PAGE  
41

A Previously Unreported American Indian Language from Tennessee:  Vocabulary, Pronunciation and Social Aspects of Tihanama

Copyright ( 1996-2004 Donald N. Panther-Yates

You may link to this page but you may not copy it.

[image: image1.jpg]
Abstract. This article documents a nearly extinct American Indian language called Tihanama after the Southeastern U.S. tribe that speaks it. Tihanama means ‘Eighth Arrow’. In addition, it presents a pronunciation guide, tribal history, and brief word list collected from speakers living in rural Tennessee. The article also speculates about the origin of Tihanama in Indian sign talk, its affinities with other languages, and survival. 

Text

According to an oft-quoted government document, American Indians represent only “one percent of the population, [but] fifty percent of the diversity” in the United States (Hodgkinson et al. 1990). Usually we hear this dictum in the context of tourism or social policy but it is also true in the domain of linguistics. Considering the small and dwindling number of speakers, Native America presents a vast welter of languages. A baffling variety of tribally specific customs and idioms complicates the scene. Many languages became extinct before they were recorded. Not even the name of some tribes remains. It is a daunting task to classify them into “families” and macro-groups. Perhaps too many pieces of the puzzle are lost, or we lack a paradigm to make sense of it all. 

The following examples will remind us of how the clock is ticking. In 1977, there were only 50 older speakers of Yuchi from a population of 1,500 among the Creek Indians in east central Oklahoma (Bright 1992); by the time of the Ethnologue survey in 1988, Yuchi was listed as extinct (Grimes 1988). Unami, the language of the Delaware Indian tribe who taught the Founding Fathers principles of democracy, had fewer than 10 speakers in 1990 from a population of 2,000 in Oklahoma (Bright 1992). Formerly, the tribe overall, whether called Delaware, Lenape or Algonkian, were regarded by all other Indians in North America as “the Grandfathers,” an indication at least of the importance of this language. The director of the Alaska Native Language Centers predicts that as many as 90 percent of North American languages will be extinct or moribund by 2100 (Doyle 1998). Vera (2000) lists the following Native American languages with 1-100 speakers:

Athna

Chiwere

Han

Kansa

Koyukon

Lenape

Oneida

Salish

Tagish

Language death is a worldwide phenomenon. Languages are dying out at twice the rate of endangered mammals and four times the rate of endangered birds (Ostler 2000: 6). But since words serve not only to reflect reality but also to create it, language extinction does more than simply rob descendants of their own cultural patrimony. It deprives everyone of a unique worldview and medium of expression (Ostler 2000: 6-7). Native American languages today are invariably endangered, the “most imperiled of any on the earth” (Doyle 1998). This was one reason for the urgency of the Native American Languages Act of 1992, which brought about a resurrection of many tribal language programs and cultural centers in Indian country. The process actually began as an initiative of the American Indian movement’s drive for self-determination in the 1970s (for an early tribe-by-tribe summary, see St. Clair and Leap 1982).

The Situation of Tihanama


With these thoughts in mind, I began to view with special concern the disappearance of a language I recently learned—Tihanama. As far as I can ascertain, Tihanama has never been recorded in anthropological literature, much less placed in writing, studied or taught. The American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia and Smithsonian Institution—two of the leading archives for Indian languages—are entirely devoid of any mention of it. Personal communications with their staffs have produced no sign they recognize Tihanama. After searching in vain through The Handbook of North American Indians, including all its predecessor compilations, I corresponded with Professor David S. Rood of the University of Colorado in Boulder, an expert in Wichita and Lakota (Rood and Charney 1976; Rood 1979). He suggested Tihanama might contain features of Muskogean languages and urged me to present a word list and some background for the linguistics community. The purpose of this article, then, is the compilation, transcription and analysis of oral testimony to record and preserve this virtually unknown Native American language.


