound together socially by a single, organized, ritual, but
the motivations varied. The interpretation of the ritual's meaning remained highly
personal. The "meaning" of this ritual, as in others , was not uniform for all participants.
The meanings come from the individuals interpretation of the symbols and the events of
the ritual. "The fixed point is the ritual whereas motivations differ" (Hultkrantz, 1981:
56). Here, there was no need to take recourse in the interpretations of elders; each
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Illustration 2
Smudge Altars From the Plains Cree

a

0
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d

from: Wissler, Blackfoot Bundles

participant had his own direct, personal experience of the event.
Other elements of ritual importance to the Plains were: the use of the pipe and
tobacco to "inaugurate all ritualistic behavior" (Mandelbaum, 1979: 227 , incidentally, the
pipe was usually held over sweetgrass smoke before being offered to the spirits); the use
of the sweatbath for ritual and purification ; the use of offerings "whenever spirit powers
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were asked to exert their influence toward some particular end" (Mandelbaum, 1979:
228); "the vow" was the traditional method in which to contract for supernatural help
with a particular problem. Songs were sung at a11 important rituals as they represented
the vision experience in which the song was "given" to the singer by the spirits; and
prayer, which were the speech events directed at the supernaturals.

In conclusion, Plains people had certain elements of ritualism in common.
Among the plains dwellers generally, the all-pervading forces emanate from some
indefinite source ... throughout the Plains there is belief in a great range of
supernatural beings. Spirit powers manifest themselves as animals, birds, or other
living organisms. Everywhere natural phenomena and folkloristic characters are
visualized as spirit powers. There seems to be no aboriginal concept of an Evil
Being in the area (Mandelbaum, 1979: 341 ).

Also in evidence is the reliance on sweetgrass, tobacco and other plants for the ritual
performance. The basic ritual practices, for example, the smudge, the sweatbath, the Sun
Dance, were common to all Plains people, although elements, motivations, and
particulars could vary widely amongst tribes as well as in tribal communities. This can
be explained by the most basic element of Plains tribal society: its insistence on personal
interpretation based on the "true knowledge" gained through personal experience.

Use patterns
The intent of this section is to summarize the traditional form, behaviors and
attitudes (where information is available) associated with sweetgrass, as this is depicted
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in the historical and anthropological literature of native North America, including in
particular ethnobotanies, ethnographies, lists of material culture and, to a certain degree,
archaeological findings.
I have to begin by noting thatthe search for data on this plant's historical place in
society has sometimes been frustrating. Many ethnographies do not list the genus or
species of plants in the area; many do not discuss plants at all. Even ethnobotanical case
studies have tended to concentrate on food, medicinal and technological areas of their
culture, and although there are some medicinal and tech_nological uses recorded for
sweetgrass, the plant often does not appear in ethnobotanicaJ catalogs. An example of
this is Charlotte Erichsen-Brown's Plants for the Past 500 Years. Even though this is
generally a reliable guide to native plants, Hierochloii is not listed. There are many other
examples of this, for example Indian Herbology of North America by Alma Hutchens and
Virginian Scully's, A Treasury of American Indian Herbs. Sometimes in areas where
many other peoples have been listed as using Hierochloe, a particular people will have no
mention made of it. Huron Smith has done work on the Ojibwe, Meswaki and Menomini
among others. Even though the Meswaki neighbors use Hierochloii and it is very likely
they did as well, he makes no mention of Hierochloe in his Ethnobotany of the Meskwaki.
In some areas, for example the south-eastern sub-Arctic and the northern part of
the eastern woodlands, where the Huron and Iroquois are located, ethnobotanical studies
are rare; moreover, mentions of plant materials are scarce and certainly not
comprehensive in most ethnographic accounts (e.g. Trigger, 1969). Another problem has
been the certain identification of plants from common names. For example, the Navajo
have been cited as using a plant named "sweetgrass" in the Enemy Way ceremonies.
However, there is mixed evidence about the genus of the plant (Elmore, 1943).
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Also the timing of a some of these studies is a problem. The diffusion of Plains
cultural traits into surrounding areas was already under way by the early 1900s, and a
number of these studies were done after this time. It is certainly possible that some of the
cited uses of sweetgrass in some of the areas of North America could be the result of
diffusion caused by the mixing of peoples after resettlement. However, by making a
comparison of use patterns, a few points can be safely surmised. Just as Leslie Spier
proposed in his comparison of Sun Dance traits in his search for the origin place of this
ceremonial complex, (Spier, 1921) the area of maximum complexity, in its ritual
elaboration, is likely the area of origin.
The plant's natural growth area includes the Plains, with maximum fertility and
growth density in the north-west plains area spreading to the eastern woodlands area
around the Great Lakes; this is true today and, unless we assume some climate change
large enough to affect the plant's growth zone, then it was probably true historically. The
map (Map 1) marks the growth area of Hierochloe odortata including the core area of
maximum plant growth.
Finally, it is possible that the use of sweetgrass is, like the Sun Dance, a relatively
recent "invention", and almost certainly it has diffused to areas beyond its area of natural
occurrence since contact times. However, both its presence in recorded origin stories,
such as the Morning Star story of the Plains, its presence at archaeological sites in the
northeastern United States, and sometimes its presence as a clue that a place is an
archaeological site (Yarnell, 1964: 91 ), together with its observances by early explorers
like McClintock, put the fact of its widespread use in pre-contact times beyond doubt.
I will now briefly survey the principal native culture areas, commenting on the
use of sweetgrass and its analogues in them.
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Arctic coast
This area is comprised exclusively of hunting cultures and because of this there is
an emphasis on the relationship between humans and animals in the ceremonialism of the
people. The Bladder Festival is an example of this. Lantis relates this ceremony in
Alaskan Eskimo Ceremonialism. Grasses play and important part. The participants "tied

grass around their waists, arms, and legs, and tied bundles of grass on their chest, back
and to the hair over the forehead" (Lantis, 1847: 55). There is no mention made of the
genus or species, but this area is outside the main growth area of Hierochloe odorata,
Hierochloe alpina grows more commonly in this area (see Maps 2 and 3).

Incense in this area is used as a method of purification, as is true of much of
native America. The incense species of choice is wild parsnip (Leptotaenia multifida) ,
according to Lantis and others.
Technologically, this area utilizes grasses for mats, mittens, boots, sails, and
coiled baskets (Oswalt, 1957: 28). Also a snare to capture ghosts was made of grass
(Oswalt, 1957: 28).
There is a legend called the Discontented Grass Plant (Nelson, 1899: 505-509).
However, it is a more a moral akin to the parable, "the grass is greener on the other side
of the fence", than it is an origin story of the importance of grass to society.

Northwest coast
The Hierochloe which grows in this area it is of another species, H. occidentlis ,
not the species common to the Plains, H. odorata. H. occidentalis is used in material
culture for baskets (James, 1902: 72) in Oregon and Northern California as well as by the
Thompson of Vancouver Island (Steedman, 1927: 503). It is also used to perfume clothes
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in B.C. and Washington ( Turner, 1982: 55) and as a wash for the hair and body by the
Thompson Indians (Steedman, 1927: 476) . There are no ceremonial uses listed for
Hierochloe' in this culture area, and no mention of burning or smudging.

California - Basin - Plateau
The natives of the eastern Flathead territory used this plant packed in braids with
garments for its smell (Turner, 1982: 55). The Salish are reported to use it crushed in
bags as perfume, or tied in their hair (Teit, 1927: 86). There are several cases where H.
odorata may have been used. For instance Teit remarks on prayers made twice a day for

medicine bags, bundles and rawhide medicine cases, which artifacts he argues are
imported from the Plains (Teit, 1927: 193).
The Shoshone, another people who border on the Plains cultures, have borrowed a
number of culture traits from the Plains, including the Sun Dance. The Eastern Shoshone
had the Sun Dance earlier but it did not appear in Fort Hall until the early 1900s. As to
sweetgrass use in the Sundance, its use might be inferred from the smudge piles in the
lodge. (Shimkin, 1953). However, according to Shimkin, smudge piles were absent from
the Wind River Shoshone old form of the Sun Dance. Since cedar appears to have been
the traditional incense, it may be that any sweetgrass use is of relatively recent origin
(Voget, 1984: 78).
Julian Steward's work on the Basin-Plateau people (Steward, 1938) discusses
sixteen species of grass used by the Shoshone, Bannock and Paiute. Hierochloe' wa not
among them. It would seem that, although the Flathead Indians are cited as using
Hierochloe' (species unknown) , none of the other peoples of this region have a
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documented history of its use. It may be possible that the reported Flathead usage is
confined to bands close to the Plains area or is of relatively recent origin.

Southwest

In this area there is a complex relationship with plants, which is likely due to the
horticultural nature of many of these societies. Grasses are used a seed crop, and when
wild grasses are harvested, "tradition requires that [the plant] first be sprinkled with a bit
of sacred cornmeal" (O'Kane, 1953: 161). There was no mention of Hierochloe use
among the Zuni Pueblo people or Hopi. However, there is mixed evidence that it may
have been used by the Navajo. Haille in the Origin Legend of the Navajo Enemy Way ,
reported in 1935 that a odorous grass was used, Hedeoma nana (Haille, 1938: 194).
Francis Elmore relates that the Navajo use Cercis occidentalis (western red bud or judas
tree), Pinus edulius (pifion), Solidago nemoralis (golden rod), and "sweetgrass" (lemon
verbena). Since lemon verbena is not Hierochloe it seems that "sweetgrass" is used here
as a common name and it clearly does not refer to Hierochloe. However, Kluckholn
claimed in 1940 that "odorous grass " (a direct translation from the local name for the
grass) is in fact Hierochloe odorata. He says it was used by chewing and spitting on
special pokers, this signifies that "the pokers are henceforth for ceremony only"
(Kluckholn, 1940: 85). Since there are many instances of Plains - Southwest diffusions ,
it is possible that knowledge of the plant, if not the plant itself, was transmitted during
some of the exchanges. Also, referring to the map of North American distribution of H.

odorata, it does grow in localized areas of the Southwest (in the high mountainous areas)
so it could have been picked rather than, or as well as, traded.
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Subarctic
In the Yukon-MacKenzie subarctic, there exists the same attitudes to plants as

mentioned earlier for the arctic. However it appears there has been little work done on
individual plant species. For example, in Kari's Tanaina Plantlore there is a section
titled Grass. This records the Dena' ina uses for grasses generally; including smoke for a
mosquito repellent, for bee sting, as a medicine for overeating, as a trail marker, as
insulation and for bedding (Kari, 1987: 102-103). The author suggests Lyme grass as a
possibility for the cited examples of material culture but either the native people did not
distinguish types of grass or it was not noted.
In the eastern subarctic, Huron Smith has done extensive ethnobotanical work.

For the Menomini he notes that they use grass for baskets and perfume. He also says that
it was" said to be used to burn as an oblation to their deities" (Smith, H, 1923: 75). In
his book Ethnobotany of the Ojibwe, Smith classifies sweetgrass under a different genus
name, Anthoxanthum; however, he makes similar notes on the plants use as he did for the
Menomini. He says that "they secure it elsewhere for making baskets" (Smith, H. , 1932:
419), and again, that in "olden times it was used ceremonially because of its persistent
sweet scent" (Smith, H., 1932: 419). Under the Meswaki, Smith has no listing for
Hierochloe. Richardson Skinner talks about the Menomini. He discusses bundle
contents and smudging, both traits which could conceivably indicate the use of
sweetgrass. However, there is no specific mention of the type of plant being used. Later
in the same work, the author mentions "Nasakon, a green powder of grass leaves"
(Skinner, 1913: 187) but, again, there is no mention of the genus.
The Ojibwe/Chippewa, a group from Minnesota, were ~oted as having three types
of uses for Hierochloe odorata, "ceremonial, economic and pleasurable" (Densmore,
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1926: 381 ). In the first case the author mentions two circumstances. In one instance
medicine people keep sweetgrass in a bag with other herbs and medicinal roots. It was
also used by being thrown in a fire , the smoke being used as a purifying agent, in a
hunting ritual. The author notes, "the use of incense is more characteristic of the Plains
Indians than of the Algonquian tribes" (Densmore, 1926: 381 ).
Technologically, sweetgrass was used in baskets and mats and young people used
the plant as a perfume and wore braids of it in their hair. These ceremonial uses could
have diffused from the Plains regions, as the author notes that the Chippewa traditional
sacred plants were birch and cedar; it was these plants who were related to Winabojo, a
spirit from the Chippewa people (Densmore, 1926: 381 ). It is not clear which botanical
genus of sweetgrass is being referred to or, indeed, whether it was Hierochloe at all.
The Plains Cree are reported by David Mandelbaum as using Hierochloe. "Most
of the basic elements of Plains Cree ritualism are commonly used in the MissouriSaskatchewan region. The use of pipe, sweetgrass, the sweatbath, singing and feasting
are part of the ceremonial activity of any kind" (Mandelbaum, 1979: 344 ). He remarks
that when the Cree moved west they rapidly took on many Plains traits. Mandelbaum
states that the Menomini use of sweetgrass as a smudge in a hunting bundle is the only
reference he found in the ethnographic literature on eastern people to "a practice
analogous to the Plains Cree use of sweetgrass" (Mandelbaum, 1979: 310). It would
appear that the eastern Cree do not use sweetgrass but rather like the early Menomini ,
they would have used cedar (Mandelbaum, 1979: 311 ).
There are no origin stories which have been found indigenous to this area dealing
with the origin of sweetgrass. These seem to be entirely confined to the Plains. The only
case of sweetgrass use in non-Plains stories appears to be from the Plains Cree, which, as
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has already been noted, took on Plains traits when they moved west. They had a story
about Scarface told by Pierre Harper of the Seekaskootch Reserve. A line from the story
goes, ~' Later, after the old man had burned sweetgrass, he turned to Scarface"
(Saskatchewan, Towards a New Past: 138).
In conclusion, it would seem that there is some substantial use for sweetgrass in
this culture area. However the detailed ceremonial uses are probably a Plains diffusion,
since the most numerous uses recorded are from those tribes with demonstrable Plains
acculturation.

Eastern Woodlands
The northern sub area includes the Huron and Iroquois to the Micmacs of eastern
Canada. The Huron literature has no mention of sweetgrass ; they generally burn tobacco
in ceremony. The Iroquois literature mentions "sweetgrass baskets" (Johannsen , 1983);
also the Micmac make grass baskets. Ruth Whitehead mentions this but she does not list
the genus (Whitehead, 1980). However, Wilson Wallis records, "sweetgrass, if put in a
room will keep sickness away . Probably every Micmac house contains some of it"
(Wallis, 1955: 129). The Penobscots and the Abnakis use this plant to make baskets
(Mason , 1904: 211 ). The Potawatoni make baskets and bags (Yarnell , 1964: 186).
In the southern subarea there appears to be no report of sweetgrass for any of the
tribes surveyed in the literature. This includes the Cherokee, the Creek, the Choctaw and
the Seminole. Corn seems to have been one of the main plants used in this area. (This
speaks for diffusion from the south and west rather than from the north). As in other
culture areas it seems that those tribes who use sweetgrass ceremonially, the trait may be
related to the Plains cultures by diffusion.
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The Plains
This is clearly the core area of sweetgrass use. And as we have seen, it also
corresponds to the main growth zone of Hierochloe odorata, the species used most
widely for its scent and other properties.
Origin stories and stories that include sweetgrass in the te]]ing are widespread in
this area. The Mandan for example, include sweetgrass in the ShelJ Robe Bundle myth
(Bowers, 1950: 308-314), the Gros Ventres include sweetgrass in the story about the
origin of the Beaver Pipe (Cooper, 1957: 168), the Cheyenne te1l how their Creator,
Maheo, put down sweetgrass as part of his gifts to the people (Hart, 1976: 28). The
Lakota Sioux relate that Okaga, who comes when the grass begins to grow, gives
sweetgrass his spirit (Walker, 1980: 197). The Rocky Boy Cree, from Montana, say
sweetgrass prayers go to "Sweetgrass Man " who then te1ls the Creator their prayers
(Dusenberry, 1962: 73). They also tell how Kiseimento said "I am leaving you certain
things - main things - that are very important. There will be four of them. Fire, pipe (and
the rock from which the pipe is made), pipestem (and the tree from which the stem is
made) and sweetgrass. The tobacco is already in the pipe" (Dusenberry, 1962: 66). The
Blackfoot have a story ca11ed The Star Husband Tale studied by Stith Thompson in his
work on the tales various traits. In McClintock' s version published in 1910 he te1ls the
legend of Poia. In it a woman goes to live in the lodge of the Sun. She eventually comes
back and with her she brings, "the sacred Medicine Bonnet and dress trimmed with Elk
teeth, the Turnip Digger, Sweetgrass (incense) and the Prongs for lifting hot coals from
the fire" (McClintock, 1910: 500) .
The Mandan are reported to have used it in their Adoption pipe ceremony
(Bowers, 1950: 329-331) as well as in the Shell Robe Bundle already mentioned. Bowers
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says that "an incense was always burned while opening the bundle" (Bowers, 1950: 107).
This was probably sweetgrass as well as a plant related ceremonially on the Plains, wild
sage (Salvia lyrata).
The Dakota use sweetgrass to invoke peace and good powers (Gilmore, 1913a:
359). They smoke it with tobacco (Hart, 1976: 29); it was used in treaty with the
Chippewa (Gilmore, 1911: 66). At a later date it was carried into church on Palm
Sundays (Gilmore, 1911: 66 and Hart, 1976: 29).
The Gros Ventres use it in the Beaver Piper Ceremony, in the sacrifice dance and
for sweating (Cooper, 1957: 168, 196). They also use it as a hair wash and as a perfume
(Hart, 1976).
The Omaha use it to invoke good powers in peace ceremonies, (Gilmore, 1911 :
66) as well as in a number of different rituals (Gilmore, 1913b: 322).
The Pawnee and the Ponca use it as a ceremonial incense medicine (Gilmore,
1911:66).
The Cheyenne use it as a ceremonial incense (Hart, 1981: 9) to prevent evil
entering (i.e. witchcraft) (Hart, 1981: 9). It was used as warfare protection and to renew
and purify sacred arrows (Hart, 1976: 28). It was used in treaty-making with the Dakota
and in connection with the Sun Dance (Gilmore, 1911: 66).
The Crow burned it to benefit the dead (Hart, 1976: 29). The Stoney used it as a
hair wash and to turn away thunder (Scott-Brown, 1977: 117).
The Blackfoot use it in almost all ceremony, both public and private. To open
bundles, in pipe ceremonies, (Wissler, 1916) in the Ma'Toke women 's society, (Wissler,
1916) and for ceremonial family obligations (Thomas, 1986). Specific ceremonie that
are mentioned include, the Sun Dance, the Bear Knife Transfer, beaver bundle, and
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calling buffalo (Wissler, 1912 and Wissler, 1916). It is from this culture that we find the
precept, "grass is the head chief of everything", mentioned earlier.
As a medicine, it was used as an eyewash, to treat venereal disease, for coughs
and sore throats, to "cleanse" post-partum women , and as a specific for vaginal bleeding
(McClintock, 1923 and Hellson , 1974) · It was used to heal saddle sores, and, in the horse
dance, to prolong a horse's wind (Ewers, 1955: 265, 275)· It was used to scent hair and
worn as braids in the hair, and to scent clothes (McClintock, 1923: 71) . It was also used
to scent ochre.
This area represents the greatest variety of use in North America. Other areas
and other tribes that have some use of sweetgrass seem to be borrowing traits from the
Plains ceremonial complex. In other cases, such as basket making, these seem to be
indigenous to the given area. There were no references found for the use of sweetgrass in
basket making for the Plains area. Since the Plains is the area of greatest complexity and
widest distribution it seems plausible that this is where the characteristic ceremonial use
of sweetgrass originates. In conclusion the main area of use is in the Plains, and possibly
ceremonial use of sweetgrass diffused outwards from the western Plains as it did in the
case of the Plains Cree.

3
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Being native today means something different from what it did even I 00 years
ago. Both the dominant society and native people have changed considerably as a result
of a century of contact and interchange. The material changes are easy enough to see.
Trucks, tools, clothing, and the material aspects of dominant culture have changed and
are changing now faster than ever. However, it is more difficult to discern aspects of life
such as attitudes and aspirations in which the changes are more subtle and difficult to
document. This section is concerned to explore the attitudes that surround the use of
sweetgrass, based on a research population described in the acknowledgements.
The format of the research was a snowball sample, which, since it was intended to
explore the range of possible attitudes and uses, seemed both the most appropriate as well
as the most achievable sampling method, given the available resources and interested
research subjects. The diversity of the research population gave me a broad (though not
exhaustive) overview of different tribal groups.
A note on the presentation in this and the following chapter. I have included
excerpts from transcripts and field journals. When I place them in the text I indicate the
beginning of the story with the symbols ddd; the symbols QQQ end a story or excerpt. I
have also separated the data into sections, each with its own heading, to help the reader to
compare, for example, picking practices, between chapters three and four, i.e. to make
comparisons between native and white practices.
The people whose words are represented here were selected from a range of
individuals who were interviewed for this research . They represent typical responses
which were encountered in the course of this research. In some cases these people were
interviewed formally; in other cases conversations occurred as part of ongoing life, the
taped words punctuated by sounds of children and cooking. In order to respect the
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privacy of the interviewees, in all cases the names of the informants have been changed,
in this and the following chapters.
I have included verbatim accounts from taped interviews and conversations so
that the cultural context and attitudes to certain questions and information appear as they
were actually recorded. For example after a certain portion of the research for this study
was complete, it occurred to me that there is an observable difference in how native
people and white people responded to certain questions about sweetgrass. So I
incorporated a series of simple questions into the later interviewing. In some cases I
went back to previous interviewees and posed the same questions. The responses to one
of the questions, "How does it work?", is presented as part of this research. The results
illustrate not only the range of responses which seem to follow the experience of
sweetgrass use in Indian society but also, in comparison to the section on the research of
white informants, clearly indicates a systematic difference in attitudes between native and
white peoples.

