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Playing games was a favorite pastime among the In-
dions at Fort St. Joseph and throughout New France when
they were not at war. Because they were at play during
the majority of their free time, it is relevant to analyze
this portion of their life in order to beiter understand the
personality of the Indians at Fort St. Joseph and the
Northwest Territory. The object, then, of this article ig
two-fold: first, to gain an insight into the cultural and
social life of the Indians at the Fort and in New France;
and, secondly, te examine the function of these games in
the everyday life of the Potwatamie and Miami Indians
who inhabited the region which is the lecation of present
day Niles, Michigan. With these two objectives in mind, it
is necessary to first define the games of LaCrosse, Dish,
Straws, and gambling games which were the most
common to the Indians in this Southwestern tip of
Michigan. Then, evaluate the purposes of these garmes
which preoccupied the Indians ouiside of war.

One of the most common games played by the Indians in
New France was a stick and ball game called LaCrosse by
French explorers and Baggatataway by the Indians, It
was played from Canada to Florida and West to the Great
Plains. Thus, the Indians at Fort St. Joseph were no ex-
ception to this gaming trend in New France. LaCrosse, in
addition to its significance as the most prominent game in
the Northwest, is important because it links ihe Jesuit
missionaries with the Indians in the “Diinels Country.”
Pierre de Charlevoix, the famed French Jesuit explorer
and cartographer of new France and North America,

“coined the name LaCrosse in 1705, and it stuck. He named

it LaCrosse because the curved sticks used by the Indians
while playing the game reminded him of the cross which
the bishops wore around their necks. Ever since,
LaCrosse has been the name of the game.
Charlevoix gives a concise account of a game of
LaCrosse when he described a match that he viewed at the
St. Joseph River among the Miami Indians. Each player
equipped hirnself with two “crosses”, which consisted of a
staft with a great curve at the end, which was laced like a

Game of ‘Straws’ was popular

racket. The ball they used in playing was of wood and
resembled a turkey’s egg.

The racket was generally three feet long and twe inches
wide. The hoop which formed the racket was twelve in-
ches in circumference. In the hooped area, two strings
were fastened sufficiently enough to catch a ball. These
strings were made of small roots of spruce trees and the
stick of deerskin. Although the game was basicaily the
same, there were slight differences in the way Indians
played the game, even among Indians in close
geographical proximity. For example, the Potawatomies
used a wooden ball; the Miamis often used a deerskin or
rawhide ball about the size of a tennis ball. It was stuffed
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send the ball across the houndary of his team’s goal post..
If it fell to the ground, the player endeavored to graw the
ball towards hirnself and his crosses, If the ball was sent
outside the crowd of players, the jocks of the time tried to
retrieve it, therefore gaining distinction and public
recognition.
- At first appearance, it might seem as though LaCrosse
matches would be relatively short-lived, However, that
was not the case. Says Charlevoix, speaking of the Miamis
al Fort St. Joseph: ““The savages are 50 adroit at catching
the ball with their crosses that these games sometimes
last several days in succession.”

While playing, the Miamis and the Potawatomies
generaily wore only a tight cloth around their loins, except

for the grant maiches. Then, when Indizns played tribe

against tribe or nation against nation, they painted their

faces and bodies and decorated themselves with hird

feathers of various colors. Often, the players wore a tail
projecting from the small of the back, made of dved white
horsehair, or dyed quills of porcupines. In addition, the
players sometimes wore & mane or neck of horsehair dyed
various colors. The Potawatomies always wore maooc-
casins while playing LaCrosse.

However, the players were not the only ones who
dressed up for these important LaCrosse occasions. The
squaws and children also assernbled on the plain selected
for the match, dressed in the guadiest of feathers and
beadwork. The squaws of each side kept the goods which
were invariably staked on the result of the mateh. They
generally squatted on the ground in litile picturesgue
groups and placed bets with one another on the sutrome of
the game. Even children wagered their toys at such
matches. '

Not only the people, but the LaCrosse equipment, were
decked out for the grand occasions. Indians often oi-
namented the hoop of the LaCrosse stick and the handle
Wilth small feathers or tufts of hair painted or dyed varions
colors. :

All of the betting, ornamentation, smd compelition in-
dicates the seriousness of the Indizns while playing
LaCrosse. They would strike one another in their effort to
ward the ball in the desired direction. A spectator could
hear the noise they made in siriking one another while
trying to ward off the blows of their opponents, while, at
the same time, they tried to guide the ball in the ap-
propriate direction. If a player would keep a ball hetween
his feet without letting it escape, he had also to iry and
avoid the blows that his adversaries placed upon his feet.
Wounded players were of little concern to thess early
sports enthusiasts. It was not unusual for players to get
broken legs or arms or even killed during & match of
LaCrosse. It was cormmon to ses them crippled for the rest
of their lives a la grace their competitive efforts during &
match,