In reporting Tihanama and committing it to print for the first time, I have had to confront the reluctance of American Indians to have their languages collected. Many tribes do not want their language to be used by outsiders. For instance, among Ute groups in the American West, “there was a lot of resistance to writing…there still is,” according to William L. Leap, professor of anthropology at American University in Washington (Barringer 1991). Much of the recalcitrance to analyzing and translating Native languages stems from elders’ concerns that the non-Indian ideological context inevitably misrepresents aboriginal culture and life ways, often producing a sort of “white Indian.” “Writing is bad, I think,” says a prominent Oglala Sioux, “because you have a tendency to lose some of the spirituality when it’s down in black and white” (Barringer 1991). Others worry that such “powerful medicine” in the wrong hands can be used for evil. Even experts concede that setting down only one idiom (for instance Oglala Lakota Sioux as spoken at Pine Ridge) and letting it stand for all is an oversimplification and disservice to the complexity of language. Among the Tihanama, language is regarded as a gift to be passed with great care. Like medicine teachings and seer knowledge, if you cannot find someone worthy you dare not pass it, and if you can only pass a partial knowledge of it, you have not truly passed it. Fortunately, enough of the people approached for this study agreed to participate (though with some restrictions) that I feel I present here a fairly accurate and complete picture of Tihanama. Moreover, I am an adopted Tihanama tribe member (Choctaw-Cherokee by blood), so some of what follows is reported on my own authority. My one thought was that Tihanama would otherwise pass entirely into oblivion with the deaths of the few remaining elderly speakers. 


As with many other Indian languages, Tihanama represents the name of the tribe as well as the name of their language (from tiha + nama[g] ‘eight arrow, direction, dimension’). According to elders of the tribe, the Eighth Arrow is the inner dimension of humanity that exists beyond the seventh direction of spirit; the other “arrows” are up, down, west, south, east and north. Other names for the tribe are People of One Heart, Painted Rock Path People and Spirit People, although no confusion arises in Indian circles since there is only one “Eighth Arrow” nation. To judge from my own encounters with other Indians, recognition of the Tihanama is probably strongest among the Shawnee, Seminole, Cherokee, Hopi and Seven Algonquian Nations of Canada. 

The current chief has been my principal informant. He is Paul Russell, about 60 years old, born among the Potawatomi in Saginaw, Michigan. After attending school in Florida and pursuing a career as an electrical engineer and truck driver, Russell was hand picked to succeed the previous principal chief, Gray Dog (figure 1). He moved to Tennessee around 1990. He now lives with his family and a small group of others on Resting Eagle, a parcel of communally held land on an ancient Yuchi Indian site outside Hartsville. By his own account, his background is mixed Indian and white, with Cherokee, Shawnee, Potawatomi, Ottawa, Yuchi and Tihanama strains predominating. Russell is also called Two White Feathers. He is married to Son-ya-quay, or Penny Russell, an Ojibwe-Seminole from the Isabella Reservation in Michigan. Mrs. Russell was also used as an informant, particularly for words of female interest and “women’s talk.”

Historical Sketch of the Tihanama


The Tihanama have always been a migratory people. Their migration routes, not always completed, ranged from the Gulf of Mexico in northwest Florida, from lower Mississippi state, and from Darien along the Georgia coast to the Great Lakes and Canada, with a convergence of north-south paths at Nashville (figure 2). Typically, small bands of about a dozen representing a clan or extended family would set forth in the spring moving north, plant corn in what is now Alabama or Georgia, turn south in the fall and spend the winter with their Yuchi kinsmen at mound sites such as Fort Walton on the Gulf Coast. Along the way, these small parties would meet up with others at places like Moundville, Alabama; Hurricane Mills, Tennessee; Vincennes, Indiana; Michilimackinac (“Three Rivers”) and Nashville (“City of the Dead”). Their protectors were the Shawnee, who also ranged as far south as Florida and as far north as Canada. To other tribes, the Tihanama were news bearers, trail markers, paint traders and medicine people (healers and funeral conductors). A famous example of Tihanama rock art is the painting of the Piasa, or dragon, on the banks of the Mississippi near Alton, Illinois, noticed by French explorers Marquette and Joliet in 1673.