Use patterns in the Plains area
In "Indian country", in the Plains, sweetgrass is a very common aspect of material
culture. Nearly every household encountered either had some sweetgrass present or had
in the recent past. Everyone knew what it was and most people had either used it
themselves or had a relative who used it. It is most common in native communities
where it also grows. So, for example, the incidence of it occurring in households among
the Sarcee in Alberta, where it grows in some abundance, appears to be very high. It is
more difficult for landless urban native people to obtain it, although the people who
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agreed to participate in this research, in all but one case, currently possessed some of the
plant.
Its observed uses were also very widespread and varied. All communities that
were included in this research used sweetgrass extensively. A high school for native
people in Calgary used the plant as part of its program and services to its students. As
Vic, a Cree man puts it, "sweetgrass is used in all ceremony, always, always, always" .
Sweetgrass is used to cleanse people and objects before nearly every ceremony.
In fact I neither observed nor heard of any examples of ceremonies, even minor ones
where sweetgrass was not involved at least in the initial stages. Tricia, a Blackfoot
woman from the Reserve near Cardston, Alberta, put it as follows, "You use sweetgrass
before ceremonies of any kind. They go together, they combine".
It is used in two basic forms. Most frequent is lighting the braid directly. The
smoke is then passed over the person or objects being smudged. When a person smudges
s/he pulls the smoke towards his or her body with the hands, directing the smoke down
from the head and toward the body. An object is smudged either by being held directly in
the smoke or the lit braid being passed under and around the object. The second basic
pattern of burning sweetgrass is with the use of a hot coal from a fire. A piece of the
sweetgrass is broken from the braid and placed on the coal. Then the object is placed in
the rising smoke and a person may pull the smoke towards them with the hands as in the
prev10us case.
Observed situations of sweetgrass use include personal prayer, often at the
beginning or ending of the day or both , before initiating some public ceremony, before
certain gambling games, for example, the hand game, before pipe ceremonies or sweat
lodge ceremonies or healing ceremonies. "Some people use it for curing - [if] any form
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of medicine is used, it's smudged with sweetgrass" (Vic). It has been used to dedicate the
opening of the Head Smashed In Buffalo Jump in Alberta, a native dedication when
Ralph Klein became Premier of Alberta and at the opening of a recent art exhibit at the
Glen bow Museum. At the Plains Indian Survival School in Calgary, Alberta, it has been
a common practice for people to smudge as a group at the beginning of the school day .
The following journal entry illustrates a common group smudge ceremony.

aaa
The room is small, a library with the usual tables and chairs. Several people have
gathered for the morning ceremony at Plains Indian Cultural Survival School in
Calgary. The elder comes in carrying the sweetgrass. The people who have come
to this sweetgrass ceremony gather into a circle. The elder lights the sweetgrass
and prays out loud passing the smoke about his head and pulling some of the
smoke, with his outstretched arms gathering the smoke toward himself. He prays
in Blackfoot and then briefly in English. The prayer is about giving thanks to the
Creator and about the day ahead. He passes the braid around the circle clockwise,
each person smudging and making a silent prayer or just quietly participating in
the ceremony . After everyone has smudged they hold hands forming a circle.

nnn

Other reported uses have been to honor the dead (in this case the inclusion , by
way of smudging, of the dead relatives occured in the home during a family gathering)
and to ward off danger, e.g. when storms came. Paul , a Cree man whose family lives at
Hobbema and further north in Valleyview, Alberta, described both of these events in
which his father is the main character:

Sweetgrass in native society

56

He burned sweetgrass as an offering to departed spirits, remembering them.
That's what the plate of food was for. That was one of the times I seen him
burning sweetgrass and he would say a prayer and he'd ask the Creator to bless
the family, the kids . He'd say a prayer for everybody actually, being the head of
the family. Another time he'd burn sweetgrass was when a storm was
approaching. I don't know why he did that really . It wasn't to stop the storm. I
think it was mainly because, so nobody would get hurt by lightening or that. If
there was a hurricane blowing up he would pray that there was no devastation to
the family .. . he prayed to the thunder spirits in Cree. It's more like, well , its not
spirits either... it wasn't just one of them neither. There was other entities, not
really entities either, the four winds, the earth, the stone people ... old man stone .. .
the highest power for wind, lightening and storms, that's what he'd pray for.

Another use for sweetgrass comes from the Flathead Reserve. During the first
summer of my residence at Agnes' camp, I had occasion to become ill. When I
mentioned this to Agnes, a Salish woman from the Reserve, she advised me to build a fire
in the teepee where I was camped and to burn a length of sweetgrass braid. When the fire
had burned down to coals, she told me to to put the braid in the fire and stand, unclothed
over the rising smoke. This would allow my body to heal. She dug around in the
belongings near her bed and pulled out a kerchief knotted into a bundle and having
undone it, handed me a braid of the grass. When she had done this she turned slightly
away from me, indicating to me that our interview was over.
An incident occured whilst travelling across the Canadian - U .S. border. A nati ve
person, with whom I have crossed the border, was of the habit of smudging her car and its
occupants before setting out on a journey. She had done this not too long before crossing
the border. When we arrived at the crossing, she rolled down the window and the guard
bent down to ask her the usual questions. His face changed when he smelled the remains

Sweetgrass in native society

57

of the smoke from the sweetgrass. When my companion saw his face, she quickly said,
"It's sweetgrass. It's sweetgrass". [The odor of sweetgrass smoke smells remarkably like
the odor of cannibis]. We passed without being searched.
An interesting story came out of one of the conversations with Vic. He recounts
his thoughts on the origin of the current sweetgrass ceremony. He states it is a new
ceremony and that its origins are in prison life. When natives are incarcerated, they often
become aquainted with native spirituality as a way of coping with the prison experience.
According to Vic, it was during the 1960s, he thinks, that the sweetgrass ceremony as it
now is practicedwas invented. He says, because they could not build fires in prison, they
had to burn the braid as it was. They could not get coals on which to burn sweetgrass as
they would do for a pipe ceremony. They were also cut off from other elements of their
tradition and sweetgrass was one of the few parts of their religious heritage they could
have access to.
When I asked an informant directly about other uses of sweetgrass, she said that
her knowledge was restricted to its cermonial use and that if I wanted to talk about using
it as a medicine I would have to ask "an old-time elder" . She said that she had not seen it
used except in ceremonies, to cleanse and purify and to talk to the Creator.
In a few instances it appears sweetgrass is used casually to make the air of a living
space aromatic. In one case, the informant David relates that his grandmother would
often put sweetgrass on the coals of her fire (in a wood stove) in order to fill the small
cabin with its smoke. In one other instance an old woman from the Flathead Reserve
filled her camper with the smell by burning it on top of her stove.
The disposal of the ashes of the burnt grass is subject to different practices. In
some cases, primarily with people, like David, who had little native traditional education ,
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it was learned that they disposed of the ashes in the household garbage. However,
information from a Blackfoot woman, raised on the Reserve, now living in British
Columbia, indicates that the "proper" way to dispose of ashes is, ceremoniously and with
proper attention, spread the ashes in the four directions around your dwelling.
The storage of the grass can also be a matter of ritual significance. It was reported
that some people kept their sweetgrass on their "altar", or the place where they observed
their ritual of smudging. Others, informed me that they kept their smudge materials in a
personal medicine bundle, or otherwise wrapped in a piece of cloth and put away. Their
stated reason for doing this was because it was a sacred plant.
Another woman, from the Mohawk people, says she has heard her people use it to
make baskets, but that she does not know how to do this. She has begun to use it only
since moving out west. She uses it in prayers to communicate with the Creator.
To sum up, native informants give two distinct explanations of sweetgrass use.
First, it purifies and cleanses the person or object which comes in contact with the smoke.
In Tom's words, "sweetgrass is used for the purification of oneself, so that the person will
be cleaned and be able to talk to the Creator". Second, sweetgrass smoke is seen to carry
the voice of the person to the Creator. It appears that in some cases this is meant literally,
that the smoke physically "carries" the prayer as it rises. Tom says he uses sweetgrass
"because it works, the smoke carries our voice to the Creator". In most cases when
talking to native informants with a long history of sweetgrass use this was the most
common answer. However, occasionally a native informant will talk about sweetgrass as
if it were symbolically taking their words to the Creator. For example, "the smoke
symbolizes carrying my voice to the Creator".
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Illustration 4
A Personal Medicine Bundle:
contents include a braid of.sweetgrass,
wild sage and a twist of tobacco

Picking sweetgrass
Wild sweetgrass is obtained through the activity universally called "picking". The
manner of picking is conditioned by its status as a sacred substance. There appear to be
inter-tribal differences in the details of picking. For example, on the Flathead reserve I
was told by an elder, Agnes, that when sweetgrass was picked it must not touch the
ground or "all its goodness would go into the ground". So a bed sheet was used to collect
the sweetgrass before it was taken to be braided. I have not heard this recounted in any
other situation where I have picked, or heard about picking, sweetgrass.
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In the ethnographic literature there is information on the traditional practices and
views of native people when obtaining and using plant substances. In chapter two there
is a brief overview, but in summary, native people conceived of plants as "nature
persons". When plants were picked, gifts were offered to recognize the life given by the
plant to the picker. The plant was told what it would be used for and a reciprocal
relationship was established, both parties getting and giving something (Underhill, 1965;
Hultkrantz, 1981; Modesto, 1980).
Picking is traditionally a fairly relaxed affair. Although some informants indicate
that anyone can pick sweetgrass if they are observing the traditional gifting practices
associated with the picking of any wild plants, other informants, notably an older woman
from an area west of Calgary, "an old time elder", indicates that only women should pick
sweetgrass and only when they are not on their menstrual cycle. Other informants
indicate that permission will be granted to a member of the tribe by dream and that the
dreams come to both men and women. People do pick singly, but most common is for a
group of related people to gather a quantity of sweetgrass at a single time. Since
sweetgrass can be difficult to find in quantity, a group can cover more ground and more
sweetgrass can be picked. Also the plant is usually picked at the height of its season,
when it is tall enough to produce the long braids but not far enough in the season for the
plant to begin to brown. This limits its picking season, in the main Plains area, to a few
weeks from mid July to mid August usually, although occasionally people will pick until
much later in the season. Timing, when a group will actually go to gather their
sweetgrass, tends to be fortuitous. The informant named Smoke describes going to pick
sweetgrass when she was a young child.
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It was just a natural thing like someone going for groceries. Actually I was with
three of my aunts . I remember (it was after a rain) my one aunt telling my other
aunt, 'we should go get our sweetgrass now, because we'd be able to get the scent
more'. So away we went and sure enough they knew where to find it and pick it.
In another example, a young native woman was with me picking sweetgrass near
her home on the Sarcee Reserve. She told me that she and her friends would just get
together one day in mid summer and go picking sweetgrass. There was little or no
organization involved. However, even in an informal group certain rites had to be
observed to pick sweetgrass in the traditional way.
The poem Sweetgrass ls Around Her, by Salli Benedict, describes with emotional
accuracy the experience of picking sweetgrass as it has been described to me by native
people. An "aunty" has taken her niece to pick sweetgrass for basket making, bring with
her the implements and materials for a comfortable day out. An excerpt from the poem
reads:

She smelled the air.
I knew that she
could smell the sweetgrass.
I never could.
She pointed to
very swampy ground.
and then ;
We would spend
all day
picking sweetgrass
sometimes
we would look for
medicines.
One time,
my mother asked her
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what she thought
Heaven would be like.
She said
that there was sweetgrass everywhere
and people made
the most beautiful
baskets.
(an excerpt from: Sweetgrass is
around her by Salli Benedic

The following story , an example from a picking trip I participated in at the Sarcee
Reserve, illustrates this.

aaa
Today, it appeared, the proposed picking trip would occur. Leona's Cree class
and the Cree traditions class all were going together to pick sweetgrass in a
meadow on the Sarcee Reserve. The Blackfoot classes would go another day.
Everyone milled around in the school parking lot. Leona came over and asked if I
would drive some students out to the place in my van. She handed me a $5 .00 bill
for gas money. The students piled in on top of my pulled-out bed and in the back
of the van. We all departed, arranging to meet at the gas station at the entrance to
the Reserve. It was all very relaxed. We met and when everyone arrived we left
for the relevant homestead. We were told where to park our cars and then walked
into the site. It was foggy. We got to a partly shaded, grassy area with sparse
trees. It was low and the ground was moist. The outing leader was there and one
of the elders, a family member from the household who lived on the land, was
circled by the students. He spoke in Cree, and recited a prayer, holding in his
fingers a pinch of tobacco, in his other hand the pouch from which it had come.
He offered the tobacco to the sky then bent down to place the pinch in the root
system of what I could see was a sweetgrass plant. When he was finished he
picked the grass and explained how to recognize the plant. He passed it around
to the students who bunched together to get a look. We all then spread out in the
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Illustration 5
A Cree-Metis Woman From Valley-View, Alberta

woods. Some people picked other grasses thinking they were sweetgrass and
brought them to the elder for identification. He explained again what to look for
and sent them back to the meadow . People picked sweetgrass then braided it
directly using a strand of the plant to bind it. Most people took one or two braids
then walked back in ones or twos to the cars.
QQQ
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An interesting incident was evoked by the presence of the dog in the picking
group. The elder saw the dog and started talking loudly, across the meadow, directing his
words to Leona, the head of the expedition. He said that "dog energy" was not good to
have around when picking plants. He stated it loud enough so that the dog's owner could
hear it and remove the dog without having to be spoken to directly about it.
The students were instructed that there were always rules about obtaining
sweetgrass from nature. Vic says, "anybody can go pick, it as long as you do it properly,
give tobacco, you know, for every thing from mother earth you use". Tom explains how
he picks it. "I make an offering of tobacco. You're taking its life and everything that's
living has a spirit, including the sweetgrass. So you're taking its life, so you thank the
sweetgrass spirit for giving up its life so you can use it".
Tricia explains that "there's laws that have to be abided by. Its not for show or to
make a person think you're holier than they are".

Buying and selling sweetgrass
When talking to native people about buying and selling sweetgrass, a pervasive
idea that is communicated is that buying sweetgrass somehow reduces its power to act on
behalf of the ceremonialist. Tom says, "I've never bought mine. I figure you lose a little
when you buy it, lose some of its spirituality". According to Tricia, "... sweetgrass could
be given to you, its given to you by elders but you cannot buy it. The reason for that is
you give things in return for these things ".
However, it is sold, and, although most of the mass producers and bulk seller
appear to be white, native people do buy and sell sweetgrass as well. A common pattern
is for an older lady or group of ladies to pick a large amount of sweetgrass on the land
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Illustration 6
Supply of Wild Sage: collected
in the traditional manner and stored for
the year's ritual needs

where they live then market it to either a city store, where mainly white people come in to
obtain it. An example of this is provided by an older woman who lives near Morely , to
the west of Calgary, who supplies about half of the supply for the Eagle Spirit Trading
Post, a store in Calgary, Alberta. She has a very limited income and depends on the
money she makes from the sale of sweetgrass. It is, by and large, white people who buy
the grass she picks.
Another common sales venue is found in the stalls that surround powwows.
There are traders who, every summer, travel from powwow to powwow selling
sweetgrass, among other native goods. These smaller trades people are about evenly split
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between native people and whites with the higher-end products such as silver and
expensive skins usually being white owned. According to information collected in
conversations at various powwows, native people rarely buy this sweetgrass; it is mostly
for the white tourists who frequent these events and spend a "considerable sum" at the
booths.
Buyers amongst the native population include people who have been cut off from
the traditional supply routes of gifting and trade from land-based Indians. These people
tend to express mixed feelings about the "rightness" of purchasing sweetgrass. "You
know about buying it in stores, at first I thought it was really sacrilegious but on talking
about it, where are some people going to get it or even native people who are new to the
city. It's all right to go and buy it in stores, or New Age stores, why not."
Part of the traditional pattern of receiving sweetgrass has been the reinforcement
of the cultural ideals around gifting, by picking sweetgrass and trading it within the
established community. This both passed on and reinforced the community process. The
loss of traditional patterns shows up especially in cases where groups of natives have lost
the ability to recognize sweetgrass and resort to purchasing it in bulk flats from a white
grower to plant it near their homes. Although they are attempting to re-establish the
traditional patterns by growing sweetgrass rather than buying it, the loss of the ability to
recognize it in the wild indicates a fundamental disjunction of long term traditonal
relationships with the plant communities near their land base. This implies a concurrrent
loss of knowlegde about the traditional extent of use patterns and experience with the
wider implications the plant has in native culture. Purchasing flats of sweetgrass to grow
near home signifies an important shift from the traditional patterns of transmission of
knowledge from elder to student to innovations in the use patterns associated with
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sweetgrass, based on what the current generation learns about sweetgrass in the wider
context of the pan-Indian world of modern times. Richard has a horticultural business in
Illinois in which he specializes in local wild genotypes for local landscaping. He relates
the following:
This year I think we sold 1500 transplants or plugs to tribes in the upper
midwest. There was, I think, about 30 orders that went to different tribes in
Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan. It seems like many of the indigenous
people have lost track of what it looks like. A lot of the orders that went out this
year went to a fellow who's a botanist hired by the great Lakes Fish and Wildlife
Council or something like that. They hired this botanist to try to accumulate some
information and raise awareness of native plants, especially those plants that are
still used culturally by indigenous people; sweetgrass has come up like that.
Many people seem not to be able to recognize it anymore or thought it was gone
from areas ... the Bear Tribe [Washington State], they bought 4000 transplants
one year... a lot of plants were going out this year for identification patches ...
some of the orders we sent out were going to be planted for cultivation.
The loss of elders who recognize the plant and the presence of natives outside the
traditional supply routes have created a situation where purchasing and selling sweetgrass
has been found necessary to supplement and in some cases, reestablish the supply of
sweetgrass, which is proving more and more essential to native ceremonial life.
However, it would seem that the main thrust for the introduction of sweetgrass into the
market place has been a burgeoning white desire for the plant. This point however, will
be explored in the following chapter.
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Pan lndianism
In recent years native ceremony has been more public, coming directly into the
white community in acts of dedication of public facilities and public figures. It has also
become widespread geographically. The phenomenon of particular tribal characteristics
extending into non-traditional tribal settings is what is usually referred to as Panlndianism. There is ample evidence of this. Powwows are performed in arenas in the
urban center of Chicago, Plains dress has spread to the eastern seaboard of the United
States, to the southeast and southwest. In John Finger's book Cherokee Americans
(Finger, 1991: 162) he describes an eastern band of Cherokee who in the 1940s adopted
Plains dress in order to impress the tourist population.
Laxson, in her Ph.D. thesis, Aspects of Acculturation Among American Indians:

Emphasis on Contemporary Pan-lndianism, quotes Lurie ( 1965) and McNickle ( 1966)
as having "suggested that what has made the Indians more socially visible in recent years
may well be a change in the eyes of the observer i.e. , the result of increasing interest of
both Indians and whites in displays of "lndianness" (Laxson, 1972: 1). These displays
negotiate ethnic identity amongst themselves and amongst whites. The blood quanta
notion is probably an imposition (Laxson, 1972: 16). Ethnic identity becomes an
important role only when something in the environment challenges it. That is, being
Indian, as opposed say to Blackfoot, is probably something Europeans created by being a
non-Indian in social interactions with indigenous peoples.
Mcfee in The 150% Man, a product of Blackfoot acculturation , "has
demonstrated that new ways can be learned without abandoning the old, and discusses the
highly bi cultural Blackfoot..." (Laxson, 1972: 26). The problem of identity is taken up in
this paper and a few points will be important here. He says, in noting that the Navaho
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don't subscribe to Plains identity, that if a people were large enough in number, had a
community or land base where relatively normal patterns of socialization could go on,
that they would be "secure enough in their identity" to maintain their own forms (McFee,
1968: 27). Also that the reservation probably "acted to permit each group of Indians to
maintain itself as an ethnic group" (ibid.: 41 ). He also points out that trait diffusion of
Plains markers was not begun with the arrival of white people in North America, rather it
was probably accelerated by the arrival of the horse. (He mentions a number of specific
traits, e.g. beads and buckskin in the southwest, tipis for a Seneca, feather bonnets for the
Narragansett: 140). Of course, another period of acceleration began after the distortion
and dislocation of eastern tribes had been accomplished by the European immigrants, and
again as McFee points out, when the "hippies discovered Indians" (ibid.: 70). The
importance of this identity question for the use of sweetgrass is that it can and does act as
an an lndianness marker. However, this does not mean that the native people who use it
are questioning their basic identity; rather, that in whatever context they use it, it can
reinforce their ethnicity or identity, whether as an Indian to a white, or a "spiritual" or
"traditional" Blackfoot to another Blackfoot.
Susan, a person who was interviewed for this study recounts a story that illustrates
a common theme of the spread of Plains traits into non-traditional areas of North
American Indian populations.
Certain cultural elements of Plains Indians for example, have become
symbolic of all Indians. Plains Indian dress is now what Indians are. When I was
in New Mexico, this was a number a years ago, I could he~r what sounded like
powwow music and I was a little surprised. I had just been visiting a pueblo and
it wasn't the right kind of music and, sure enough, I found sort of in the back of a
hut a powwow going in and they were all dressed like Plains Indian powwow
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dancers. I talked to one of the old ladies there. I said, 'This is traditional here?',
and she said, 'Oh these young people!'.
Illustration 7
A Cree Family: from Alberta

Another story came from Gloria, a white woman who tells about her first
awareness of sweetgrass. It came via a Mohawk woman from Montreal. She told Gloria
that her people used sweetgrass mainly in weaving baskets. But she used it for prayer by
smudging herself. A final example is the use of sweetgrass by Northern peoples who
have traditionally used other substances for the same general purpose but are now
incorporating sweetgrass into their material culture. Vic, who calls himself a Cree from
"up North" says, "sweetgrass is not found throughout Alberta" . "The area I come from ,
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we use this other stuff [a fungus from a willow tree] . I started using that stuff first, not
sweetgrass". He began using sweetgrass in his teens, until then he had been using only
the traditional plants from his northern Alberta Cree people. And finally, even as far
North as Fort Smith there are observed cases of recent sweetgrass use that like Vic's case
are new to the area. Susan relates an incident that illustrates this phenomenon.
So I see sweetgrass being used in the same way in places where it would not have
been used, in the North amongst groups who didn't have sweetgrass. I was
thinking of the Dene in Assumption for one. I was thinking of when I was in Fort
Smith, I was at a native event there and they were using sweetgrass and I don't
think they would normally have used it. Only one place you don't see it... is on
the west coast. You see they have traditions that are very strong and they're
reviving them .. . I don't ever think it's caught on there.

