
Natives know many 'tricks' 
on how to live with nature 
By George Beaver 

I would like to tell you about a couple of 
"old Indian tricks" to illustrate the differ
ence between our modem ideas of handling 
nature and the native way. 

Of course these are not mere tricks but 
they were called that by the European set
tlers who did not cease to be amazed at the 
grasp of animal behavior the natives had. To 
them it was like magic - hence the term 
"old Indian trick." 

Suppose you are a native person who in
tends to spend the day flshin1 from a small 
island in a river. After you wave goodbye to 
your friends who gave you a ride over in a 
canoe and who will not be returning until 
evening, you are dismayed to find that the 
island is infested with poisonous rattle
snakes. What do you do? 

If you were to act in what we now regard 
as the "normal" modern way, you would take 
out your gun and blast away at any rattlers 
that dared to come near you - at least until 
you ran out of ammunition. Or, heaven help 
you, if you don't have a gun with you, you 
would probably find a club and wale away 
at any unsuspecting snake that came close. 
It is unlikely, in either event, that would get 
tired or careless and still get bitten. · 

The native way to solve the problem 
would be to break off some white ash limbs 
and put them inside your pant legs and boot 
tops. White ash is a common tree here in On
tario. As your body heat warmed up the 
limbs the would give off a scent which in 

turn wQuld fool the snake into thinking you 
are just another tree and thus harmless to it 
Meanwhile you could go about your fishing 
and any passing snakes could go about their 
business. 

Another easy strategy 
In the unlikely event that a rattler should 

happen to choose the space between your 
feet or some other inconvenient place to go 
to sleep and you want to get it to move with
out making lt angry, there is another easy 
strategy to use. Just flick a whip or switch in 
the air above its head, Its keen sensors will 
quickly detect the air movement but it will 
be unable to detect what the air disturbance 
is and it will retreat to safety. 

These strategies were devised by very 
careful observation of the habits of rattle
snakes. Native hunters were taught from an 
early age not to kill unnecessarily. Some an-
imals were regarded as enemies. The native 
hunter often asked the spirit of the slain ani
mal f-,r forgiveness and explained to it that 
its flesh was needed as food by the hunter 
and his family. 

Modern society calls other of God's crea
tures, "dumb animals" but native people 
showed them respect because they believed 
that they had just as much right to be here 
on· earth as people do. In the great schem~ 
of things, man is just apother species. 

If we adopt the native credo of "live and 
let live" in regard to other species, and real, 
ly think hard about how to get along with the 
rest of nature's creatures, we may in the end 
save ourselves from extinction. 
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