LaCrosse was played seriously for other reasons than
for reasons of tribal competition or exercise, however,
For example, a game of ball was the strategy by which old
Fort Mackinaw was taken from the English during the
Pontiac uprising in 1763. The Indians challenged the
British to a game of LaCrosse; then, once they entered the
Fort, they attacked and Idlled most of the inhabitants
therein,

Moreover, LaCrosse matehes were often believed to
heal people. A sick man would sometimes be ordered to
play LaCrosse to cool his fever. Other times, one with a
malady dreamed that he must die unless the whole tribe
played LaCrosse for his health, Even though people might
not have believed him, villages contended against one
arnthear ae tn whor an111d T oo Lok & a4 o ity
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Potawatomi Indians playing a game of dish.

terruption. Often, long garnes were played on behaif of the
sick. Before playing the actual game, the Indians would
assemble for several nights and play trial games. Ad-
ditionally, they would fast, and the married practiced
sexual abstinence to obtain a favorable dream which
signified good luck.

The sick man would then be brought in a blanket, along

.with the honored man in the village who was chosen to

shake the dish. One person from each side was set apart to
do the shaking and more

85 act as the impartial judge on controversial plays, So
there was not cheating, the one chosen to shake the dich

I have displeased you; for I know very well that you are
dissatisfied, and that God is not pleased. I wil} stake
nothing hereafter, except sornething of small valye ”
On more than one occasion, the Indians gambled away
more than they could afford. It has been known io go as
far ag Indians betting parts of their body. One Huron,
having played away all his wealth, staked his hair, and
having lost it, the winner cut it off close to the scalp,
Charlevoix had heard of other Indians who gambled even
to the little finger of the hand and who, having lost that
gave it to be cut off without showing any sign of pain. 1t ie
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: p%s’xts. In order
to carry its ball
the other team,

Moreover, the ball could not fafj upen the ground or be
touched with the hand while a team tried to drive the ball
past his opponent. If either of these happened, the game Charlevoix tells of a game of Dish, or bones, he witnessed
al Fort St. Joseph. It was played between two people;
however, that did not exclude the village, They chose
teams before the game began, so that although only two
people played at a time, before a match ended, almost the
entire village had a chance to try their hand at Dish.
Those who did not play watched, shouted, made econ-
tortions, talked to the bones, and proncunced curses on
their opponents. Says Charleveiz,
rings with their howling; if this is ineffectual te retrieve
their ill luck, the losers are at Liberty to put off the party
till tomorrow, at the expenss of a very slender report to
the assistants.”

The game was played with these smail figurines which
were carved either out of bone, woed, or plwmn stones.
They resembled modern day chessinen. Charlevoix says
ght the bones or stones were apricot siones,
these being of the same size and shape; but upon viewing
them closer, I found that they had six unequal faces; the
two largest are painted, the one black and the other straw

was lost, unless

ball could retrieve the ball and drive it, with one stroke, to,

the goal, This w.

skili of the opposition and the distance in which one had to
reach in order to score points, :

Games' usually began at nine o’cleck in the morning,
after the melting of the winter’s ice ‘and lasted unti
seeding time. A match began after all had assembled
together at the middle of the place selected. The coming of

the players to

because they emerged, at a given signal, from a covert
place in the forest. They made their presence known by
waving their sticks, shouting, and making terrible con-
tortions and grimaces. Some even turned somersaults
upon their appearance. Upon ancther given signal, the
Indians laid their sticks at their feet, while the game
director gave a long speech urging the players to play fair

and play their b

medicine men served as umpires,

After giving hig pep taik, the game director, who held
the ball in his hand, threw it into the air. Thus, a game of
LaCrosse cominenced, Each player successively tried to
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to win the game,
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one of the two teams had
beyongd the northern and southern goals;

beyond the eastern and western goals. game.

the person who teuched or dropped the

as often impossible because of the great

the match was somewhat ceremontal,

he “first thou
est, To insure fair play, the four eldest

color.”

points,

is dressed for fast game of ‘LaCrosse’

that them
compete against one another, staking beaver robes and
porcelain collars, so as to excite greater interest in the

The game of Dish was also renown in affairs of
medicine, especially if a sick man dreamed of it,

These figurines were thrown into a wooden bowl, The
players made a hele in the ground, thrust the bowl with
the figures into it, while giving it a slight shake. Points
were scored according onie which side was the up-
permosi, black or white, Whoever had the greatest
mumber of stones or bones of a simifar color furned up
received five points. The game usually ended at forty