In summary, far beyond its traditional area of distribution and use, thanks to its
market availability, sweetgrass is becoming standardized as the all-purpose sacramental
material to open ceremonies and for use in private spiritual communication.

The effects of tradition on belief and behaviour
Even within the native world there are those who are relatively new to the practice
of native spirituality. In many cases landless natives who have become separated from
traditional networks or whose familial locus is tied only to their immediate family seem
to become more easily distanced from the practical aspects of their traditional culture and
spirituality. Often these are native people whose parents were rais~d in boarding schools
or other white cultural milieux, or even they themselves have been isolated to a lesser or
greater extent from their own traditional networks, and who then as adults may feel a
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need to reestablish themselves in their traditional or birth culture. Learning the ritual
details of spiritual practice is often a very large part of that re-integration.
A number of the people interviewed and observed for this work fell into this
category. Some of them may have strong family ties but were nevertheless raised apart
from their birth families. Some of them were raised by a nuclear family with urban
settings, going to predominantly white schools, with little contact with their traditional
culture until they reached adulthood.
However, in all cases of culture contact there was no question for the native
people that I talked to, as to their identity. All the people I spoke to identified themselves
as native and had many stories to tell of how they believe their nativeness caused certain
racially discriminatory behaviors and attitudes in the non-Indian people around them. It
appears to be their belief that the attitudes and behaviors experienced by native people,
when they are in contact with white people or "white" institutions, isolated them from the
dominant Euro-American culture.
In the two following mini-biographies I try to establish the effects of differences
in distance from traditional cultural networks, on the beliefs and practices surrounding
sweetgrass use. The first section concerns Tricia, a Blackfoot woman raised closely
within the traditional spiritual and cultural networks on the Blackfoot Reserve. The
second case concerns a young man who was raised in an urban , white context. These
sections will also serve as a comparison to similar biographies in the following chapter on
white uses of sweetgrass.
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Tricia
Tricia was born and raised in the Blackfoot Reserve in southern Alberta. Her
family included several members renowned for their knowledge of tribal traditions. Her
father's family includes a number a healers and she talks about her father as a "Blackfoot
style" teacher and priest. She calls him an elder. According to her, she does not mean
teacher and priest in the sense of the dominant society. The family is locally well known
and are well respected as carriers of knowledge. Tricia herself is a teacher. She teaches
the Blackfoot language, which is her mother tongue, as well as classes on traditional
Blackfoot culture and crafts.
"I've used sweetgrass [since I was] a very young child ... I teach the things my
elders have taught me, not just from the Siksika Nation". Tricia is a part of a web of
thought that begins at home in her tribe but extends beyond to those elders she has
learned from. This is important because the manner in which a religious staple such as
sweetgrass is used stems from the importance and nature of the teacher-student
relationship in native culture. "All elders have different ways of doing things, the pipe
ceremony the sweetgrass ceremony, but, however they do it, it's because they were taught
that way". Her personal practices and beliefs, her knowledge of sweetgrass, her
experience with it and therefore her use of it, can be used to demonstrate some of the
"regions of topography" in the cognitive map which she has developed through the
process of socialization. A more immediate, or perhaps colloquial way of expressing this
idea is that "her place in the web" (an expression stressed by some of the informants)
affects how she will use and conceive of sweetgrass.
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An Urban-Dwelling Native Man:
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Praying is important to her. She talks about the proper way to put yourself before
the Creator. "The Creator is the only person who is going to know if you really mean it
or no... the prayers that you say got to come from your heart because just memorizing
these things isn't going to make no sense". She talks about sweetgrass as the means by
which she talks to the Creator. "Our prayers are guided, the incense guides our prayers so
it will get to the Creator in time".
"The sweetgrass ceremony that we have, we use as cleanser and we purify
ourselves, we use it when we say our prayers". "You use sweetgrass before [any]
ceremony." She doesn't pick sweetgrass because she hasn't received a dream about it.
"The people who pick on our Reserve [are] the people who it comes to in a dream, where
this area is. Then they go there and pick as much as they can. [If] other people go there
they won't find it, the blades they hide from you ".
Preparing the sweetgrass for use entails braiding it. This process also has
meaning attached to it.
Even with braiding the sweetgrass you pray as you go along to braid it. They're
[the prayers] all going to stay there that's what makes it special, gives it more
significance in your life. Because your prayers are in there. Sweetgrass is braided
like that because we put our mind, our body and our spirit together as one that's
why its braided. That's why men and women and children wear our hair braided.

There are taboos on its use as well . Specifically, this woman notes , when a
woman is menstruating.
When a woman is on her monthlies then the sweetgrass has to be put away , that's
the sacredness of it. Such as pipe ceremonies, sweat lodge or whatever. Women
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at that time don't go near them because the woman is considered to be very sacred
and very powerful, and if you're around people you take away their strength.
You make them sick.

The effect of sweetgrass smoke is related to the functions of the different parts of
the body.
When you draw the sweetgrass smoke, say, to your ears. that means you would
like to hear things the good things, but not to listen to the bad things. When you
draw your hands to your mouth it means kind words will come out of you now.
When it's drawn to the top of your head, you want to use things to the best of your
ability, in an honest way, straight rather than just listening [and not acting on what
you're told]. With the drawing [of the smoke] to your heart you will be humble.
By her personal smudging, she thanks "the Creator for bringing (her) the day"
when she smudges in the morning, and thanks the Creator for bringing her to the end of
the day when she smudges in the evening. She feels that sweetgrass is meant for Indians
because as she says "our bible is nature in our native ways, we don't read it from a book.
Why wolves are important, why coyote is important those are the things, we [bum]
sweetgrass, [it is] closer to us because we live closer to nature". However she also
operates easily in a cross-cultural atmosphere and many of the white people in her school
participate in the sweetgrass ceremonies, and she never spoke words directly against the
use of sweetgrass by non-natives . Sweetgrass for her seems to be a mediating or
"connecting" phenomenon. It appears to have meaning in all levels of its acquisition; this
is one of the reasons she says it must never be bought or sold. Part of its meaning and
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sacredness come from the web of social attachments it symbolizes, from the time it
sprouts in the meadow until the time comes to dispose of the ashes created from its use.

David
David identifies himself as a Cree-Metis. He learned to speak Cree as an adult,
having heard it in his grandmother's home as a child but not speaking it in his parent's
home. He has no native landbase; that is, he holds no particular Reserve as his home. He
calls himself a "breed". He feels this keenly in some situations. He says that he feels that
he is not white yet neither is he accepted by some status Indians, who may be
significantly lighter skinned than he is. His father spoke Cree and came from
Saskatchewan. His mother was from Alberta and as he states, "she was raised white" .
She spoke only English and so the family spoke only English.
He is strongly committed to his family (both in its native orientation and in the
social obligations that come with its procreation), and he has learned as much family
history as he can. His grandmother originates from somewhere in Montana and settled in
Saskatchewan. She provided David with most of his early awareness and knowledge of
sweetgrass and other aspects of native culture. She lived in a cabin in a rural area . She
used to put sweetgrass on the coals in her wood stove, and this was, according to her
grandson , a regular practice. Even though he was exposed to sweetgrass at an early age,
according to David, he didn't start to learn about it, or talk about it, until he became an
adult. What David remembers about the early experiences with sweetgrass is the
comforting smell and the warmth of the cabin.
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He moved frequently as he grew. He went to school in Calgary, when his mother
moved there from Saskatchewan. He went to a total of ten different schools but never
graduated from high school, something he has tried to remedy as an adult.
He has had his share of traditional "Indian" problems. He has had his bout with
alcohol, with pills, with the police. He is very politically active, participating in groups
whose mandate it is to fight racism; he supports the Lubicon and is very well versed on
the dominant political and native issues of today.
His formal immersion in tradition began with his entrance into the Plains Indian
Cultural Survival School (PICSS). He enrolled in a cultural class the first semester of his
studies at the school. In this course the traditions of native people of the Plains are
taught. Such things as beading and other craft work, stories and spirituality are taught
from either a Cree perspective or a Blackfoot one. David, of course, followed the Cree
lessons.
Every morning when he started at PICSS he participated in the sweetgrass
ceremony. "It was mandatory that we all smudged first thing in the morning ... ". He
began his practice of smudging there. Amongst other things it reminded him of his
grandmother; he told me that the act and smell of smudging reminded him of the times as
a little boy, when he felt warm and cared for, at his grandmother's house.
When he took his cultural class he was told, "[smudging] is a good thing to clear
your mind to talk to the Creator. .. ". In his continued practice of smudging at PICSS he
summed up, "It just helped me clear my mind of all other things and it helped me have a
good day. I noticed when I burned sweetgrass in the morning my day tended to go
better".
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The school instructors take students out to pick sweetgrass but he has never been
able to go on a picking day. He relies on people giving him sweetgrass or on purchasing
it from a store. Although his initial learning had taught him that to buy sweetgrass "was
really sacrilegious" he does purchase it because sometimes he simply cannot obtain it any
other way. He has never been tied to the traditional networks of receiving sweetgrass nor
can he recognize it in nature, so has had to purchase it if he wishes to have a continual
supply of the plant for his devotions.
The effect of his new practice has been important to him. When asked to talk
about the effects of his practice of smudging he answered, "I know more about myself,
it's [made clear] a lot of different things that I've had to deal with, like racism. I've had it
[been exposed to racism] all my life and [also] how [to some natives] I'm just a breed and
not a full blooded native" . It seems clear that for David the practice of sweetgrass use has
ramifications beyond the immediate act of prayer. He told me that he has been able to
"like himself better" since he has regularly used sweetgrass, and he said that he associates
the use of sweetgrass with this personal emotional healing. He says this has come about
because he has "faith that his words will be heard by the Creator".
What he knows about sweetgrass appears to be limited to his exposure at PICSS
although, as mentioned earlier, he first became aware of the plant at his grandmother's
house. He speaks tentatively about its traditional uses . "Just burn sweetgrass. I've heard
if you want to purify yourself, like if you're going on a fast for four days or give up
something for someone. To get feeling better you have to bum sage for that. Sage
(another traditonal, wild, dry land plant used for purification) is purifying, purifies your
mind and your body. Sweetgrass does that too. To me it helps me have a clear day ".

Sweetgrass in native society

80

He burns sweetgrass, or tries to, every morning. He feels somewhat guilty he
says, if he forgets or just gets lazy. He uses the braid, and lights the end with a lighter,
wafting the smoke around him as he silently says his prayers. He uses an ashtray to catch
the burnt ends. He does not wrap his sweetgrass between use as he says he's seen others
do. "You know how some people wrap it up in bundles and hide it away, I don't think it
should be so mysterious .. . before I thought you had to do what you was told but now I
find, after I left it out by mistake, I just left it out, and I've left it out since I've found it
doesn't really matter. " Also, he says, "when I first went to PICSS , they took off all their
jewelry, rings and eyeglasses before they smudged but I don't think that's very important.
I think it's all personal" .
David went through a period of Christianity. He belonged to a church,
participated in events and went to services. But he says he never felt he belonged there
and left somewhat embittered by Christianity as a result of his experience. David now
calls himself "a reborn heathen". His spiritual identity is invested in native culture and its
artifacts and this matches his political awareness of himself as a disadvantaged person
living within the dominant culture. His personal experiences of racism and its effects
have solidified his sense of himself as native and his behavior patterns and concerns
reflect that knowledge. However, - a conclusion drawn from many conversations - his
landlessness and his sense of alienation from full-blooded native peoples also prevents
him from full identification with any tribal group and their practices. He is perhaps a
personal incarnation of a "Pan-Indian". He is native yet he is not of any tribe despite his
knowledge of the Cree language, and he is certainly not white. Thus his highly personal
interpretation of certain aspects (eg. whether to wrap sweetgrass or not) can be
understood. Also his lack of traditional ties to sweetgrass networks and his socialization
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by the dominant culutre can be observed in his attitude towards the purchase of
sweetgrass: some people can't get it any other way, therefore one should be able to
purchase it. In this, his patterns of use are similar to the white people cited in the next
chapter, who are also outside the traditional networks for receiving sweetgrass. His
attitude to non-Indian users of sweetgrass is likewise similar. "It doesn't matter what
color you are, that's what the elders say as long as you are sincere in your heart and you
know what you are doing" .
A few concluding remarks about David: since the body of this research was
completed David has made a strong attempt to enter into a "traditional" relationship with
an elder he met while at a native-led spirituality workshop at Morely. He has called me a
few times since his initial forays into this phase of his search for his place in his
traditional heritage, that he talks about trying to find . Interestingly his attitudes are now
shifting back towards the traditional views as espoused in the words of Trisha earlier in
this section. For example, he has now attained access to traditional networks where he
can obtain sweetgrass; he no longer buys the plant because, "it's just not right for me to
do that". Another example is his new understanding that only certain people can pick
sweetgrass (women not on the blood phase of their menstrual cycle) that he has been
taught by the woman who is his elder (apparently not the same to him as a teacher who
teaches cultural studies at PICSS but an elder that he considers "an old time teacher" and
therefore more "spiritual"). This is what one would expect with the development of
experience by a native person. People are "directed" in their search for understanding by
their cultural background, their culutral assumptions and their cognitive style, and
although, as pointed out earlier, David was not raised in the Re.serve context, (and
therefore exhibited the many Euro-centered displays obvious in the text of this research).
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He nevertheless, was raised by several native people, (e.g. his Mother, Grandmother and
Father and other "relations") and obviously has been effected by the transmission of their
story-map, which explains why he is seeking a traditional elder to guide him spiritually.

How does it work?
Later in the course of this research I began to become aware of distinct differences
in how people responded to certain types of questions . The question, "How does it
work?", was one of those uniformly posed to all people talked to and interviewed. There
were of course differences within both native and white populations but there were also
major differences between these populations as well.
Answers within the native group tend to fall into two categories: some people
answered the question in a manner that suggested they believe that the smoke in a
smudge literally carries prayers to the Creator, others answered the question by a resort to
"sociological" explanation of the symbolic nature of the smoke. It appears that the degree
of dominant culture indoctrination affects the response. For example, both Paul and
David represent native people who were raised within a white context (although Paul had
a stronger familial circle (and some ties to the Hobbema Reserve) than David did. David
answered the question by first stating what he was taught. "I don't know. I think we're
in tune with the Creator when we burn it, that our prayers go up to the Creator" . Then he
added, "I think the plant, just like the Catholics use incense too and how everyone else
has a little piece of something to burn". Paul's response was, "actually its the person.
The plant, the smell has got something, the sweet smell it clears my head, it gives you a
sense of rising, it gives me inspiration. The plant, it touches your senses". This is similar
to the answers given in the section treating white users of sweetgrass. A large element in
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white response deals with the effects on the person and how they perceive the effects of
smudging on their mental states. The emphasis is on the person and not on how the plant
works.
However, when I asked the same question of natives with long experience with
the networks established by the use of sweetgrass, these people tended to answer by
stating the mechanism whereby sweetgrass achieves its spiritual effect. Tom answered
the question this way. "The smoke carries our voice to the Creator. That's the reason I
use it. Also the purification gives you the right to talk to the Creator". Vic answers the
same question with a little more depth but with much the same literal interpretation. His
response was tinged with some asperity, as if I had asked a ridiculous question. "How
does it work? It cleans you. When you're smudging yourself you're cleaning yourself,
you're purifying yourself and at the same time when you keep that burning while you're
praying your prayers are going up with the smoke to the Creator". Finally, Tricia, who
was raised deep inside native spiritual traditions, first had to clarify the question I had
asked, since she already told me what sweetgrass does. She assumed I must mean
something else. "You mean how do you Qse it or how does it work? Because it comes
from mother earth. We always have to ask for permission. We give tobacco; we're going
to cut this tree down but this is how we're going to use it" . Then she thought for a
moment and said, "Our prayers are guided, the incense guides our prayers so it will get to
the Creator in time".

Conclusions
The different types and levels of experience of native people illustrated by this
research, appear to be related to the social networks and traditional learning opportunities
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available to the individual. It appears a person who identifies racially and socially with
the native people, views the use of sweetgrass as a "given" part of their culture, whether
or not they use the plant. It links them to their living relations as well as their relations in
the past. From conversation with a number of native informants, it appears that a number
of these people view the continued practice of their spirituality as a way to maintain a
"place" for natives not yet born. Most importantly, native people reiterate, sweetgrass
connects them with the Creator and a sense of something large enough to hold the whole
community. Just as the arm movements of smudging appear to draw together the outside
world, it brings together a community into a sense of selfhood and the more experience a
native person has with spiritual practice, the more s/he is drawn into the web of social
attachments, the elders, the trading and gifting of sweetgrass, that forms the web of
meaning inherent in its use .
This "web of meaning" as described by the informants , seems to place a very
strong emphasis on the experience of "sensible" learning, that is, learning through the
body , through action, doing, and other physical means (Goulet, 1994; Scollon and
Scollon, 1979). "You ask too many questions. Just shut-up and watch . ( long silence)
Maybe you'll get it by the time you're my age", said a laughing 70 year old native woman
to a 25 (or so) year old white woman who wanted to know why she had to work so hard
to get the hair of the deer hide when she could just soak it some more. Sensible learning,
in this context, relys on the bond between teacher and student (Miller, 1955; Riddington ,
1990). It does not tolerate the methods used in other culutral contexts (i.e. incessant
questioning). The methods by which the elder teaches require the context of authority
based on the superior knowledge of "the maps of the world" which then informs the
person's particular cognitive map and places it in context of the wider one (Basso, 1976;
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Miller, 1955). If a person is raised with this set of assumptions (socialized into this
pattern) then s/he will tend to find "authenticity" in a learning style that emphasizes this
approach. In David's words, "It just feels right. She knows what she's doing, (a pause),
she's an elder (the emphasis was in his speech)".
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Sweetgrass is a substance that is , in the first instance, associated with native
culture, and particularly Plains cultures. However, there have long been numerous white
people who, having native friends or an interest in native culture, have used the plant.
Although there is evidence that there have been white people using the plant for many
years, it seems white usage has increased tremendously since the 1960s. Along with this
interest has gone the use and practice of selected aspects of native spirituality.
In this chapter my intention is to explore the contemporary uses of sweetgrass by
white people, to document the meanings that are associated with the plant in the words of
the people who utilize the plant, and to illustrate the differences between someone who
has just begun incorporating the plant into some ritual practice and someone who has a
much greater depth of experience. This chapter is also intended to illustrate, in
comparison to the previous chapter, the differences between native and white behaviours
and beliefs as it pertains to sweetgrass.
The initial format of the research could be called exploratory, using a snowball
sample to gather informants. I was led from person to person , and locality to locality by
the knowledge and experience of my informants , starting with those people I knew
personally. This seemed the best way to procure new information but also, since I was
intending to do exploratory research to gain an idea about the breadth of knowledge in the
research population and the informant's experience with sweetgrass, this was also a useful
method for sampling the field.
During the period of my field work I attempted to interview and observe as many
examples of sweetgrass use as was possible. Later in the field work, based on
observations based on my earlier data, I purposefully included a number of non-native
situations and ceremonies as fields of study, as well as situations where white people
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were using sweetgrass in what are traditionally accepted as native ceremonies, (eg.
sweatlodge and vision quest ceremonies). The intent of this was to correct for any bias
that may have been present if the only people studied were those committed to a native
spiritual life or "path" . Included in the research population are people from as many of
the "alternative spiritual traditions" as was possible. Included here are people who
identify themselves as, "on a native path", pagans, witches, self-described as "just normal
people", Goddess worshippers, Zen Buddhists, Christians, artists, scientists, mothers and
"students of the world". In some cases, the informants confessed to a strong belief in the
"New Age", others expressed an interest in native culture and stated that they felt they
would get a better understanding of native culture by using sweetgrass.
I conducted taped interviews as well as more informal conversations which were
summed up later in my field journals. All these recording methods are represented here.
I include verbatim accounts when the wording is important, particularly in the search for
meanings associated with sweetgrass use. I include excerpts from my own journals to
illustrate the uses of sweetgrass as observed. In some cases I recontacted completed
interviews to pose a question that unexpectedly emerged as an important highlighter of
practice or meaning. I have tried in this chapter to capture the rather wide continuum of
responses that I encountered in my interviews. This range of responses appears to fall
into a sociologically meaningful continuum and this is presented in the section called, the
effects of "neo-tradition" on belief and behaviour.

