
Confusion about Hiawatfia 
OHSWEKEN - A couple of weeks ago, in 

the comics, Dennis the Menace and his friend 
were pretending to . bf! Indians. Margaret and 
ber friend decided to play .the same game. This 
is when the cartoonist showed a lack of histor­
ical knowledge. He bad Margaret saying that 
sbe was _going. to lift Hiawatha . . He should have 
picked Pocohontas. Hiawatha was a Mohawk 
chief and one of1he. original founders of the Six 
Nations Iroquois Confederacy. It would make 
as much, sense for Margaret to be Henry VIII 
or Julius Caesar. . · 

A few days later, there were several letters 
t, 6e eiliter fmni Grade 8 students at J.C. Hill 
School' in Ohsweken. 'ffley protested the use · of 
Hiawatha, an important figure from Six ~ 
tions history, in a silly coll)ic. One of them re­
fated to Hiawatha as "a man. who helped wiUi 
the · laws of our religion." 1bis is a common 
mistake which even older people make. · 

Hiawatha; or ·more properly Ha-yon-wat-ha, 
-was a Mohawk chief and a very able speaker. 
He helped the Peacemaker, sometimes called 
Deganawlda, who had a speech_ impediment, to 
establlsb the Great Peace. 'lbe Great Peace 
was a union of the Five Nations, which later 
became tbe Six Nations. It was a. political 
-union. 

A ftrm of belief similar to what is now· 
called the Longhouse Religion seems to have 
been · ~ before Hiawatha's tune. It 
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was reorg~ and reformed by the Seneca 
prophet, Handsome Lake. This was done about 
1800 but it was already ancient by then. The 
Longbouse Religion and the Six Nations Confect-

. eracy are two different things. 
The confusion between the two arises for 

several reasons. For one thing, - the . Code_ of 
Handsome Lake is reciM!d from · wampum belts, 
much as the way 'business was conducted by 
Confederacy dliefs. Another similarity was the 
use of clans or moieties in both the religious 
activities of the Longhouse and the political 
activity of selecting a hereditary Confederacy 
chief. As well, the Confederacy chiefs now use 
a Longhouse as a place to meet. . 

After the American Revolution, Tha-ye 
ne-gea (Joseph Brant) and his fellow Confeder­
acy chiefs established the Six Nations Confeder-
acy as the governing body at Grand River. · 
goveming council lasted almost the next 150 
years. Most of the Mohawk. chiefs .were alread 

Anglicans and many of the Oneida and Tuscar­
ora chiefs became Baptists. The Confederacy 
chiefs were not all of the Longhouse faith. This 
did not interfere with the work of the Confeder­
acy because it was a political organization, not 
a religious one. 

In the 1960 census, 19 per cent of the re­
serve residents claimed that they followed the 
Longhouse religion. Today, as in the past, some 
Confederacy supporters attend a church, not a 
Longhouse, and some Longhouse adherents sup­
port the elective council. It is a political deci­
sion. 

More confusion arose when William Wads­
worth Longfellow, in the 1800s, wrote an epic 
poem about the Ojibway Indian hero, Nanaboz­
ho. Nanabozho was a supernatural character in 
Ojibway legend who could talk to the animals 
and birds. Longfellow got his Indian .· heroes 
mixed up and called his poem, The Song of 
Hiawatha. It was not about the real Hiawatha 
(Ha-yon-wat-ha) at all. It only confused a lot of 
people about Hiawatha and it still confuses 

le toda . 