Like LaCrosse, Dish would last a lbng time. Sometimes,
one game was played for four or five days without in-

atting

¢ game by betting and yeli
. Usually at the end of 4 game, both fribes

‘mihe same
from their tearm

atch would aid the sick, the villages would

Joseply River

how # was played: He called
enigma.”

skill. It was played with straws the size of wheat blades;
approximately two inches in length. Generally, the: Iri-
dians near the Fort used about 201 straws for their gaine;
These straws were unevenly divided into ten smail bun=:
ches with an awl and passed back and forth betweer
players. Uneven numbers were always lucky : and: the:

“The whole village

eleven straws. The division of the straws made the game
run either high or low. Oftentimes, several days were”
spent playing one match which consisted in as'many as’
100 games. RS

From what has been related thus far, the reader-sees’”

Indians did not lmow when to stop gambling. One’ young

“My Father, I pray you not be displeaged with'what T have.
done; I will not do so anymore, I have lost much i play; I

by Sue Wagner when she games. .
was employed by the Niles
Community Schools CETA of the Niles. Adult
program to do research on Education programs,
the history of Niles.

Sharon Hudson did the
art work on the Indian

The Daily Star would like
to thapk Sue Wagner and
Sharon Hudson for the
article and pictures on this
page,

The copy was compiled for us. :

Crude equipment all that was needed for dish-

had lost a large guantity of porcelain or other things they -
had wagered, “but the sick man, he had experienced no -
relief than bad his head-well hroken by the great uproar.’”

Another game played amonig the: Indians of the:St.
was called ‘straws’ or »‘paillés” by: the
Erench. It was to the Indians what cards wers fo the
Europeans. But, Charlevoix could never understand fully: -
it an “undecipherable: i

The game of Straws was partly of chance andpartlyof
. focal points around which many Indian ritua

- Basically, preventativerituals were conductad
~eurtail -epidemic;’ to. provide the individual

number eleven the best of all. It gained a predetermnined
arnount of points when a player selected the group: with

. curtail & particular malady requested tha
that gambling was oneof the favorite pastimes of Indians, -~ Performed for a sick person(s). Althoug
particularly in games of chance. Although gambling was -
of great sport among the Indians in the area around Niles; .

-, conisider stich ‘a practice: bizagre; one
.. Superstition: on Friday the 13th or to taking pre
. Michigan, and throughout all of New France, it brought . .- ' aganst an unfavorable horoscope nowadays:
about the displeasure of the Jesuit priests. They thought it ' Northwes tern Indians. Already - mientione,
-+ medicinal rights; but’ additionally, games pr
- tertaintnent for the sick during their illnass a
“them forget ‘or allay: illness.. Altliough' som

was the greatest of vices, next to ‘spirits’, because the =~
man gamisled and lost something valuable from his litle .-

property, Wondering, rightly, if the priests would'not be: -

displeased with him, he came 1o ‘'one of them andsaid; ' their behalf, became healed much thé-Same-'wa- ¢

have done wrong. T am not sad about my loss; but because: : - other people. -

Terry Redman, director.

helped provide the material -
compiled by the two women .

" because they not only réveal the: lifa: style _andgfl':é”

.+ and depth of understanding of the Northwestern Indians of
© yesteryear, :.in B R et

o . g l
-dians played games for various re
 bthers, some to build uptribal morale, son
~some to train their braves for war, Some
‘and some just for fur. Whatever : the: migki
served specific purposes. Dish sind Straw wer
miost effective and, apparently, potent means
available. As remedial devices; these ghn

asons

ugh sors
might liken

Moreover, games provided ‘other :vital fun

ough: some were
witnessing a gam

healed; there were others who, by

today become healed by faith healings or by

Outside the religios domiain. chance

. games such as gambling. Straws, Dish, and L.

“About the amho;f?f |

served other purposés.: For example; they
outlet for the spirit of ri_v iry:: yl

standing iti the tribe; As long as th .
linued gambling until; eventually, ‘they lost: at lesst. s
portion of: their: gains: fo- som

improving interpersoiial
established a semi-neutral ground where
aggressions - might: he- - settled:  If:
disagreements, the. antagonist would :challen
ponent to s

iicant
heritage of the Northwestern Indians; bzt they esta 'ured
the foundation upon which many of the present day sports
are built. For example; LaCrosse; which is the mode
day national game of Canada, was pl: ie India

in the Northwest territory, Mode

* Finally; | Indian gammg patterns  are i

our *‘roots” and sports heritage today lie in the in