Use patterns in the white population
People appear to embark on the exploration of another culture's spirituality for
remarkably consistent reasons, if we are to credit their own accounts. The majority of
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people interviewed began using sweetgrass because they were in some way involved with
some aspect of native culture. The common element is curiosity. Except where
sweetgrass use was inherited from parental involvement with native spiritual practices,
"curiosity" was universally stated as the beginning point.
Beth is a woman who is an example of an inexperienced user of sweetgrass. In
Beth's case, although she works with native peoples everyday, her exposure to sweetgrass
and its use is limited to the occasions when she participates in sweetgrass ceremonies at
the native High School were she works. She has not done any research or attempted to
learn more about the practice of this aspect of native spirituality. She is a practicing
Christian. During the course of an interview she said,
It was curiosity the first thing and just understanding or trying to
understand what other people's cultures was. .. I'm still learning
a lot.. . It was curiosity ... I had heard of sweetgrass, I had
never really been a part of the ceremony ever.
Another example, of involvement in native practices is illustrated by Virginia, who coowns a retail outlet in Calgary that sells, amongst other things, sweetgrass.
We got started when we opened [the store] four years ago and from
information we received from native people, that's why we started to
use it [sweetgrass]. We started to believe in some of the native
spirituality and continued from there.
Linda, a woman whose life, she says is dedicated to alternative spiritual practices, used to
own a New Age bookstore, in Calgary, Alberta, and uses sweetgrass in her own spiritual
practice. She says:
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Well, I was first exposed to sweetgrass through my store, people
asking for it and I would then have people coming in and wanting
to sell it to me. I was curious.
Initial or limited contact with native peoples can be enough to stimulate participation. In
Beth's case her curiosity was aroused by the observation of the culture in which she was
immersed on an everyday basis. Like a tourist in Hawaii participating in the traditional
dances and feasting , Beth participates occasionally in the sweetgrass ceremonies
available to her in her environment. She maintains her own beliefs (she pointedly
mentioned her Christian commitment a number of times during our conversations), but is,
at the same time, curious about the experience of another culture's ceremony.
In Linda's case her exposure had been initially structured by the nature of her
store' s business. She is called upon by native people who occasionally come to sell her
artifacts. More recently , she says she travels often , attending workshops and weekends in
which she has become aquatinted with a variety of practices, not all from the native
tradition by any means. Virginia has a similar story, although her personal involvement
with native people on a social basis is more extensive; for example, she has a maintained
a residence on the Blackfoot Reserve during the summer months. Her store ' s focu s is on
the sale of North and South American native artifacts . Another person whom I
interviewed is involved with day to day life in the Cree-Metis environment at the
Sturgeon Lake Reserve and the ValleyView , Alberta area. Her interest in native culture
is of long standing and she is married to a Cree man . Her name is Gloria. She tells a
story about a gathering she attended, which was also attended by a_native woman from
Montreal. They shared a room and when the native woman smudged with sweetgrass and
made her prayers, Gloria was invited to "share the smoke" . It was thi s experience that,
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for Gloria, was the initial contact with sweetgrass. During the gathering she was given an
eagle feather and for her, the feeling of involvement she said it gave her, was the impetus
that began her involvement with native spiritual practice.
Personal acquaintance and workshops are thus a common way for people to be
introduced to sweetgrass. Many white people appear to use sweetgrass only in the
company of others and only if someone else brings it. Many people have a few friends or
acquaintances who use it and they can participate. Beth says:
I don't use it at home. I asked some of my students to bring me some
when they went picking with the school but so far no one has... I use
it when we have ceremonies at school.
Richard, a member of an intentional community (the community was founded with a
charter expressing the intent of the members to pursue a lifestyle that all agreed upon) ,
who sells sweetgrass as part of his landscaping business said:
In my household it's used. .. in the intentional rural community where

I live it's used ceremonially ... I have some friends who are involved in
learning what they can about indigenous cultures, they ' re using it in
ceremony.
Apart from curiosity, "spiritual need" and "loss of meaning" in daily life is often
stated as another reason for participation in new rituals. Weekend workshops and
ceremonies are common ways in which white people experience a variety of spiritual
practices. In the Chicago area I attended a number of traditionallinative events such as a
sweat lodge, a medicine wheel , face painting and a smudge ceremony. There was not a

Sweetgrass in white society

91

single native person present during any of these events. All the "elders" were white
people, some with considerable native experience. The following excerpt from my
journal describes a gathering I observed in which a sweetgrass smudge took place.

aaa
Twenty-five people make a small circle in this room, they have come here
to be painted by the resident elder, a white woman from Montana. The room is
too large for the number of people who have shown up, yet there is a feeling of
intimacy. The dark walls, smell of wood smoke and the low light levels in the
room give the place a sense of comfort.
It used to be the mess hall for the girl scout camp that at one time had its
residence here. It is a rustic log cabin, with wood heat for cold evenings. There
are dirty screens on the windows and a raised area at one end of the hall, once
used for the guide leaders, now used for the display tables for Indian artifacts.
Nearly everyone here is white, with the exception of one black man who came
with his girlfriend. Even the elders are white. The group is here for the weekend,
ostensibly to experience aspects of native spirituality. The weekend cost was
quoted as $95.00 per person with family rates available. The fee includes meals
and lodging in a bunk house. The planned activities include a sweat lodge, earth
dance workshops, and face painting.
The white elder who leads this circle makes an entrance, her long braids straight
down the sides of her body. She is dressed in many scarves, bells and bracelets
and carrying her bags of medicine for the circle, clanging, rattling and ringing as
she moves into the middle of the circle. Her face is perfectly serious, straight lips
and slightly lifted chin.
There is a sudden drop in the noise level. The assembled people watch her,
waiting for some sign from her that tells them what to do and expect. In the
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middle of the circle she begins to laugh, quietly, not with loud guffaws but
moving her upper body up and down shaking with the rhythm. Some people
laugh in little titters, some people go quiet and still.
She stops shaking and her shoulders droop a little as she turns to place her
bag next to a vacant chair. As she sits, she rummages and pulls a small, bulging,
knotted-up kerchief. She looks to put it down, bends left and right moving in her
chair. As no one else moves, I get up to get a chair from the stack over by the
wall. She unpacks her bag and takes out a big sea shell, a box of matches, two or
three small buckskin pouches; she puts them on the chair then asks for a glass of
water.
The audience relaxes, shoulders fall, feet shuffle for better positions.
Everyone's eyes are on the elder who will tell us what to do.
She has opened one of her kerchiefs, and bundled some sage leaves into a
little ball that now rests on the bottom of the seashell bowl. The match flare is
bright orange in the dim room. Her head is turned into the bundle on her lap. She
is handling a braid of sweetgrass, apparently speaking to it. As the sage ball
ignites a turns into a hot coal, she breaks off pieces of sweetgrass and places them
carefully onto the smoldering sage.
She turns to the woman seated next to her and hands her the smudge bow I.
She pulls some of the smoke with her hands and forward to her head and body .
Washing with the smoke she murmurs to herself. Her eyes close heavily for a
moment, then, lifting her hand, palm open, she indicates that we should pass the
smudge. The shell moves around the circle and the ceremony begins.

nnn

For the most part these people went home on Sunday afternoon, having had what many
described as a "moving experience". Many of these people are "repeaters". That
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is, they go as often as they can to similar weekends paying between $75.00 (U.S.) to
$400.00 (U.S.) depending on the nature of the weekend and the renown of the leaders. In
the words of one of the participants, "I came to experience another way of thinking". A
commonly expressed experience was of the problem of a surfeit of materiality in their
daily lives and their desire to "connect with earth-ways" which for these participants is

Illustration 9
A Native Dance Class:
a Chicago area workshop focusing on
native traditions.
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contained within native spiritual wisdom. When these people leave they take with them
what they consider, a "native experience", and they also take with them physical
reminders, objects like drums, beaded earrings and braids of sweetgrass, purchased as
part of the weekend. At home the artifacts "bring back the feelings", and help them hold
onto the experience.
So far we have dealt with two expressed motivations for the use of sweetgrass,
curiosity and the sense of loss of meaning and the need for a "deeper" life experience.

Illustration 10
Sweetgrass Braids For Sale:
at an"earth-ways" weekend
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Native spirituality has become one of the institutionalized means by which people travel
about searching for what they desire. Another motivation that is sometimes expressed is
that the ceremonial experience creates a sense of community, (cf. Turner, 1969, and the
concept of communitas) which is often new to many of the participants.
Near Helena, Montana there is a cross-cultural training camp, where white people
come to learn native crafts such as tanning and beading and to "experience life in the
mountains", (this seems a particularly important part of the participants' experience, a
finding from the number of informants who mentioned it). People come from many
places in North America. While I was there there was a person from New York City,
some people from the Chicago area and two came from California. The amount of time
people stayed varied and was arranged with the leader of the camp. It was billed as "an
opportunity to experience old-style learning in the environment of a sacred space."
During the events and ceremonies of the summer I spent at this camp there were many
examples of group bonding over shared ceremony, (another significant feature according
to a number of the participants of the camp). The following journal excerpt illustrates
such an experience.

aaa
It had been so cold and wet this summer. The ground eases under foot, the
grass wet and faintly luminous under the moon. I had run back to my tent for a
winter-weight shawl. Coming back, down the rise, the orange glow from the
meeting teepee shone through the canvas and smoke rose from between its ears.
Someone had brought a drum, but judging from its flat beats, it wasn't yet warm
enough for playing.
There is an etiquette when entering a lodge. I scratched at the canvas and
slid sideways through the inner door. Carefully closing it against drafts that
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would cause the fire to smoke and waver dismally, I moved around the circle to
the right. My place on the rugs (I had forgotten to bring a camp chair) was also
on the right; the etiquette holds one must never cross in front of the woman whose
lodge it was.
Mary, a woman from a nearby town, extracted a braid of sweetgrass and,
glancing over at the woman who sat in the chair near the alter place, she placed
the braid on the coals at the edge of the fire . The smoke rose suddenly, curling
under the roof liner stretched between the teepee poles over the owner's bed
place. Mary reached over the fire pulling a handful of smoke over her head. The
rest of us followed her lead. It was only after we all had smudged, that someone
told the first of the stories, leaning forward into the bright circle of fire.

nnn

Another expressed reason for sweetgrass use was encountered less frequently.
Some people inherit the use of it from relations. In this research there were two cases that
stood out within the white research population. Both were from Montana and had
familial relations with different Montana tribes. The first person, whose name is Mary
grew up in Montana, with her father as sole parent for much of her childhood. Her father
was a state worker and traveled extensively. He entered into a relationship with the
people at Browning, and in the course of it was invited to participate in certain
ceremonial activities. It was at this time that he began to acquire and use certain artifacts
from Indian country including sweetgrass. During the course of a conversation with
Mary, at her home in Montana, she told me a story about her early use of sweetgrass. Her
father had become permanently hospitalized, and in going through his belongings she
came across his "Indian" suitcase. In it she found some of the things from his Browning
days, going back to the 1920s. Amongst these things was a braid of sweetgrass.
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Her own spiritual path had led her away from the dominant culture's religious
paths, mainly various forms of Christianity. She said she felt she had more in common
with "Earth centered" religions, and has been exploring various traditions, including some
of the Goddess worship traditions and native spirituality. When she began remembering
the history of stories from her father's past she felt she had some "kinship" with these
traditions. She began to use sweetgrass in her own personal ritual practice, which was an
eclectic mix of many traditions, always selecting the parts that "felt good to her". She
says she has never used it daily but rather uses it mostly in her healing practice, because
"it cleanses the spirit, helps me focus, and tells the spirits that you're asking for something
here". Mary talked about the "right" to use native traditions and artifacts. She said she
recognized that there were some issues there and that some native people don't feel that
white people have the right to practice their traditions. She brought up the issue of her
heritage and the fact that her father had been "given the rights" by his relationship with
the people at Browning; in her view she had in turn inherited the rights to its use.
However, she did think that some spiritual artifacts are universally available because they
are "of the earth" and therefore for the use of all its people regardless of colour ( for
example, crystals and herbs) . Another comment she made to this point, was that white
people live here now (meaning North America) and we need to learn to respect "mother",
and she stated that the way to do this can be observed in the native traditions of
spirituality. Therefore we should learn from their practices and adapt them to ourselves.
Mary says her father was "gifted with the use of sweetgrass and the songs to use with it".
He had dedicated a friend's new teepee, and the story taken from a transcript of a
conversation with the friend follows . "When he lit that sweetgrass, that part of the
moment, he said Indian medicine prayers that had been legitimately given to him by these
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Illustration 12
A Participant of an "Earth-Ways" Weekend

old-time old timers from the 1930s and said 'may the smoke of this sweetgrass carry our
prayers"'.
Another person who inherited the use from a parent was Marion. Her father was
an Anthropologist studying the native people in Montana and often took his daughter
with him into the field. Consequently she was raised partly in the white academic culture
and partly on the Reservations that her father sometimes lived on. The relationships that
her father and she established during his life were enduring. Long after his thesis was
completed he participated in ritual with his "family" from the Reservation. His daughter
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was part of that relationship. The father was active in the ceremonial circuit and used
sweetgrass as part of that lifestyle. Marion says about sweetgrass; "Its always been there.
My dad had it, Agnes had it, Su peen had it. Its always been there." ( Agnes and Supeen
were her "grandmothers" on the Reservation and later became her teachers as she learnt
some of the traditional crafts and ways of life.) She uses it daily now for personal prayer
and occasionally, for a number of other reasons, including as a hair wash, to keep
blankets fresh , and as a "ward" (a protective talisman) over her door. Like Mary, Marion
shares some concerns about white people taking over native spirituality. Her feeling is
that many people think they want to become Indians. That, she says , is both stupid and
wrong. She also says, it's simply not possible. But things like drumming and plants
belong to a common heritage, and therefore are available for anyone's use. What white
people have to do, according to Marion , is adapt the wisdoms and long experience with
the "Beings of North America" available in the native traditions and add them to their
own histories.
The following story , which was taken from a tape transcription tells of a case of
sweetgrass use by Marian's father. In his ongoing relationship with his native "family ",
he had been asked to smudge a ceremonial object while he was in the city. Marion tells,

aaa
how he ' d been up to see this woman from Cree country and she had given him
some sort of [mumble] that had to be smudged and burnt and he was on the eighth
floor of an apartment here in downtown Calgary. He had no fireplace or anything
so he took the stuff to the [building] where there was an incinerator chute on
every floor. So he had his braid of sweetgrass and he went-down the hall to the
incinerator chute, and he pulled this hinged door forward off the wall , lights hi s
sweetgrass, in the hallway , smudges the whatever it is he ' s going to burn , and a
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janitor came around the corner down the hallway and saw that he was doing that,
but he had to proceed, the janitor withdrew .. .

nnn

In the course of this research it became evident that most white people who
become aware of sweetgrass are limited to use in native-oriented situations. Some of
these people begin to use it personally, to continue the practice in their own homes. How
and why they incorporate into their personal practice is important. Beth, who uses
sweetgrass only in the context of her school life, has tried to get some of her students to
bring her some sweetgrass home so that she can use it at home. So far this has not
happened. She says, "It just seemed to be something that you could, regardless of what
your religious background or spiritual feeling was, participate [in the smudge ceremony]
in your own way".
This quotation from Beth illustrates a common approach to the incorporation of
sweetgrass into an already extant spiritual practice. She goes to Church and maintains
standard Christian beliefs about the nature of the world, original sin, for example.
However, her social experience of community in the sweetgrass ceremonies made her
feel, in her words, "clear and calm", and for these reasons she now feels that she can use
sweetgrass, however limited her experience and knowledge of its traditional uses might
be, and regardless of the fact that some of her spiritual precepts, such as original sin do
not coincide with the spiritual precepts that are part of the tradition of sweetgrass use;
sweetgrass is now part of her spiritual life.
Another person, Linda, who has been introduced already in- the chapter, say she
uses sweetgrass "when the mood strikes me". She has a very eclectic set of spiritual
practices, incorporating elements from Eastern mystical traditions, African traditions ,
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European pagan rites as well as native traditions. She identifies herself as a member of
the New Age and has earned her income selling books and artifacts that support this
burgeoning industry.
In all the cases already mentioned, people use sweetgrass in the braid form in
which they find it in stores. They burn the braid, wafting the smoke over their hands and
often move the smoldering braid around their heads. In Beth's case, as mentioned before,
she learned to use the grass by observing a native led ceremony . In Linda's case she
initially heard about it from the people selling it to her in the store. She sought advice
from them about how to use it. Later she read some accounts mentioning its use in books
that were available through her store, and also she participated in a workshop where the
leader, a Hawaiian woman, used the plant to smudge the participants at the beginning of
the weekend.
Another example of a use pattern evolving from group usage into a part of a
personal spiritual repertoire is Gloria. She recently married a Cree man. She is now
heavily involved in the daily life of a native community which, like other communities, is
seeking to preserve a cultural as well as spiritual heritage. She uses sweetgrass both
publicly and privately. Her position in the community requires her to participate in
ceremonial events, almost all of which incorporate sweetgrass. In her private life she also
uses sweetgrass when she prays and when she meditates. It is a common part of her
practice now, though not a daily one. She uses it when she is "feeling ungrounded";
according to her this is an emotional state of perceiving herself as divorced from nature
and other human beings. The sweetgrass helps her feel "connected". As in the other
cases, she uses sweetgrass in its braided form, burning the end~ in a candle flame (which
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to her also represents wiccan magic) and then wafting the smoke around her body, from
head to toe.
Bear, a native Hawaiin woman, has for many years, made her home in Montana.
She has used sweetgrass for fifteen years. She uses sweetgrass daily at this stage of her
practice. When she began she used it only occasionally, as in the cases of Linda, Beth
and Gloria. She uses sweetgrass in three different ways. She lights the end of the braid
to smudge herself~ she states that it evokes the spirit of the Bear to whom she feels an
affinity. Other times, she breaks the sweetgrass from the braid and places it on a hot coal
from her fire or an a hot coal made from sage, a practice she learnt on the Flathead Indian
Reservation in Montana. She also uses sweetgrass as a trade item, to serve as a
ceremonial gift to someone or to offer a gift of thanks for a gift she has received from the
earth.
A final example of sweetgrass use is provided by Marion. Primarily she uses
sweetgrass for personal prayer purposes, but she also us.es it as a ceremonial gift, and
keeps it with a number of ceremonial objects she keeps in her home. I have also
witnessed her use it to bless the rocks before she heats them for a sweat bath, to thank the
trees that are taken by the foresters that populate her home ground (she has also used
tobacco for this purpose), and to make a group of strangers feel comfortable before she
begins a workshop or teaching session.
The following journal excerpt illustrates a case in which I participated in a
smudging. I had driven to a hotel in the mountains of western Montana, a small town
about one hundred miles south of Browning, to meet Marion. When I came in , after a
few moments, she gathered her smudge bundle.
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aaa
I haven't seen her in several months although, in order to arrange this
meeting, we have talked on the telephone. She is moving around the small room
rummaging about in her bag. She pulls out her smudge kit and I know that she
expects me to participate with her. She's ready to begin. We gather beside the
small bedside table bolted to the motel room floor. She pulls out a few leaves of
dried sage, that she picked last season and rolls them into a ball. Her face is quiet
and calm. She places the sage ball in a sea shell that bears black marks from
previous use. She strikes a match and places it along side the sage ball; it begins
to bum, quickly turning to a slow smolder. She takes a braid of sweetgrass and
breaks of a few short pieces from the end of the braid. She places them on the
burning sage coal. In a few seconds a curl of sweetgrass smoke begins to rise.
She washes her hands in the smoke and with her arms rounded, brings the smoke
towards her head and down over her body.
Quietly, she murmurs, "the spirits who watch over this place, the spirits who
watch over us personally, "lemlemch" (a word which reportedly means "I'm glad"
in Salishan) for my safe trip to this place and "lemlemch" for the safe arrival of
my friend.
She looks at someplace over my shoulder, hands me the shell. I "wash" my hands
and body with the smoke as she has done. I say, "I'm glad for this time to talk to
you ... "lemlemch", "lemlemch".
After I have done, she says "lemlemch, lemlemch", and the ceremony is done.

QQQ

In examining the use patterns displayed by the white people observed and
interviewed for this thesis, certain patterns emerge. The majority of people who used
sweetgrass did so as a part of a native-led or native-focused group experience. In these
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cases the white participants were imitative and copied certain elements of practice that
they noticed in their experiences. These include using sweetgrass in the braid form and
the actions of lighting the ends and wafting the smoke over their heads and bodies. A
smaller number of people had incorporated sweetgrass into a personal practice or ritual ,
using it occasionally as they felt inclined, basing their use on mood and emotional states
rather than as ritual requirements of ceremonial or personal obligation. In other words, it
wasn't because the "spirits required it" but because "the mood strikes me".
In a few , fairly rare cases, a certain depth of experience with sweetgrass has
caused it to become incorporated into a spiritual practice on a daily basis. As experience
increased, so did the variety of uses to which sweetgrass was put. As in the case of
Marion, the most experienced practitioner reported in this thesis, she has also the most
extensive variety of uses to which she put the plant. Some of these patterns , such as
placing braids of sweetgrass with blankets echo old stories about native traditions. Later
in this chapter we shall see that meanings attributed to sweetgrass also develop along the
same continuum of experience.

Picking sweetgrass
For the most part, white people don't pick sweetgrass. Either they purchase it or,
more rarely, they receive it as a gift. In most cases they could not recognize it growing,
nor know how to proceed to find out. Sometimes people, even those who are fairl y
regular practitioners, are hampered by their lack of knowledge. In the following journal
excerpt Gloria, who recognizes a number of indigenous plants, went in search of
sweetgrass in the area near her cottage in east central Alberta. This story illustrates her
experience with searching for sweetgrass, a common one to novice searchers. It also
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Illustration 13
Potted Sweetgrass:
wintering on a personal altar

details her practice of offering tobacco, a pattern she learned from her involvement with
native spirituality, and which she now incorporates into her own practice.

aaa
We walked out to the edge of the pasture land to look for sweetgrass and sage.
There is a narrow stream wandering through the range land down in deep muddy
banks. The clumps of willow are tangled and wet; walking is difficult along the
water's edge. Gloria moves hesitantly, peering at bunches of grass. Is this it, no.
She spends quite a time sniffing the air, smelling the sweetness redolent of the
bottoms. She looks at the grasses along the bottom, concentrating on the clumpy
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stands of reed grass and other plants that stand in water. Eventually she comes
away in confusion. She can't tell if sweetgrass is there or not.
Up on the banks the land is dry, with short grass, wild sage and other dry land
plants. Cows move freely here. She's found some sage and stands with her eyes
closed. She gets some tobacco from her pocket and apparently she talks to the
sky. "I want to pick this sage ... (there is a moment of silence) ... I give this
tobacco for the sage ... I give thanks to the mother" (there is more silence). We
stood on the prairie for a few moments, her eyes were closed, then she stared out
over the horizon. She gathered the sage she had picked into a bundle and carrying
it in her hand, walked back towards her cabin .

nnn

An example of a successful picking trip for a white person (with a proviso), is recounted
in an excerpt from a taped interview with Marion. She recounts the only time she has
gone to pick the plant. She was on the Blackfoot Reserve in southern Alberta.

aaa
I was visiting Beverly's parents near Cardston, Alberta and I had a toddler and
they were going to go pick sweetgrass. So I grabbed my diaper bag and kid and
got in the car and drove out on the prairie where they all scattered out to begin
picking. I'm standing out on the prairie and the wind is blowing and so I'm
realizing I have nothing; I have no cigarettes, no tobacco, no rings on, nothing to
give to start picking sweetgrass. I was wearing the necklace Agnes had given
me; I couldn't give that, they wouldn't expect me to give that and that would be
breaking another [unintelligible word]. So the only other thing I had was a pair of
turquoise drops and I liked those earrings. They had sentimental value and I
didn't want to give those. So I said out loud to the sweetgr-ass that I was only
helping the [family name] and that I would come back tomorrow and bring
something but that I didn't have anything to give now. So I started to pick sweet
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grass, and I picked sweetgrass for three hours and dealt with my baby, aligned the
blades (she put the blades of grass with all the root ends at one end and made a
neat bundle). We got back to the house to braid. And I put my hand up and my
earrings were gone except for one of the silver things was stuck to the back of my
ear. It was stuck on the back of my ear. These earrings were hard to get on and
off. The holes were a little tight, so it was no mean feat to get those earrings out
of my ear; but it took them. The prairie took them, and since that time although I
have gone looking, since that time, it was eleven years ago, I have been unable to
find sweetgrass. I smell it but I can't find it.

nnn

This story illustrates not only the event of picking the grass but a common belief
in "Indian country", and sometimes, as in Marian's case, merging with white beliefs, that
if you are trying to pick sweetgrass without the proper conditions (i.e. respect, permission
from the spirits etc.) it will hide from you. (See page 76 for a reference about permission
to pick sweetgrass taken from a conversation with Tricia). Another informant Virginia,
does not recognize sweetgrass in the wild but she does pick sage. She says, "When I pick
sage I always ask permission to pick it. I leave the seeds behind. I just ask in prayer for
the privilege to pick ... I've never found sweetgrass". Sweetgrass can be difficult to find.
Often people have mentioned that they can smell it in the summertime, driving past a
meadow or stream, but when they try to find it they cannot. Of course this may be simply
because they cannot recognize it or perhaps because its natural growth pattern is to grow
dispersed among other grasses. It rarely grows in bunches and then usually because
someone has planted the rhizomes there.
Finally, a last example of a white picker, is a woman who was trained as a picker
by Agnes, a mountain Salish woman from the Flathead Reserve. The woman, Anne, told
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Agnes she wanted to find sweetgrass. After describing the plant, how to find it, how to
treat it etc., she sent Anne off saying not to eat or drink until she found it. Only then
could she come back to camp. It took her three days. The following journal excerpt
recounts the events following one of her successful picking trips.

aaa
We are all sitting around in lawn chairs. Agnes sits at the head of the circle; the
head of the circle because she sits there. We are doing hand work; sewing,
beading, one woman working on hide.
In the shade of the three trees in the meadow, we are all white women who
have come to watch and learn from this old Indian woman. There is a curious
silence, we are all on foreign ground. I imagine Agnes to be bored, wanting her
friends and relations, to laugh, to feel comfortable. Yet I recognize I'm probably
wrong, I know so little about what might go on in her mind. She constantly
surprises me. Down the meadow by the road we hear a pickup truck, everyone' s
head turns to see who's come to camp. Agnes doesn't. It is Anne returned from
the sweetgrass run.
The truck backs up into the meadow. Agnes is looking now, all the hand work
goes down, we move in our chairs. Someone goes to help her and they bring over
a huge white bed-sheet Anne used to lay out the picked sweetgrass.
We pull our chairs into a tight circle, bending over to take small handfuls of grass,
aligning the blades then tying them together at each end with a piece of the grass,
careful to keep the grass on the cloth. Braids are put back on the sheet. The
picker will take some and some will go to a few of the braiders but most will go to
Agnes; this run was for her.

nnn
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Anne in the following seasons continued to pick sweetgrass from the area that she
was "guided to" during her fast. She always goes alone and is very secretive about the
location of the sweetgrass meadow . Even her closest friends are not aware of where she
picks this plant. She did not want to talk about "her place" or her picking practices,
except to say that she was practicing what she was taught by Agnes and by the "spirits
that guide" her.
Most people who were observed, or interviewed, about picking or using
sweetgrass or other plants such as sage, gave thanks in the "traditional" way, that is, with
a prayer and an offering (tobacco usually). However, when they said their prayers they
generally gave thanks to "the great mother" , "god" or the "goddess". Usually their
attention was focused on a "being" most often referred to as "mother earth", from the
evidence of observed prayers (when verbalized), and sometimes from conversations
where informants have recounted their prayers to the researcher. Only in a few instances,
among the informants with the greatest depth of knowledge, did the people I observed
appear to address or thank the plant itself. More commonly the plant was a token for the
larger spiritual concept.
The cases that have been presented are examples of people who are using
sweetgrass in their spiritual lives. There are of course people who are biologists and
herbalists, for example, who pick sweetgrass for other reasons. For example, Prairie
Moon Nurseries, in Minnesota, occasionally employs a botanist who will collect
sweetgrass from wild stands in order to transplant into local nurseries. The plants will
then be used for gardens as well as to be sold for the "spiritual market". In another
example, a farmer in northern Alberta obtains local specimens as well as plants from
other sellers. He over-winters them in his basement, especially those plant types from
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further south. He hopes to get into the marketing of braids. In these examples, no
particular ritual practice or offering was made for the plant. However, there was a
marked interest in the preservation of wild stands for ecological reasons.

Buying and selling sweetgrass
By far, most white people obtain sweetgrass through gifts, trade or purchase,
purchase being, as we have seen, the most problematic and disputed method. Linda' s
case is indicative of the mixed sentiments that accompany the sale of sweetgrass. She
indicated that she was first exposed to sweetgrass through her store. She sells it, giving
about half to the picker. Since it has a seasonal quality, she tends to obtain it in an
irregular manner. She indicated that she sold one hundred braids in her store from
October to Christmas, one year, at $5.50 (Canadian) per braid. She has varied sources,
some from the U.S.A., some from a farmer in the Peace River region. When asked about
picking it, she would, she says, if she could find it, but only for herself, not to sell it.
About the people who bring it in for sale, she says:
It's very few, I feel, that bring it in, feeling the sacredness of it... it is sold from
the money making point of view with the majority .. . I know
that [an adamant nod]... I know that.

It appears that her use of sweetgrass as a commodity is in conflict with her sense of
sweetgrass as a sacred plant, and therefore somehow above money. She criticizes many
of those who sell it, yet although she uses sweetgrass from her store's supply in her
personal practice, she still maintains a belief in its sacredness.
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Virginia also sells it in her store but doesn't display it because there are some
native people who disagree with its sale. She "gives a lot away as gifts". Virginia
purchases about half her yearly supply from a native woman from Morley. She explained
that "we feel that we are helping a woman who has no other means of support". This
helped shift the moral balance, allowing her to sell the plant, despite its sacred quality .
Importantly for Virginia, "they came to me asking us to market it for them". She has
never found sweetgrass growing, but indicates that, if she did find it, she would use it
only for her own needs.
Marion describes sweetgrass as a "medium rate turnover item" from the retail
point of view. Her sale prices depend on whom she is selling to: $5.00 regular price,
$4.00 Montana price, and $3 .00 Indian price (all U.S. prices). She sells it along with
beaded earrings, medicine pouches, drums, rattles and other similar native artifacts.
When I talked to her about the "right to sell" issue she said, "people need it, I got it".
Large-scale marketing of sweetgrass seems to be, as yet, a primarily white
enterprise. Richard and Fred provide examples of this. Fred is a farmer in the Peace
River region. He is getting ready to market sweetgrass for the "New Age" trade. He sees
some future in it but is cautious as yet. He has a a good deal of training in botanical
practices and has the equipment necessary to make the production feasible. He also is
concerned about the native populations of sweetgrass, from a botanical conservation
perspective. As the demand continues, he fears that the wild populations may be easily
overpicked. His first plants came from Ontario but he is now also growing an indigenou
variety. He says he personally doesn ' t like the smell of sweetgrass. " I know it has
spiritual uses" . However, he does not use it himself. His exposure to the use of it is
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limited. He knows there is a Metis woman who teaches "white Indians", "they have a
group here and they burn it".
Richard, near Chicago, is already ten years into marketing the plant. He sells the
local Illinois varieties. His business sells mostly transplants, where Fred is trying to sell
braids for the spiritual market. Richard does sell braids; people called frequently looking
for braided sweetgrass. He sells them for $4.00 (U.S.) per braid or $18.00 (U.S.) for 6.
The bulk of his market is oriented to people either planning to grow sweetgrass as part of
native landscaping designs or to people looking to cultivate the plant for resale, and some
for identification purposes. In particualar, he mentioned that he sold many plants for the
purpose of identification to a number of Tribes, including the Bear Tribe already
mentioned. He went on to say that this Tribe had bought the plants to cultivate in order to
meet their extensive ceremonial needs. The Bear tribe has some significance to the
dissemination of the use of sweetgrass because they were single handedly responsible for
much of the information available to white people. This is interesting, particularly since
many tribal members were white people, although the leader was a native man from
Washington State. They give many workshops, across Canada and the United States;
they publish books and are generally highly involved with the "spiritual circuit". Such
people employ sweetgrass in nearly all their public ceremonies and so their need for
quantities of the plant is high.

The effects of "neo-tradition" on belief and behaviour
Some of the key patterns that develop from a long , accumulated experience with
sweetgrass and other native spiritual practices, have been illustrated already in this
chapter. However, an important element, that of associated meanings, is necessary to an

Sweetgrass in white society

114

Illustration 14
Sweetgrass For Sale:
in a nursery in Minnesota

understanding of the wide range of responses to sweetgrass as an element from another
culture.

In chapter three, the properties of sweetgrass were defined by the native
informants as being primarily for the purpose of cleansing the spirit and, especially
amongst the more experienced informants, for carrying the words of prayer to the
Creator. In contrast, the white participants talk about the soothing effects that they derive
from the use of sweetgrass. Rather than being acquainted with the technicalities of native
usage, they took over the form and bodily movements associated with its use but
interpreted the meaning and effects based on their personal experiences and on religious
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concepts indigeneous to their own culture. Beth described it this way, "It helps me clear
my head; I guess that's the cleansing power of it". Gloria's experience of the effects of
sweetgrass are as follows. She says, "It's calming, it helps me to be aware of my self as a
human being in the universe, in nature". Linda, although she also mentions the calming
effect, states that its main effect is, "to clear out negative energy", a common terminology
in the New Age lexicon. And finally, Susan, who is, in her own words, "not very
spiritual" but very involved in native culture, speaks of sweetgrass this way, "I guess to
me ... personally its kind of soothing ... a kind of calming effect".
More experience with the plant appears to add additional dimensions to the
meanings and uses of the plants, in addition to the ones discussed earlier in this section.
In the case of Mary, regular use of sweetgrass began i her early adulthood, despite
inheriting its usage from her father. To her, sweetgrass is a plant whose "spirit promotes
healing energies", and uses it in her healing work. When she prays, she uses it to
"communicate with the spirits".
In Marion's case she talks about "talking to the Beings" by which she means a
relationship with the spirits outside ourselves that inhabit the earth along with us. She
uses sweetgrass to let the "Beings " know she wants to talk to them. She also uses the
plant to invite beneficial spiritual energy into any ceremony or magic she is practicing.
In the following two personal histories , the issue of experience is portrayed
through two stories which represent the different degrees of experience that are found on
a continuum. Linda represents the people in this study who incorporate sweetgrass into
their lives but do so in a limited way, using only the material aspects of sweetgrass and
not taking much from the cultural history of its use. These people have been earlier
referred to as "spiritual tourists ". Marion represents a ind of user, much rarer, the
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"adept" of earlier reference, who has learnt much of the specifically indigeneous ways
that correspond to sweetgrass use in native culutre. However, it will become clear that
even she maintains the basically eclectic or syncretistic pattern of spiritual development
universal among the white population in this research.

Linda
Linda is German by birth and came here as a young woman. She is an astute and
successful business-woman. She ran a very successful second-hand clothing store for
many years , but it wasn't until the 1980s that she decided to venture into the New Age
field . She opened a New Age bookstore next door to her clothing business. It was
successful from the beginning. She sells books on tarot and auras, numerology and
astrology. She sells crystals, jewelry, incense and New Age music cassettes. As her store
became established and her knowledge of the field increased, she also began to stock
books on Wicca, Shamanism and other fields of interest to the New Age market.
As she put it, her "knowledge grew along with the store". She knows a limited
amount about some of the practices she was providing information and materials for. Her
store manager at the time learned from her books and from her customers, for example,
how to tell one crystal from another and to what uses the different crystals could be put.
It was a venture that prospered partly because of the growth of interest in matters of the
occult and New Age.
After her store became successful Linda began to be solicited by natives selling
sweetgrass and by clients coming into buy it. It was then that she began to become aware
of native spiritual practice. Since then she has participated in a _number of workshops that
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included some traditionally native elements, such as smudging and drumming. However,
her main focus is on the healing practices, for example, Reiki or the laying on of hands.
She attended a workshop led by a spiritual teacher from Hawaii originally, but
now Ii ving in Montana, and, according to Linda an "amazing woman". It was this woman
who, leading a workshop about women's spiritual experiences, introduced Linda to
smudging.
Linda uses sweetgrass when she "feels like it". It is a relatively small part of her
spiritual paraphernalia, which emphasizes other items, in particular crystals.
She is only moderately interested in the technicalities of native sweetgrass use,
her field of interest being a different area of the New Age.
She is dedicated to the healing arts , concerning herself with the problems of
individuals coping with the modern world. She spends many hours reading, learning and
practicing and since the sale of her store. has decided to dedicate herself to a career in
healing. Her world view includes concepts common to the New Age, for instance, human
auras, reincarnation and willful control over the healing process. Sweetgrass is a small
element in her life. It's purpose is to "clear negative energies" . According to Linda this
allows her to have greater success in her main ritual endeavour, which would follow the
burning of sweetgrass (but not necessarily immediately). This purpose has little to do
with any native concept, but rather with the natural outgrowth of a very eclectic approach
to spiritual practice.

Marion
Marian's awareness of native spirituality, began as a child. She was taken by her
father, an Anthropologist, to live for periods of time amongst the Rocky Boy Cree and the
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Salish people of the Flathead Reservation, as well as some others. She was taken in early
and acquired fictive grandmothers, uncles, grandfathers and aunts. She saw herself, in
those early days, as related to these people. She was dressed like them, posed for pictures
in her carefully-made, beaded, buckskin dress. She participated in the ceremony of daily
life.
Her father, who participated in sweat lodges, parades and other events as a
member of a native family, provided a link to practice for the young girl. Like other
articles of material culture, sweetgrass was always present. She does not remember a
time when it was not there.
For her, life was split between the white world and the native one. As she grew
up she lost contact with members of her native family . It wasn't until she went to college
in California in the 1960s that she began to explore alternatives to the Christian training
she had received as part of the white cultural milieux. It was at the same time a that she
began to reestablish her native experiences, and memories.
The sudden explosion of alternative spiritual awareness during the late 1960s,
particularly in the area of California she was living in, supported her exploration. She
became familiar with the range of alternatives available at that time and place. She
learned about tarot cards, wiccan practice, earth magic, meditation techniques and other
"alternative" practices.
After sometime, she began to think more about her native "relations". She moved
back to Montana and began to learn, especially from her "grandmothers". Over time she
became more committed to the practices she was learning with her native
"grandmothers". She moved in to the community as a student of one of the native
women. She spent a number of years learning to adapt to native cultural ideas, learning
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material techniques as well as spiritual practices. Her personal use of sweetgrass began
during these years, developing over time from a occasional use to her current daily
practice. Some twenty years later, she has what she calls "ceremonial commitments "
which require her to smudge daily. Her involvement with sweetgrass use has entailed
many years of experience, but also it has involved an interest on her part in its native uses
and practices. An example of this is her knowledge of the particular properties of some
of the different plants that she has come to know. Marion says sage is cleansing, that you
bum the sweetgrass, "to bring in the spirits, the good spirits, we believe. The sage
eliminates the 'bad spirits'." In another conversation she said, "They all have different
properties. Sage is good in chasing away disharmony , sweetgrass attracts clarity, white
California sage for focusing the self, cedar for purifying and detachment and a kind of
lichen used in Cree country , I don ' t know its properties." This kind of discrimination
usually comes from extensive learning and experience with native guides and is not
usually a part of a beginner' s repertoire.
Although she learned about smudging from her years in native communities she
has adapted her own style of using the plant and has included this practice with other
forms of practice not from the native tradition, some of which were mentioned before.
When she prays, she talks to the "earth beings" , when she picks a plant she thanks the
plant itself for its life. She speaks with them through the agency of the sweetgrass
smoke. These perceptions, somewhat removed from the dominant society's beliefs, she
attributes to her early native education and to the changes a new spiritual awareness has
provided her. In conversation she has expressed the pantheistic belief that the entirety of
creation is a sentient being and that we are in a relationship with its non-human
participants (whether we are aware of them as "beings " or not) . Further, we are able to
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establish a new form of relationship with these non-human beings by talking to them,
giving gifts to them when we take their lives and by listening to, and respecting, their
needs and desires.

How does it work?

One of the constants in my interviewing was a focus on the question, "How does
sweetgrass work?". The elements that appear in these examples are indicative of a range
of participation and involvement with the depth and breadth of the spiritual complex
surrounding the use of sweetgrass in its original context. When it is experienced as an
isolated element, either by someone new to the experience or by someone who perhaps
has some experiences with native culture but little interest in the cultural context of its
use, sweetgrass is often envisioned as having a calming or sedative effect. "How does it
work?", Susan said:
Its the symbolic meaning of it more than anything. I have attached that kind of
meaning to it for some reason.. . its kind of peaceful , cleansing, relaxing .. .
calming.

In contrast to the traditional native emphasis on the powers of the plant as a mechanism
to carry the prayers to the Creator, this is an example of a common response amongst
white users. Virginia says:
I think it's the person doing it... the Creator has given us these mediums to use to
enable us to be more like him or her.
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And similarly, Barbara says:

Well, it's an idea the person has that is the plant doesn't do anything unless you
have that feeling or thought, that it's going to do something ... I wouldn't say it's
the plant - it's the person, it's the feeling of what its going to do.
Another common response is to relate it to an aspect of their own spiritual or belief
complex. Virginia says:
It's like a ritual... it's something that comes from your heart, is manifested in the
mind and manually expressed. It's like a prayer, that's what it's like.
Beth says:
People can be part of the ceremony and not really obtain anything from it. I
think part of it is the community the group you know. But I think it's more the
individual kind of reaction, it's something from the earth that should sort of give
people the power to do what they can to preserve the earth, it's a complex kind of
thing.
And finally, others were concerned to explain how it works in terms different from
Barbara's concepts of the human agency. For Gloria and Virginia the plant works
because of a sense of relationship between all things in the earth. The following is a
quote from a transcript m_ade from an interview with Gloria.
All things in the universe are connected, the healing power- of the plant... it's the
connection between the person and the plant, the material world and the spiritual
world, they're all connected.
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Marion goes further and tries to explain its efficacy through "scientific" dialog.
It's probably molecular. If you imagine a strong source of light and there's a grid
over it and it changes the form, that's what plants do and I guess it's
molecular... and no more or less a person than you or I, you can't separate the
plant from the person ... the concept of separateness isn't even there.

Conclusions
White participants in native spirituality often explore other areas of spiritual
experience at the same time as they use native forms. Regardless of experience, with all
the white informants in this research, native practices were melded with other practices,
either from his or her birth heritage as in Beth's case, or from other practices taken from
non-European cultures. The eclecticism characteristic of sweetgrass use amongst whites
may be about adding new dimensions to basic patterns of belief, but it is apparently
something quite different from a total immersion in native cultures. This is most obvious
in the case of Marion, who although she has more "native experience" than most white
people, she nevertheless still achieves understanding of the effects of sweetgrass through
her "scientific" model (it's probably molecular). Now, it's probably true that my
whiteness almost certainly affected her response (perhaps it was how she thought I could
understand it) , nevertheless , because of her white cultural training she understood what I
was asking. Trisha, from the earlier example did not. This difference may have much to
do with their different culturally based cognitive maps.
One of the effects of experience in the use of sweetgrass amongst white
informants appears to be, that the uses of, and meanings associatea with, sweetgrass
become more complex and varied. It appears that concurrently with the established use
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of sweetgrass as a ritual material there develops an increasing "understanding" of the
universe as somehow responsive and sentient, participating with us in life. Gloria's
comments on how sweetgrass use connects her to the earth, and her prayers to a being she
calls, "the mother", whom she says, can hear our prayers, are an example. Further
illustration of this development can be demonstrated by comparing Beth's limited notion
of the calming effect of sweetgrass or Linda's idea that sweetgrass is used to eliminate
"negative energy" and Marion's understanding of the universe as sentient and available
for the construction of "social relationships" , it appears that experience can lead, but does
not necessarily enable, the participant to move from an internally focused experience of
calm etc. when smudging (my notion of the spiritual tourist includes this kind of
experience of another's culutre) , to an outwardly focused experience of participation and
a sense of communion with other beings on the planet (this is a common experience in
the people whom I would designate an adept). This layering of meaning as it develops
along a continuum of experience includes an "understanding " of the non-human world as
part of a larger "community" which also includes human beings, and that this
"community" requires, under certain circumstances, ritual re-enactment through the act of
smudging. Values and assumptions of the dominant culture thus syncretize with native
practices and beliefs just as was earlier noted, a similar syncretization in the "Pan-Indian"
usage of sweetgrass among contempoary native users, we observe a parallel emergence
among white users.

5
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People interact with each other and the environment and in this dialectic process
they achieve, alter and maintain culturally established meanings. In this research the data
show how greatly story-maps, a creation of the socio-cultural environment a person is
raised within, affect people who use sweetgrass. These story-maps affect how people
construct meaning; it is clear that the informants in this research have not simply
transported the "meaning of sweetgrass" patterns from one culture to another along with
the sweetgrass itself. For example, when Marion "scientizes" the effect of sweetgrass she
has implicitly invoked the story-map from which she establishes meaning in her world.
But in all cases, the ritual and its meanings are made to "fit": they become part of a wider
framework of meaning .
Both for natives and for whites, stability in meaning is achieved by invoking the
story-map. Native people, who live in a predominantly white society, surrounded by the
assumptions and social forms structured on the Euro-American story-maps and not their
own, have chosen to "return to tradition" . This emphasis on tradition constrains the
native person's view of what sweetgrass does, what it means, and how one should deal
with it; natives don't feel free to "make it up" as they go along. This is, at least partly ,
because the "traditional" story-map that still operates within native culture has a strong
component that structures "tradition" (which is defined quite differently from "tradition"
in Euro-American culture) along pre-existing and well-defined lines.
By contrast, the Euro-American story-map (in which the importance of the
individual is paramount), through which the white informants in this paper construct
meaning and translate sweetgrass "ideology", tends to the innovative and syncretistic.
The "calming" effect of sweetgrass cited in many white accounts of the plant's effects
accurately displays the cultural bias of meaning construction. In addition there is the
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notion of "the right to choose a religion" of white culture. This means that a white
"seeker" can go about the business of choosing a shaman as a spiritual teacher, or a
religion, or parts of different religions, to believe in and belong to. In other words,
religious teachers and systems have become a series of commodities that a person can
browse, until they feel comfortable with their choice. This stands in contrast to native
traditional forms of teaching and transmission of spiritual knowledge. These cultural
contradictions highlight the differences in the story-maps of white and native culture.
However the story-maps can, themselves, change, as well. Linton points out that
"culture change is at bottom, a matter of change in the knowledge, attitudes and habits" of
people (Linton, 1963: 468), and that attitudes are the most resistant of the components of
a person's world-view. His reasoning suggests that knowledge is the easiest to change
because it is a small component of a larger cultural complex, but that "complexes
represent concrete attitudes" (Linton, 1963: 468). Attitudes can be thought of as the
relationships between nodes of knowledge; they are the skeleton which holds the worldview up. In this research, evidence of attitudinal change can be deduced from both the
native and white informants' words and behaviors.
In order to make sense of the information that became available as the fieldwork
progressed, and of the evidence of continuity and change, I found myself forced to go
back to the literature to reassess it. The following theories were found particularly useful
in understanding some of the observations from the field. "Grid-group" distinctions in
Douglas's work explicate the constraints of story-maps on people's lives and
understanding. The concept of "spheres of exchange" discussed by Bohannan, clarifies
the commodification of sweetgrass in contemporary cultures, and the ideas of "referential
and constitutive language" (from Stromberg) make clear the individual process of
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meaning construction. Finally, using Radcliffe-Brown's concept of ritual attitude, the
elements of touristic play and traditional knowledge that underscore the cultural
distinctions evident in white and native sweetgrass use are discussed. (Figure 1, below,
compares some of the variables, which will be discussed in this chapter, in the two
research populations.)

Figure 1
A comparison of variables in the two research populations

Native

New Age

Adepts -------------------------- Neophyte

Adept ---------------------------- Neophyte

Restricted Exchange

Market Exchange

Metaphor

Metonym

Horizontal Authority

Vertical Authority

Learning and the Primacy of the Story

Learning and the Primacy of the Question

High Grid ---------------------- Low Grid

Low Grid ----------------------- High Grid

Grid and group
In Natural symbols Mary Douglas discusses the types of story-maps structured by
cultures, a phenomenon which she calls "cosmology" . The system is based on two axes ,
"grid" and "group" . Grid is understood as the "rules which relate ene person to others on
an ego-centered basis" (xiii) or the degree of systematization and organization of ideas,
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beliefs and rules. Grid is in effect the notion of story-map, conceived of as a variable.
Group is, "the experience of a bounded social unit" (viii) or "the outside boundary that
people have erected between themselves and the outside world" (Wuthnow, 1984: 120).
Grid, which is the vertical axis in Figure 2 below , is strong at the top of the axis
and weak near the bottom. Grid characteristics include: insulation, autonomy, control
and competition. As grid weakens, there is less cognitive control exerted on the
individual and the characteristics of autonomy, cognitive innovation, and competition
become stronger. As grid strengthens these characteristics become weaker and there are
stronger controls placed on the individual's thought patterns. Generally, in a strong grid
society, the sanctions are easily taught and easily learned; the sanctions are internal and
informal in nature. Conversely, a weak grid society tends to have external and formal
sanctions which differ with the context of the sanctioned behavior of belief. A weak grid
society has different rules for different social situations, making behavior very contextbound and creating a multiplicity of behavioral rules which do not necessarily cohere in
an overall system. A weak grid society is not very systematic in relating beliefs or in
extending sets of rules , in which there are only weak functional links, across the entire
breadth of the society. By contrast, in a strong grid society there is a high degree of
systematization which consists "of a few tightly linked general statements from which a
fairly large number of specific propositions can be derived" (Borhek and Curtis, 1975:
26). Also a "strong grid involves moral and normative prohibitions which limit or highly
structure individual interaction" (Wuthnow, 1984: 120).
Group, which is the horizontal axis in the same diagram, varies from weak group
on the left to strong group on the right.
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The strongest effects of group are to be found where it incorporates a person with
the rest by implicating them together in common residence, shared work, shared
resources and recreation, and by exerting control over marriage and kinship. A
ghetto or commune or small sect.. . will serve as examples of extreme strong
group (Douglas, 1978: 16).
In contrast, a weak group environment is one "in which a person finds himself the centre
of a network of his own making which has no recognizable boundaries" (ibid.). The two
axes of the diagram yield four basic types of "cosmologies" or story-maps. The bottom
right of the diagram is called square D. The prototype of square D, a strong group and
weak grid type, is characterized by: the constraint of the individual's behavior by the
group and in the name of the group; a reliance on the group for the necessities of life; a
lack of formal internal divisions resulting in "covert factions" (Douglas, 1978: 20) and illdefined general rules of behavior; instead there will be a reliance on context to guide
behavior between people. Borders of the "well bounded highly corporate society"
(Wuthnow, 1984: 128), which exemplifies strong group, will be constantly under "attack"
resulting in an attention to "deviants" using "magicality [to] protect the borders of the
social unit" (Wuthnow, 1984: 144). This kind of society will be "plagued with boundary
and purity concerns" which result in the purges and "witch hunts" which are common in
authoritarian regimes.
Square C, top right of the diagram, is strong group and strong grid. This type is in
some ways similar to square D, in that the group boundaries are strong, well defined and
defended. The individual gets his or her life support from the group and their behavior is
controlled by the group. However, the internal organization stems-from an over-arching
set of rules that guide behavior allowing for the systematic ordering of all beliefs and
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Figure 2
Grid and group

grid
(strong systematic

strong
organization)

A strong rules to relate one person to
another but not to the social unit,
the group has ephemeral boundaries

strong rules relating one ego
C
to another as well as locating
identity by reference to the group
boundary

(environment is an extension of self)
(private destiny)
(emphasis on roles, position)
(competitive society)
(idea of self attached to the systematic web
of beliefs and cultural rules)
(God known by attributes)

(attempts to control environment)
(dualistic ideology)
(personal relation to God, where
sin is a wrong attitude)
(idea of self is attached to the web of
beliefs and to the position in the
group)

group strong
(emphasizes ethics and morals
to maintain boundary)

group weak
(individualism)

(environment is differentiated from self)
(theology is explicit)
(discriminations in world are made based
on ego-formed interpretations with
little direct control by grid or group)
(luck is important in negotiating the
essentially benign world)
(identity is flexible and ephemeral)

B

weak interpersonal rules as well as
ephemeral group boundaries

(dualistic, with the problem of evil)
(general guilt)
(guarding the group's "name" but
doing it alone)
(emphasis on personal)
(God is in me)
(idea of self is attached to group
identity)

weak interpersonal ties but
strong ties to group identity

(weak systematic organization)
grid weak

D
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knowledge. Mary Douglas considers this type to "persist longer without fission" (1978:
20) because the group can "make levies on its individual members to ensure capital
investment to endow its posterity" (ibid.). The Hopi are a classic example of a strong
group and strong grid society. Their social system is well bounded, with many rules to
identify insiders and outsiders through ascribed social placement of individuals, and the
Hopi are highly systematic in the organization of their beliefs and behaviors. We might
add here that such societies also tend to have highly restricted spheres of exchange (see
below).
Of square A, which is characterized by strong grid and weak group, Wuthnow
says:
Here a collectivity exists as the linking or binding together of constituent subgroups or individuals. The collectivity is an aggregation of parts bounded
through multiple role reciprocities and strong rules .
Quoting Douglas , he writes:
Where grid is strong and group weak, magic is at hand to help the individual in a
competitive society. He trusts implicitly his know-how, his private destiny or
star, and in the power of the rules ... the cosmos is morally neutral and basically
optimistic... [his] work is not controlled by independent ghosts or witches, or evil
men. There is no sin: only stupidity (Wuthnow, 1984: 127).
He finishes by saying:
This sounds very much like the cosmology of Western societies, in which the
individual and his institutions are strong (strong grid) and not totally subordinated
to the state (strong group) (Wuthnow, 1984: 127).
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The last type is found in the final square, square B . This is the weak grid and
weak group "cosmology". As grid weakens, "fair-comparison rules" emerge, which have
the effect of desegregating and emphasizing individual autonomy, competitiveness and
wider-ranging interactions. The lower left comer of square B is where Wuthnow, in his
analysis of Douglas's system, locates the marginal individuals, such as "robber barons"
and "adventurers" of American business. These people have comparatively little control
placed on their activities from either group or grid. The "Protestant ethic" ethos of the
North American modem era, is located in the same square, but somewhat closer to the
grid and group axes. Douglas says about this square:
Low grid without group is the place on the chart which generates internal
pressures for change. It has no control on information. Any forces making for
equilibrium are continually subject to disturbance. Better than a static scene,
think of people here as milling around, occasionally emerging for a time into a
society that seems very like the ideal of the free r:narket, but always under threat of
developing towards monopoly (up-grid) or moving into protective cartels and
price rings (up to and to the right). Whatever they do, they subscribe to a basic
justifying principle which is in harmony with the anchorite's view of personal
liberty - and always perplexed at the difficulty of putting it into practice outside
the anchorite's cell. We can call this basic principle 'frontier individualism' ... it is
invoked at the frontiers of knowledge and experiment, as well as at territorial and
political frontiers (Douglas, 1978: 9).
When group is weak, the socio/cultural unit tends to be characterized by weak
solidarity, "an impersonal, non-regulative, self exalted understanding of reality"; and
when group is strong the it will be characterized by a "self-subordfoate, regulative,
personal" notion of the world (Douglas, 1970: 141, 143).
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Douglas identifies the Crow Indians as belonging to the weak group side of the
diagram. The "rank individuals", of Crow religion for example (1970: 135) constitute a
competitive society in which "everyone who transacts with others "subscribes to the
respect for reciprocity, and feels as sensitive to shame as to glory" (1970: 135). She goes
on to say that the ethical notions recognized by this society are generated by the
competition itself. The general ideas of the group-weak system includes a conception of
the self being attached to a web of organizing principles that find their expression in the
social structure of interpersonal relations. This leads to an emphasis on roles and
positions.
The idea of "social relationships" between humans and non-humans (i.e. animals
and plant spirits) may be viewed as a consequence of several streams of thought found in
the traditional native story-map (as discussed in chapter two) . However, the emphasis on
roles and relationships and the status of some plants and animals as "persons" in their
own right ( see pages 21 - 26 in chapter two), has profound effects on the way in which
sweetgrass is viewed by native people. The lack of this "social relationship" to plants in
Euro-American culture also has a strong impact on white culture.
According to Douglas ( 1992), on the group-strong side of the diagram, ethics and
morals tend to be the principal motivating force rather than roles. These systems tend to
be dualistic, with an emphasis on the place of person within an overarching system. Here
ethical systems evolve in the attempt to define one's place in the universe; they are
enacted by regulating the outer world with reference to the personal one. An element of
this approach can be seen in the development of the idea that the environment is not only
external to the self but that it is available for control. According to Douglas, this
manifests as an "inside-outside" symbology in which the idea of moral control is imposed
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from both inside and outside. This leads to the concepts of "good and evil", and also to
the gradual movement from weak (positional) group types to strong (personal) group
types. In this movement, Douglas also identifies an "evolutionary idea" of God as
becoming gradually more intimate and personalized (1970: 36).
In this paper, examples drawn from the white informants and a comparison to
examples from the work of Roelof, Poewe, and Stromberg on Charismatic Christians,
make clear the usefulness of this typology . The effect of the different story-maps which
inform each of the types in Figure 2 can be illustrated by the differences between what
Linda says, ("my relationship to the spirits ... ") and Tricia says, ("I come from the
Blackfoot") when they articulated their notions of "spiritual reality". Melton identifies
the personal relationship with the divine as one of the defining aspects of New Age
religion (Melton, 1990). Poewe describes Charismatic Christianity as "experiential" in
nature and as based on a "personal relationship between the human being and God"
(Poewe, 1989: 366). A further development of this side of the diagram is the symbolizing
of the environment in anthropomorphic forms. God is "Him"; God is "Her"; God is "in
me". Conversely, the weak-group position could be stated as God being imminent in the
actions and experiences of the world. According to Douglas, in the group weak region of
the diagram, God tends to be known by attributes (Douglas, 1970: 35).
Grid-weak and group-weak people (B on the diagram) tend to ground their ideas
of success in a more ego-centered idea of the world. They tend to see fate (or "the
institution") as a restricting force. Grid-strong but group-weak cultures (A on the
diagram) have an emphasis on negotiated position with the environment as an extension
of the self. In quadrant A there is intense competition for success; to repeat Douglas's
formula, "there is no sin: only stupidity" (1970: 137). This type would include the
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expansionist market-centered world-view of Euro-American culture which emphasizes
profitability in the world and judges success by manipulative ability and position in
society, yet pays relatively little attention to the national boundaries or national groupness
of the larger society.

In quadrant C there is an emphasis on the interpersonal rules of behavior and on
the question of identity and one's relationship to the group. Douglas says this type has
"long [been] the accepted pattern of the cosmos, dominated by ancestral figures, but also
energized by other powers, by witchcraft and the evil eye, and the automatic dangers of
pollution" (Douglas, 1970: 105). Transgressions of the system tend to be seen as "sin".
Douglas locates "our society" (i.e. modern, urban, Westerners) in sector D. The
people here prefer "personal forms of control" the expression of personal feelings; "this is
the square in which ideas about morality and the self get detached from the social
structure" (1970: 31 ). People who intensely identify with the group but have loose,
changing inter-personal ties within the group, such as Charismatic Christians, would
belong in type D. It is here that one finds the preoccupation with evil and the rituals for
what Douglas calls "counter-witchcraft". Fighting "the New Age conspiracy ... the New
Age holocaust... the New Age... world of occultic darkness and spiritual danger beyond
belief" (Martin, 1989: 20) or "the serious dangers, among them the pantheistic and
theosophical thinking of, for example, the New Age" (Poewe, 1994: 224) which has
preoccupied many Christian writers on New Age religious phenomena, can be understood
given the "cosmology" or story-map which informs their scholarship.
Social change in the broadest sense can be conceptualized as a movement, on the
part of societies, between cosmologies or story-maps; "the more radical the revision of
cosmologies, the more conversion phenomena, and the more denigration of ritual"

--
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(Douglas, 1970: 145). People try to immerse themselves in a new way of thinking; they
"convert" and, as they do this, they denigrate the ritual which was implicit in their old
cosmology. Alienation can perhaps be understood as a stage of movement where one has
effectively undermined the ritual which held together his or her old story-map, but have
not been able to find a cohesive new "cosmology". The incompleteness of the move can
be seen when a person uses the structure and assumptions of his or her old system in
order to deconstruct it (for example using the Bible as evidence for the inadequacy of
Christianity in the modern world, or rational, logical argument to decry the absence of
intuitive "systems of knowing" in the pursuit of knowledge).
Douglas says of cosmologies, that "occasionally a major overhaul is necessary to
bring the obsolete set of views into focus with new times and new company. This is
conversion" (1970: 144). However, I would add that conversion may occur without
necessarily changing the basic structure of the story-map. In response to Jung's
complaint that Westerners were taking to Eastern spiritual traditions, Douglas replies :
there was no switch in logic, no betrayal of the principles of Protestantism in the
theosophist turning to exotic cultures, only a natural evolution ( 1970: 165).
She explains that the separation of "pure spirit from gross matter" was bound to result in
the Eucharist as a principle of the gospel.
Millennialism is also explored by Douglas as a consequence of social change, and
is likewise implicit within the logic of the story-map itself. Type A groups have
ephemeral group boundaries where the individual must compete ~f!d win or be counted as
"stupid". Those who cannot win are the fodder upon which millennial ideas and leaders
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feed. However both success and necessary failure are built into the story-map and, as the
millennial movement dies out, the society is left largely unchanged in its cosmology.
Movement between types can be seen in those persons or groups who are able to
reject old grid and group beliefs and replace it with others. Marginal people, hermits
living alone in the wilderness, or the "Bog Irish" of Douglas's work (Douglas, 1970: 37 53), find their place where neither grid nor group exert much influence. The person is
effectively exiled from "normal" society. The problem for the people is that, without the
rebuilding of a story-map, they become limited in their ability to interact socially and
communicate based on assumptions of shared beliefs and symbol sets. Some people at
"ground zero" live their life there (the hermit), others try to reestablish tradition (the Bog
Irish or Charismatic Christians) , and others evolve new grids and groups (through
interpretive drift, see below) based on notions with more utility in their lives, and more
amenable to their sense of identity (e.g. Goddess worshippers or witches).
Douglas's model , in particular, helps to explain important differences in the way
in which native and New Agers "authorize" (i.e. locate the authority for) their usage of
sweetgrass. The fact that native users tend to express this respect for authority in
speaking about their usage points to the persistence of traditional authorizations, even
though many of the ritual details of usage have changed. In many white Euro-American
cultural groups, the "authority " of use is grounded in the personal. "I feel it is right for
me" is a common form of authorization. Another is to vest authority in a group. "Whites
used it before" (referring to the reported use of sweetgrass in some northern European
white communities) was another justification of use .
The question of identity can also be illuminated by reference to grid and group.
The self in a native community continues to be understood and achieved through role and
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position. In white Euro-American culture, identity is predominately authenticated by the
selected application of group identities (through personal choice) or by an application of
moral or ethical systems. The self is detached from the relationships between people but
attached to the group. Therefore these people are manifestly concerned with "where they
belong", "what's right for them" and "what is authentic". For a native community this
type of personal authenticity tends not to be an issue (there is no question of their
Indianness; they are reminded of it daily by the dominant society). Authenticity and
identity are issues in modem white culture partly because of their response to the
conditions of modem life. However the presence of the concepts of authenticity and
identity in the Euro-American story-map provides the structure through which EuroAmericans can explore these personal questions. Native story-maps are different in
structure and therefore present different "issues". These tend to include the issues of
tradition and authority, and particularly "ways of knowing " and learning. These issues
are social questions.

Spheres of exchange
The contrasts between western and native story-maps can be further examined by
recourse to Paul Bohannan's work in his Social anthropology. Figure 3 illustrates some
of the basic assumptions of the two systems ("western" and "non-western") he speaks of
and the effects they have on the conceptualization of the world.
Bohannan starts with Polanyi's three basic modes of allocation or exchange .
These are reciprocity , redistribution and market exchange. Market exchange is the
"exchange of goods at prices determined by the law of supply and demand" and it
requires enforceable contract law (Bohannan, 1963: 231 ). Redistribution is "a systematic
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Figure 3
Spheres of exchan2e
western

non-western
(native)

work contrasts to play

work contrasts to laziness

isolated tasks, isolated from
social grouping

interdependence of tasks in immediate
social grouping

land as parcels

land as genealogical or social map

groups come into existence due to
proximity of parcels
(e.g. "neighborhoods")

the land map is defined by the presence of
the group
(e.g. tribe and tribal territory)

(adapted from Bohannan)
movement of goods toward an administrative center and their reallotment by the
authorities of the center" (ibid.). He says that this relies on a "socially recognized
hierarchical rank system with sufficient sanctions to be effective" (1963: 232).
Reciprocity is defined as involving "exchange of goods between people who are bound in
non-market, non-hierarchical relationships with one another. The exchange does not
create the relationship, but rather is part of the behavior that gives it content" (ibid.).
It must be understood that these are not totally mutually exclusive categories but
rather the interaction of the three systems of exchange define a society's economy.
Multicentric economies are ones in which "a society's exchangeaWe goods fall into two
or more mutually exclusive spheres, each marked by different institutionalizations and
different moral values" (1963: 243). The key point in Bohannan, is that in contrast to a

Continuity and change

139

market economy, non-market systems tend to consist of restricted spheres of exchange.
Only market systems such as the one the North-American economy is based upon, tend to
have unrestricted exchange.
Sweetgrass in a traditional native pattern falls into the system of exchange defined
as reciprocity. As such, it is antithetical to a market exchange; part of its meaning in a
reciprocity exchange sphere is to give content to the relationship between giver and
receiver. Tricia's comment, that you can not buy sweetgrass and Tom's "when you buy it
[you] lose some of its spirituality" , exemplifies this perfectly.
By contrast, in white communities sweetgrass is a commodity and does not fall
into any reciprocity-based spheres such as one finds in native culture. This is why , in
white society, it is permissible to buy and sell it, and one of the reasons why sweetgrass
sales are dominated by white people.
Yet we have seen the movement of sweetgrass into the market sector in native life
as well. Native people, as we have seen, do buy and sell it. However, according to
informants' descriptions when natives sell sweetgrass they primarily sell it for the white
market. Some of these people usually also give and receive sweetgrass, in the traditional
way (i.e. in a restricted sphere of exchange) amongst themselves. When natives do buy
sweetgrass it is usually because they have been removed from a traditional gifting circuit,
and if they can enter this circuit (as David has been doing) they no longer "feel it is right "
to purchase their sweetgrass from strangers.
In some cases sanctions are placed against the use of marketed sweetgrass. One
"old time elder" says it will harm the person who uses purchased sweetgrass. This
exemplifies the moral component so inseparable from spheres of restricted exchange,
which Bohannan discusses with reference to the Tiv. A pole reflection of this moral
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component is perhaps also discernible in the white ambiguity toward the "sacred
commodity" status of sweetgrass. So while Linda will buy and sell sweetgrass, she says
if she picked it herself should would not feel it was right to sell that grass. This implies
that to sell sweetgrass she herself had picked (and made the traditional offering for)
would reduce its moral or sacred value. This is equivalent to the reduction of the moral
or sacred value of sweetgrass in native communities when it is sold to white market
places.
The addition of sweetgrass to the market sector in native culture is undoubtedly an
indication of change but can perhaps best be understood in relation to the relative power
positions of whites, landless natives who buy sweetgrass, and native people who are still
in traditional sweetgrass networks. By selling sweetgrass to whites or to landless Indians,
natives are placing the buyers in a different moral sphere from themselves. The ethnic
identity of landless natives allows easier access to the traditional networks, whether
through distant or fictive kin, and hence access to traditional gifting networks. When
whole communities need to purchase sweetgrass because they no longer recognize it, as
was they case reported by Richard, it would be interesting to know whether they evolve
some ritual means by which to "purify" the grass so that it can take its traditional place as
an item controlled by the laws of reciprocity rather than by those of commodity. I
personally found no evidence of this , but such a procedure would make sense on
theoretical grounds, following Bohannan.
Whites on the other hand, pervasively treat sweetgrass as a commodity. Marion
states that, since people want it and she can supply it, that is reason enough in itself. For
a traditional native community this would not be enough of a justification for its
exchange. The spheres of exchange, illustrated here are what keep people bound to their
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relationships; the exchange of sweetgrass would presuppose a relationship between the
giver and receiver to contain and reproduce the meanings of sweetgrass in native culture.
In white culture, almost anything can be a commodity, that is, exchanged against
everything else. All the exchange requires is the transference of money .

Referential and constitutive language
Thus far in this chapter social aspects of the continuity and change of sweetgrass
use in contemporary society have been examined by reference to the models of grid,
group and spheres of exchange. In this section the emphasis will be upon the process
through which the individual's experience of sweetgrass use is communicated by
utterance or narratives of use. The intent here will be to reveal how meaning is attached
to experience, and how the notion of referential and constitutive language may explicate
both continuity and change.
The model I use, here concerned with understanding the process of how a
particular experience comes to have a particular meaning, comes from, but is not limited
to, the work of Stromberg in Language and self-transformation: Conversion narrative in

Charismatic Christianity. Stromberg starts with some basic "ground-rules": "language
always shapes the reality it describes" (1993: 2); and that the conversion narrative is
"efficacious because of the common sense assumptions about how language works "
(1993: 7).
Both of these are important points. By the first, Stromberg implies that meaning
is achieved through "languaging" and therefore it would follow that meaning is both
indexical and reflexive. This is established by the "work" the conversion narrative does
in addressing the contradictions that result from common sense assumptions. English
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Figure 4
Referential and constitutive language
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speakers, he says, "assume linguistic symbols - words - convey discrete and specific
meanings" (1993: 7). To Stromberg, the contradiction between the different, equally
important, meanings apparent in different contexts (i.e. Who am I?) creates contradictions
which are then resolved through the process of the conversion narrative.
"Referential meanings" are significant in their patterns of use. They are the
known, the predictable and the articulated. By referential Stromberg means, "to designate
communicative behavior that proceeds within the confines of the familiar" (1993 : 9).
Also, "when symbols are used in a manner that conveys a consensual meaning within a
community I will say those symbols are being used referentially" (1993: 9).
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Constitutive communications are those "in which one communicates by doing
something ... in which behaviors ... are visible as activities" (1993: 10). Constitutive
language is divided into two forms. Canonical language is that information which is
linked to "enduring aspects of nature, society or cosmos, and .. . encoded in apparently
invariant aspects of liturgical orders" (Ray Rappaport quoted by Stromberg: 12). It is
also the home of a common sense understanding and knowledge of the "core self"
(Stromberg's term).
The movement between raw experience and constitutive and referential language
creates the meaning/association an experience inhabits in the world of the individual.
Change occurs when a person must move beyond the known or the referential. Ritual can
be seen as an attempt to go beyond the boundaries of established certainty. That is, the
person reconstitutes the content of the referential via the metaphor or metonym and
through canonical language. For example, a woman dreams of picking sweetgrass; when
she awakes and remembers the dream, the process of movement from experience is
begun. The dream is written down or retold. The dream itself becomes a metaphor for
"authority to pick". As the "metaphoric becomes referential.. . mysterious behaviors come
to be replaced by religious convictions" (Stromberg, 1993: 14). The woman tells a friend
of her dream, articulating it in the (now) canonical language of her symbolic system. The
experience of the dream and the "spirit world" become expressed in the same terms . The
experience becomes referential when it becomes "religious conviction".
Informant: "I had a dream ... It means I can pick sweetgrass" .
Anthropologist: "Why does it mean that?"
Informant: "It just does. That's what dreams mean. "
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In the referential language of this informant, dreams are common-sensically attributed to
communication by spirits. In this way an experience comes to have an understandable
(and hence potentially shareable) referential meaning for the person in the context of a
social group.
This process - attaching experience to meaning through metaphor, metonym,
canon and referent - can be used to understand both the tenacity of attitudinal systems
evident in this research and to understand the changes in overt detail that do occur. Since
the process by which meaning is created is dependent on the already existent content of
the referential and canonical language, attitudes - the relationships between nodes of
common-sense knowledge in the referent - are inherently resistant to change. In the
examples in Stromberg's essay the people, rather than altering the nature of the
"conflicting aims" present in each person, "find" or "create" a new context in which the
conflicting aims (which have caused the personal pain) can be "understood" and thus
"bridged" (Stromberg, 1993: 53).
However, "old experiences" can take on new meanings . Stromberg gives an
example. "Bodily disturbance that was once called a 'neurotic' symptom - an hysterical
paralysis - may be reconceived as a constitutive behavior communicating an
unacknowledged aim" ( 1993: 28). In this way the familiar understanding and
relationships between "known" meanings of referential terms (e.g. woman , mother,
virgin) can be shifted and hence the general "shape" of the referential network of
concepts, which informs the indexical possibilities for any word's usage, changes. This ,
if taken far enough, would result in a paradigm shift.
Resistance to change is obvious both in native and white informants. Native
people who take literally the explanation, "sweetgrass smoke carries our voice to the
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Creator" still maintain the meanings and relationships between meanings carried by a
referential language which allows this to be literally true. In general, white EuroAmerican culture does not allow for this to be literally true and so Susan, Virginia and
Barbara talk rather about its "symbolic meaning", its "calming effect" , its action as a
"medium", even though each one of these individuals is aware of "what sweetgrass does"
from the native point of view. In effect, these white people have an experience of
sweetgrass, translate it through the referential/constitutive process and create a new
meaning for sweetgrass, which resembles the native one. In other words, these
individuals assimilate new pieces of knowledge or ritual, but maintain their own storymaps which have not been significantly changed in Douglas's terms. And even though in
personal terms, this shift in focus is often stated as giving the "convert" a sense of
transcendence and fundamental change, the ethnographic data suggest that often their
fundamental assumptions (i.e. story-maps) have remained the same.
Change, or the "rewriting" of "old experiences" occurs when the canon or
referential language is sufficiently changed to create what Gerhart calls a "paradigm
shift". This (in her terms) involves a substantial reworking of the nodes of knowledge
and the relationships between those nodes. In this case the person shifts the story-map,
by reference to which she operates, significantly enough that it is often obvious in speech
and behavior and this inevitably impacts upon all that person's social relationships. An
example of this can be found in Marian's account. Compared to other white informants,
she shows distinct differences in her "approach to life". For example she asks the plant
for its life (not the general "mother earth" common in other informants) and most
importantly, she waits for an answer, and gets one. None of the neophyte practitioners
did this. Although less obvious, other examples include her reluctance to remove tree
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stumps Uust because they are in the way) or move rocks (for the same reason). She says
they have a life and a reason for being there. She does not simply practise this when she
does "magic" or "ritual" but rather, she has incorporated this concept of universal life as
part of her daily affairs . This contrasts sharply to a group of white New Agers who
participated in an earth-ways workshop but still plant their "wild spaces" (i.e. their
gardens and cottage landscapes).

Ritual attitude
In Structure and function in primitive society, Radcliffe-Brown says that "there is
a 'ritual relation' between persons and their totem. There exists a certain relation
whenever a society imposes on its members a certain attitude towards an object, which
attitude involves some measure of respect expressed in a traditional mode of behavior
with reference to that object.. . every society adopts, and imposes upon its members,
towards certain objects, this attitude of mind and behavior which I am calling ritual
attitude" (Radcliffe-Brown, 1952: 123). While Radcliffe-Brown conceptualizes ritual
attitude as simply "imposed upon " people by their society, I am using the term with the
understanding that, although story-maps are to a large extent imposed on its members by
the process of socialization, there is also a significant component of personal creativity,
flexibility and interpretation of events and meaning possible. A mechanism by which
change can occur was discussed in the section on constitutive and referential language.
Despite the possibility of change, the endurance of story-maps is obvious from the
data presented in this thesis. Ritual attitude is one of the things that gives story-maps
their ability to incorporate and "make fit" new experiences, aspects of material culture
and ritual. Ritual attitude can be visualized as a general set of "knowledge" and the
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relationships between those nodes of knowledge; ritual attitude informs the practice of
repetitive behavior. In practice, ritual attitude can be said to be that part of the story-map
which a person calls upon when involved in ritual behavior. It is discernible through
utterance, behavior and ritual narratives .
In a great number, and I believe probably in all , of the societies where man
depends entirely or largely on the hunting of wild animals and the collection of
wild plants, where they have no form of totemism or not, the animals and plants
are made objects of the ritual attitude. This is done frequently , though perhaps
not quite universally, in mythology, in which animal species are personified and
regarded as ancestors or culture heroes . It is done also by a mass of customs
relating to animals and plants. This system of ritual and mythological relations
between man and natural species can be best studied in non-totemic peoples such
as the Eskimo or the Andaman Islanders. In such societies we find that the
relation between the society and the natural species is a general one, all the most
important animals and plants being treated as in some way sacred (either in ritual
or in mythology) and some being regarded as more sacred than others, but any
single species being equally sacred to every member of the whole community .
The ritual attitude of the Andaman Islanders towards the turtle, of Californian
Indians to the salmon , of the peoples of North America and northern Asia to the
bear, constitutes a relation between the whole society and the sacred species
(Radcliffe-Brown, 1952: 126).

Ritual attitude is, by its nature, amorphous and ill-defined by the people who carry
its precepts. In Stromberg's terms it would fall into the common-sense (referential ) view
of the world. People may not be able to adequately verbalize why any particular species
is sacred; it would be more likely that they would express what it does for them, or relate
the mythological basis for its place in their lives. Such a case is sweetgrass . When I
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asked native people, who have a ritual relationship with sweetgrass, why sweetgrass is
important, they occasionally answer with the origin story of sweetgrass, which tells how
it came to be given to people by the spirits, or they told me that it takes their prayers to
the Creator.
As has been established, in order to attach meaning to a new experience, a person
must relate the experience to the constitutive and referential language s/he has in place.
This process affects what meaning will be associated with what event. Since all
experience, in order to be communicated (either to one's self or to others), must pass
through the filters of metaphor, metonym, canon and referent, it follows that ritual, which
is at base, a communicative activity, must also be subject to these processes. Ritual
attitude is a consequence of this meaning-development, through metaphor, metonym,
constitutive and referential language. What one reacts to, what one sees as meaningful,
and how one acts towards ritual objects is largely "imposed upon" persons by the cultural
development of language and behavioral training. This is not changed simply by taking
on someone else's ritual; rather the ritual is more likely to be changed to "fit" the already
existing ritual attitude.

Some elements in the Euro-American story-map
The major emphasis in current Euro-American society seems to be on the role of
play and the individual production of experience, as opposed to the tradition spoken of in
native society. This emphasis can be seen most clearly in the work on tourism and
tourists. MacCannell says of tourist attractions and tourism, "cultural productions
provide a base for the modern community, they give rise to a modern form of alienation
of individuals interested only in the model of the life-style, and not in the life it
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represents" (1973: 32, my emphasis). The role of tradition in modem society "remains
embedded in modernity but in a position of servitude: tradition is there to satisfy
nostalgic whims or to provide coloration or perhaps a sense of profundity for a modern
theme" (MacCannell, 1973: 34). Tradition here means something very different from
tradition as a set of social relationships . Although the sense of alienation and perceived
absence of authenticity that drives Euro-American people to seek "the authentic
experience" in another group is often talked about as "the major social issue of our
times", it nevertheless seems that the tourisitic experience is one which Euro-Americans
seek in increasing numbers . "This emerging mind is bent on expanding its repertoire of
experiences, and on avoidance of any specialization that threatens to interrupt the search
for aJternatives and novelty" (MacCannell, 1973: 34). With reference to the white
research population, I have used the term "spiritual tourists" . The very flexibility,
uncertainty, and amorphous nature of roles, relationships to others and t~ the group,
(characteristic of (post-) modern society), which created the need for an "authentic
experience" also maintains the touristic nature of the spiritual seeker. The detachment of
form from life-style that MacCannell talks about is the same function of dissociation of
concept from experience that is so characteristic of the Euro-American story-map. This
detachment means that Beth can simply start using sweetgrass and syncretize it with her
practice of Christianity , even though the two systems are antithetical in concept and ritual
attitude. She takes the form rather than the experience (garnered through life-style) that
informs it.
As many of the white informants have stated in the course of this research , their
"road to enlightenment" went through many different cultural forms of spiritual
knowledge and understanding. When they found something they liked, they imported it
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into an eclectic set of practices and concepts; but, as we have found, they did not bring its
original meaning, which is inextricably bound to certain social contexts, along with it.
Rather they applied their own story-map to it and metonymically enriched their own set
of symbols.
In this way, developing differences in the Euro-American notions about what
constitutes "reality" has paradoxically produced the "world-view creating the group"
phenomenon that MacCannell attributes to the (post-) modem life-style (MacCannell,
1973: 30). This leads to the current state of overlapping and uncertain states of identity in
North American society. Since the structures which have, in the past, acted as the
referents to which the Euro-American individual made his identity known, are breaking
down (according to Douglas), we are in the position of having no clear ground rules for
how to answer "Who am I?" . The work of postmodem social scientists, and others have
documented this trend in alienation (Roszak, 1964; Marcuse, 1964). The constant and
rapid rise and decline of various new religious groups, New Age communities, and other
innovative expressions of groupness are a result of this trend.
In a social system like this, it is critical to have a group to which one can belong.
The crisis of identity which Northrop Frye notes in some of his work, is a crisis because
our story-map leads us to "know" that identity is found by relating to the group and at the
same time, many of our old group boundaries are breaking down (in particular, nation
and neighborhood). Because of this concomitant breakdown of both group and grid
(through the questioning of the authority of science for example) in Western society,
MacCannell says that "the differentiation that gives meaning is no longer in man [versus]
society as in the work of Marcuse and Habermas but rather in the dialectics of
authenticity" (MacCannell, 1973: 146). However, since North American society has yet
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failed to find an alternative mode of establishing identity, they still try to find it in groups.
The stress of these contradictions are strongly felt. As Stromberg mentions, people often
try to handle these contradictions through the conversion experience and narrative. All
over North America people are "converting" to a touristically-based relationship with the
world and all its inhabitants, whether secular or sacred. According to MacCannell "our
society hasn't fallen apart at the seams from all the undoing because 'tourists' are busy
stitching it all up again" (1973: 15). From this argument it would seem that spiritual
tourists rather than being a "plague of damned colonizers" as I have heard them called,
are instrumental in the initial stages of the development of new content for the canon and
referent which informs our communication. Consequently spiritual tourists are busy
trying out new "contents", stitching them into their story-map, and creating an endless
new stream of groups to which they can narrate their touristic experiences, and eventually
creating, perhaps, a broadened and enriched "natural evolution" of the shared canon that
are encoded in ritual attitude. They are, literally, "canon fodder".
One's responsibility in this situation is inevitably to one's self. The overwhelming
importance of individuality is a consequence of this social structure. So who one is, is
found, not in another's life or in a matrix of social relations, but rather in one's own
"interior", attached to emergent groups. One expresses this through "belonging". The
emphasis on the ego explains why superficial, hollow forms , which are to be filled with
their own content, and not substantive relations, are important. These people are looking
for mirrors, not other lives.
The dualistic nature of the Euro-American story map, likewise, has consequences
for how they see the environment as well as themselves. The separation of concept and
experience follows the mind-body opposition which is so central to post-enlightenment
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western philosophy. But more importantly, it also creates certain behavior patterns. The
controllability of the world, and the conception of the Earth as a resource, is one
consequence. Douglas notes that this particular story-map develops its own notions of
"purity and danger" as well as notions of evil. The general condition of Western thought
assumes a pure state of being that underlies the reality of experience (Platonic ideals are
still very much present in Euro-American society!). As Stromberg points out the idea of
the "core self" is such a notion; that the true self can be uncovered and brought to light, is
an example of the influence of the "pure concept" as opposed to "the experience of life".
Another extension of this element of the Euro-American story-map is that there "should",
somewhere, sometime, be an authentic, true society. "There is everywhere, including in
our sociology, a repressive, encircling urge, movement or idea that everyone ought to be
coming together in a moral consensus" (MacCannell, 1973: 34). Most New Age belief
systems are built on universalizing ideas of this sort. The Michael handbook, a book
which is a popular and current expression of a New Age ."grand scheme" of life and soul
development, shows how the Universe and everyone in it works, and the Seth material ,
another immensely popular, available series of books, "channeled" (i.e. authored) by Jane
Roberts, does much the same. Most of these groups offer to show the new participant
"how it really works" . The statements of the white informants in this paper fits in well
with this. In the process of incorporating new elements, if pressed, Euro-American New
Agers will tend to come up with a meta-narrative to explain how the whole thing fits
together in an all-encompassing grid.

Continuity and change

153

Metaphor and metonym
In the Introduction, metaphor and metonym were briefly introduced and defined.
In this opening argument, it was suggested that native culture would tend to be
metaphorical in nature and that Western culture, including the New Age, would tend to
be metonymical in reference to ritual attitude and story-maps. I am not suggesting that
native societies do not use other associative methods, for example metonym, but only that
the emphasis of meaning communication is predominantly by the associative principles
of metaphor. Metaphor acts to enlarge the world. It associates many levels of meaning
and attributes of many things (both concrete and not) at the same time. Metaphor is
bounded only by the cultural limits of systems of shared symbols and metaphorical
meaning. These cultural limits are the same limits imposed on the person by the "edges"
of his or her story-map.

In native social life this manifests itself as the primacy of the

story as a teaching device, and also explains why a native person can not "answer" a
question like, "What does coyote mean?". (This is a typical question asked by New Age
seekers of native elders) In my experience, this question is either met with a shrug,
silence, or as someone told me once, "You go hunt for him, then you'll know". Coyote
acts as a metaphor, it constellates meanings and attributes from many different elements
in the environment of the native person. More importantly, Coyote constellates and
makes meaningful the experiences of both the individual and the narratives of
experience shared by others in her group. Coyote, then, is a metaphor for a set of actions
as they were played out in the world. This makes the question, "What does Coyote
mean?" impossible to answer with anything resembling accuracy, and it places the
questioner squarely in the role of non-Indian.
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The consequences to the story-map, in native culture are profound. As discussed
in chapter two, authority structures tend to be "horizontal" rather than "vertical" in nature;
learning is achieved through experience; and "true knowledge" is that which one has
experienced oneself. The emphasis on these factors with the metaphorical tendency of
the culture, create meanings, with these "structures" as a "given".
Metonym is an associative principle by which a larger concept or object is
"known" by an attribute of that concept or object. One of the most important qualities of
metonym as opposed to metaphor is that it is bounded by the sphere of life in which it
operates. That is, in the case of speaking in tongues, the glossalia are a metonym for the
Holy Ghost (Poewe, 1989: 364, 367). It has meaning only in relationship to the religious
sphere of life and only in direct relationship to the Holy Ghost. Metaphor, (Coyote,
already illustrated, is a good example), associates from many spheres (if not all) at one
time through a series of correspondences which are "built into" high-grid cosmologies.
One of the consequences of metonym is to bind and limit experience. Another is
to emphasize the primacy of the question as the "correct" way to teach. This contrasts to
native cultures which emphasize the story, as mentioned above. According to Poewe,
"Charismatic Christians have a metonymic structure of religious experience" (Poewe,
1989: 362). The "personal relationship" with God is based on the body, the world, and
universe [as] a language of signs" ( 1989: 366). The signs, rather than being metaphorical,
are metonymical. Although she points out that the new schema of these people includes
an emphasis on experience, imagination, and "knowing how" models (rather than
cognition, emotion, and propositional models of knowledge) it would seem, from
Stromberg's work, that conversion and surrender do not change the basic assumptions or
attitudes. Rather, the conversion experience translates the basic assumptions into a form
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consistent with the person's evolving story-map, but incorporating new signs. Poewe
says that, the "whole history (be it personal, natural, or cosmic) consist[s] of signs"
( 1989: 367). But, using Stromberg and Douglas, the signs still point to the same basic
assumptions and the same square on the grid-and-group map. This looks very similar in
appearance to the process of inclusion practiced by the white New Agers in this research.
Metonym is the process par excellence by which the inconsistencies in the postmodern
world are bridged.
The emphasis on metonym is thus an increasingly important part of Western
society. This seems to be another example of Mary Douglas's "natural evolution" of the
preceding attitudinal traits. The consequence of dualism, or mind-body splitting, of the
break down of cohesive systems of identity, would seem to indicate a parallel narrowing,
limiting and binding of meaning associations. The systems are still highly creative, as
Poewe remarks, but they are substantially different from those of native culture. The
question raised by this argument (and implicitly by Young using Vico's cyclic evolution,
as discussed in the Introduction) is whether metonym is a "system of thought" by itself, or
rather, is it a transitional stage leading to a new metaphoric system?
A final comment on the notion of adepts in contrast to spirtiual tourists: although ,
without fail all the white persons who are represented in this thesis show strong elements
of the traditional Euro-American story-map, I would like to suggest that the changes that
are evident in the transition from spiritual tourist to adept (as exemplified by the
differences between Pat and Marion) are best understood by the notion of "interpretive
drift". This theory was presented by Luhrmann in her book The Witches' craft.
The central idea of interpretive drift is the idea that, although action may be
guided by belief, it is also sometimes the case that "belief can be guided by action "

Continuity and change

156

(Luhrmann, 1989: 310). The very practice of new forms of ritual may lead to a
concomitant shift in belief. Magical practice of witches or Goddess worshippers, which
Luhrmann deals with in her book, is the classic example of the action of interpretive drift.
Luhrmann describes it this way:
As the newcomer begins to practice, he becomes progressively more skilled at
seeing new patterns in events, seeing new sorts of events as significant, paying
attention to new patterns... interpretive drift involves a shift in what one wants to
call belief - at least, a shift in the types of assertions about the world which a
practitioner will defend, and the assertions the observer might infer from practice
and conversation. By the concept of interpretive drift, I mean to identify the
adoption of something like a theory, or a least a significant shift in the
interpretation of events (1989: 312).
Luhrmann compares this process of change to the conversion experience. She
describes Kuhn's gestalt-shift, in which the scientist is suddenly able to see "through new
eyes". A problem, long faced and long intractable, is suddenly resolved through the
agency of a sudden conversion of "sight" as a result of being actively involved in a quest.
Religious conversions have been recorded as following a similar pattern. Stromberg's
work on the conversion narratives of Charismatic Christians appears to indicate a similar
"sudden understanding" or "sudden acceptance" of their "relationship to God", however
he notes that the narrative itself is the agency through which the conversion experience
takes its ongoing power in the lives of the individuals. Luhrmann notes that "Cardinal
Newman [once] wrote that there are no sudden conversions. The appearance of one was
merely a sudden realization that one had already become a believer, through hard work"
(Luhrmann, 1989: 311 ).
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Luhrmann emphasizes that interpretive drift does not result in a sudden religious
conversion. Perhaps a crucial difference, between conversion and interpretive drift, is the
consciousness necessary to learn and put into practice what are essentially alien rituals
and patterns of behavior. Of change through interpretive drift, Luhrmann says:
No dramatic moment pivots this shift into another sort of normalcy. From
the outside it seems as if new magical practitioners accept a set of beliefs, and a
set of practices based upon those beliefs, which is significantly at odds with
conventionally assumed ideas and actions. But there is no clearly marked
threshold, no singly persuasive incident, no new explanation of anomalous
events, that catalyses the movement away from some more commonly acceptable
manner of viewing the world (Luhrmann, 1989: 311 ).

The significance of interpretive drift for the interpretation of the data presented in
chapters three and four is primarily useful in understanding the experiences of the
spiritual adepts in the study. For example, Marion , although demonstrably still working
with some of the basic patterns and assumptions of the Euro-American story-map, has
made a discernible movement in some of her beliefs and practices which is not standard
or commonplace in the dominant society. In relating a picking expedition she describes
her unwillingness to part with her earrings as an offering to the plant she intended to pick
(see pages I 08-109). She did pick the plants but felt constrained to promise to "pay
later". When she left the prairie, where she had been picking, she found she had lost her
earrings. Her literal belief that "the prairie took them" and her consequent inability to
find sweetgrass, because "it hides from her", indicates an import':!]-t shift in the
perception of the world as a conscious and active life form. This is an example of
interpretive drift, where the actions of the practitioner over time, and the interpretation of
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the events of the world, have shifted from the commonplace pattern of the original
culture's story-map. However, this drift does not necessarily indicate a final and radical
shift away from all of the base assumptions of the person's original cultural context,
although judging from discussions about "alienation" with some informants, it may
appear that way to the practitioner. In other words, although Marion demonstrates
interpretive drift away from the standards of belief and behavior in the original EuroAmerican story-map, there is not a shift into the story-map of Native Americans, despite
certain similarities in the details of belief.

Continuity and change
Both continuity and change can be seen in the use of sweetgrass by native and
white people. The influence of the story-map that a person is socialized into profoundly
affects the incorporation of new rituals or ritual elements, such as sweetgrass, into the
practice of any person. Our dependence on metaphor and metonym as narrative
procedures to "translate" raw experience into canon and referent, must by its nature,
define experience. In this process , experience is modeled by the history of the
development of the cultural canon and referent. Stephen Greenblatt, in Marvelous

Possessions, writes "that cultures tend to have fantsically powerful assimilative
mechanisms, mechanisms that work like enzymes to change the ideological composition
of foreign bodies" (Greenblatt, 1991: 4 ). It is not surprising then that sweetgrass takes on
a new meaning when it enters into white ritual.
Change, however, does occur. Most commonly, it takes the form of Douglas'
"natural evolution" , gradually transforming the pieces of knowledge that inform the ritual
attitude of its adherents, but without substantially changing the relationships between the
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nodes of knowledge. Enough of the basic assumptions stay the same, so that we can
identify an intellectual ancestor. Interpretive drift however, works through conscious
application of new behaviors to change enough of the beliefs that a "new ancestor" is
often created to take the place of the old one, lost in the "drift".
Despite the obvious possibility of change, it appears true that however far we
change we will never become someone else. White practitioners seem never to become
natives, and natives, seem not to become white. They may change so that they are easily
distinguishable from their ancestors, but they will never have the history or the story-map
which makes the other who they are.
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The biology of Heirochloe

Hierochloe is a genus belonging to the family of grasses called Gramineae.
Hierochloe belongs to Phalaridea, the 17th tribe of Graminae. In this tribe there are six
genera (Hitchcock, 1935: 710-712, 730). This appears to be the most commonly
accepted taxonomy for the various plants properly called sweetgrass.
There are other botanical designations for this plant. It has been named variously,

Savastana, Torresia and Anthxanthum. For example, in Flora of the Rocky Mountains
and Adjacent Plains (Rydberg: 1917), Hierochloe is found under the genus designation
Torresia (R&P) but with notation of its other designations, including Hierochloe (GMel).
Originally the plant was designated by Carl Linne (Linnaeus) in Species

Plantarum as Holcus in the 1753 publication. However the plant was renamed and
taxonomically reassigned by J.G. Gmelin, a German scientist, in the publication of his

Flora Sibirica, published between 1747 and 1769.
In the literature, the genus name Hierochloe· has also been attributed to Robert
Brown who catalogued thousands of plants in the Southern hemisphere. However his
work Prodromus florae Novae Hollandia was not published until 1810, many years after
Gmelin's death. Also, in the first edition copy of Prodromus, Hierochloe is attributed to
Gmelin, the reference reading: Hierochloe. Gmel. sib.1.p.101.
The name Hierochloe is significant; it means holy grass in Greek. Gmelin (17091755) came from Ttibingen in Germany. In 1733 he left with the second Kamtschatka
expedition, which was to be a survey of the Arctic coasts of Russia and America,
northern Japan and the Bering Straits. His expedition left from St. Petersburg on 3
August 1733 and made a series of botanic sweeps over many years; Gmelin didn't return
to St.Petersburg until February 1743. The findings of these expeditions were published in
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Flora Siberica, in which the genus Hierochloe first appears (Coats, 1969: the source for
most of this material).
To some Northern Europeans "holy grass" had both sacred and secular uses. In

Flora of Trams Fylke, Peter Benum notes that the local name for Hierochloe is Marigras;
it had been dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Gray's Manual states that, "these sweet scented
grasses (were) strewn before church-doors on saints' days in the North of Europe"
(Fernald, 1950: 186). Sweetgrass also had its secular uses. Apparently, "European
peasants attach to this plant some mysterious power of inducing sleep and that bunches of
the leaves are sold in the North of Europe to be suspended in sleeping rooms" (Francis,
1912: 98). The same author relates a tale of agriculturists who tried to feed it to cows to
sweeten their milk, but apparently the cows did not like it.
Geographically, Hierochloe is a widely distributed plant genus. It grows in both
hemispheres. In the southern hemisphere, according to Flora of Tierra del Fuego,

Hierochloe grows throughout Fuegia, Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, the Falkland Islands,
New Zealand and Australia (Moore, 1983: 304). In the northern hemisphere (see maps 2
and 3) Hierochloe is circumboreal in distribution (Hulten, 1986). Its various species

grow over a good deal of Europe and North America and in Japan and Russia (Ohwi,
1965; Polunin, 1969; Hulten, 1986; Bentham, 1945) (see Maps 2 and 3).
In Canada and the United States, the area of concern for this thesis, there are two
major species, H. odorata and H. alpina. H. odorata [(L.) Whlbg., FI.Ups. (1820) p.32]
is the species primarily used in North America by native people as a sacred incense. This
may be due to the fact that its vegetative zone overlaps the ethnographic area occupied by
the Plains Indians, the primary users of the plant (see Map 1). .
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The species H. odorata is a "perennial sweet-smelling grass, with flat cauline
leaves and small panicle of broad spikelets 3 - 6 cm. tall. This grass grows from creeping
rhizomes ... " (Scott-Brown, 1977: 96), since the seeds tend to be sparse and infertile. Its
local habitat includes damp meadows, low places in forested areas, along stream margins;
it does not appear to grow in standing water (Pepoon, 1927). Its scent is caused by the
presence of the chemical coumarin (Johnston, 1970: 306-307). It has no hallucinatory
properties. According to Alex Johnson, in an excerpt from McClintock, "Grass is the
head chief of everything" (Johnson, 1970: 307). Certainly grass would be important to
people who rely heavily on game animals and this is reflected in some of the ceremonial
practices found in Native traditions. Hierochloe is a widely used grass in Native North
America; it has technological, medicinal and spiritual uses (Keric, 1975: 12; Hodge,
1912: 604; Brown, 1970: 149-151 ; Hart, 1976; Moerman, 1986: 225; Hellson, 1974).
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Illustration 15
Hierochloe
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Distribution of Hierochloe, North America
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Map2
Distribution of Hierochloe odorata. circumpolar
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Map3
Distribution of Hierochloe alpina, circumpolar
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Illustration 16
Information sheet produced by nursery selling sweetgrass
GBOWING SWEET GBASS FOB INCENSE BRAIDS AND BASKETRY
Sweet Crass is an aroaatic, cool.:aeaaon perennial
growins 10 to 24 inches hiSh and apreadins about 2
feet per year by undersround rhizoaea. It • natural
habitat is wetlands, prairies, and savannaa in wet and
aeaic (aediua aoiature) aoile, Its natural ranse is
Greenland to Alaaka, eouth to New Jereey, Ohio, Iowa
and Arizona and also in Eurasia, It can be found in
all parts of Hinneaota and Wisconsin and in the
northern third of Illinois,
Hany "1orth American indigenous cultures burned
sweet grass in cere..oniea to invite the presence of
1ood apiri t •,
The Dakota nuie for sweet grass is
1oachan1a; Oiu.ha ia Pezhezonata; Winnebaso is Hanuska;
and the Pawnee na11e is Kataru.
In the past, the • cientific nB111ea Torreaia odorada
and Sava • tana odorada have been used,

PLANTING SIT£
Sweet graea prefers rich, .. oiat soil but will grow
in al• oat any • oil that receives a ainb1u• of half a
day of sun, Sandy, well-drained sites will require
• ulch and -terins durins times of low rainfall, Add
coeipoat to sandy or clay soil •,
The preferred pH
range is 6 to 8,

SIT£ PR£PARA TION AND CONTAINMENT
Work • oil a • you would to prepare a garden,
Ili • inate existins vesetation, includin1 all roots.
Choosing a eite in an area away froa other sarden
rlanting • can be leas work to establish, If the
rlanting site i • within or borders other sarden area •
that you do not wi • h the sweet 1raa • to spread int.,,
the site • uat have • oae sort of barrier, One •ethod is
to use a e011bination double barrier,
First, a 10" deep ed1in1 is buried around the
outaide of the plantin1 site, Calvanized, painted
-tal, or elu• inu• flaahint can, if properly
installed, work wel I. Start ins with 12" wide
flaahinl, he• the top 1/2" by bendin1 the aetal back
on iteelf to avoid havint a sharp ed1e, On the bottoa
~se, bend a 1-1/2" wide 90 degree angle flange, This
bend will help prevent edgins froa frost heaving,
Overlap, caulk, and pop-rivet Any se-s to prevent the
•weet graae froa penetrating the barrier, D11 a
trench and install this barrier eo the top edge
rrotrudee about l" above ground level. This depth
will allow a layer of additional • ulch after planting,
Secondly, a 4' wide pathway around the outside of
thia ed1in1 can be constructed by re• ovinl several
inches of • oil, layin1 down plaetic, and coverin1 with
sand, pea 1ravel, sawdust, woodchips, pavin11 atone, or
brick, If eweet 1raee rhizoaee do 1et by the ed1in1,
they will· not be able to co..e up throush plaatic,
If the plantin1 site is within a aoved lawn keepinl
the -eet 1rasa contained is not the probl-, ae it
will be 90wed if it • pread •, but rather keepin1 lawn
1rae11ee out of the sweet grass, In this situation a
~-6" deep edgin1 material available froa sarden supply

outlets should be sufficient,
necessary,

A pathway ie not

SPACING
A • pacing of l'xl' will fill in eolid in 1 year,
while 2'x2' takes 2 years and 3'x3' takes 3 year • ,
You
harvest each year even if you use the wider
initial apacin!, For each 64 sq.ft, area (8'x8') you
will need the following:
l'xl' spacins
49 tranaplanta
2 'x2 • spacing • 16 transplants
3'x3' apacin1
9 treneplanta

••Y

PLANTING TIM£
If using potted plants, trenaplenting any time
durins the growins eeaaon will work, although it is
beet to avoid late fall as plants • ey not have enough
ti • e to eatabliah new root • to help wit~tand frostheavin&, lf using "field grown" plants (es available
fro• Prairie Hoon Nuraery), plantins times are Sprins
(April let to Hay 15th) and Fell (October 1st to
Nov~ber 10th),

MULCH
Apply • ulch after planting, Do not allow any weed •
to bec:oae established, At Prairie t1oon we use a 2"
thick layer of eawduet. Since eawduat will cause a
temporary nitrogen ahortase, spread co.post or a high
nitrogen eubstance before •ulchin1 and foliar feed
with fiah eaulaion if leaves look yellow,

HARVEST
If aweet srasa receive • adequate rainfall or
irrigation, it will actively 1row froa 11prin1 to fell,
Rarvestin1 can take place in either· • ua• er or early
fall, !arly harvest • ay be • ore aromatic, but leaves
will be shorter, !xperi-nt with different harveet
ti .. •s. Watch for foliase aterting to 10 donaant,
Leaves will li1hten in color a • they bleach fro• the
sun and loae • oae of their scent, Coaplete the
harve • t by thi • ti• e,

DRYING
As you are cutting, tie areas in bundle •
Arproxi • ately 1-1/2" in dia• eter (rubber bend• work
well for thie) and han1 in a dry, ventilated area out
of direct • unlisht,

BRAIDING
Before braiding, reconetitute bundles by aub• er1in1
in water only until thorou1hly aoiatened, but no
longer, Wrap • oiatened bundles in a da• p towel for et
leaet 15 • inute • to allow -ter to be absorbed, It ie
beet not to • oiaten • ore graae than you can work with
in 1-2 hour • tl • e,
~raid when pliable and place in • uitable area to
dry once a1ain,
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