During the period of Indian wars and removal in the early American Republic, the Tihanama took refuge with other so-called Neutrals in the remote swamps and mountains of Ohio, Kentucky and Tennessee. One group under a leader called Big Cat joined the nucleus of what became the Seminole in Florida. Tihanama is spoken and understood today by Indians living in Nocatee, Florida. The only historical record I have been able to find of a Tihanama family is that of the Peytons. Gen. Sam Houston’s first love as a young man was Angelina Belle Peyton of Gallatin, Tennessee (b. May 3, 1800), whose mother Margaret Hamilton was half Tihanama. The Peytons served in various capacities as politicians from Tennessee and Kentucky—notably Belle’s brother Balie Peyton (1803-1878), U.S. minister to Chile. 

It is estimated that the last members who spoke Tihanama as their primary language, with English as their second, died in the late nineteenth century, though some members today remember picnics in the 1960s where the elderly spoke in broken Tihanama. Nowhere has Tihanama survived as a mother tongue. It is now primarily a ceremonial language used in prayers, rituals and songs. Rita Coolidge’s “Cherokee Morning Song” on Robbie Robertson’s compilation Music for the Native Americans provides a specimen. Probably less than 40 people speak it at all, perhaps only three or four well.

Characteristics of the Language

So much for ethnology. Tihanama has all the individual consonant and vowel sounds of the English spoken language, except th. American Indians usually have had trouble with English th, pronouncing the and this as duh and diss. Tihanama in English spelling has words starting with every letter of the alphabet but x and v. It is agglutinative in word and sentence construction, with probably no more than 1,000 core words (not counting compounds). Tihanama is also used and understood as a sign language, one similar to Plains Indian Sign Talk. Its wide range can be seen in the fact that at least one word, kiyugwe, was borrowed by tribes as disparate as the Powhatan Confederacy in Virginia and Tupi in South America (where the Tihanama people claim to have lived at one time). This word gives us the English word cougar. Words for wooly mammoth and other extinct mega fauna prove Tihanama’s antiquity.

A distinctive consonant sound in Tihanama is j, pronounced softly like French j (as in je ‘I’), approximately like zh. Sh and ch sounds often have a t or d added to them, as in tchajo ‘good’. Aspirated sounds are voiced more vigorously in Tihanama, with a definite puff of air accompanying such words as ha, the plural operative, and cha ‘beloved’. There does not appear to be any tendency (as in Cherokee) to harden sounds and pronounce d like t or g like k. In its general impression, Tihanama is soft, slow, deliberate. It is not guttural like Yuchi, nor is it lilting and negligent like Cherokee. 

Consonants in Tihanama

b as in baby

ch as in chin (actually a t + ch)

 d as in adder, did

f as in fifty

g as in go. In spelling, to distinguish a hard g, a gh is used before the vowels e and i (for instance, ghiyan ‘forked’).

h as in hat but more strongly aspirated as in who

j as in vision, azure, actually zh (tchajo ‘good’)

k as in kick
l as in lily 

m as in murmur, dim. 
n as in no, none. No tendency, as in English, to degrade into a syllabic consonant, as in cotton.  

p as in pepper

qu same as k + w as in quiet

r as in red. No tendency to roll it or drop it.

s as in source, less, with no tendency to buzz it like a z as in English plurals and the word vise.

sh as in shy, nation (actually a single sound, not two)

t as in attack, never pronounced as a d (English letter, little)

th does not occur

v as in vivid

w as in we, occasionally vocalized, as the end of value, follow 

wh as in whale, actually hw (whuu-uska 'wooly mammoth') 

x (actually k + s, a double sound or diphthong rather than a single sound) not used

y as in yellow, cue, often vocalized between vowels

z as in zone

Vowel Sounds

a long as in father, short as in tack

e long as in melee, short as in bet

i long as in ski, short as in tip

o long as in bone, short as in soft

u long as in flu and blue, short as in pull and could

Most vowels are broad, open and long. Many are double-long and thus so written (miish ‘sleep’, huuka ‘buffalo’). One might compare the frequent resort to reduplication in Ojibwe, or the unusual three-way length distinction in Chickasaw vowels. There seems also to be a tendency toward rhythmic lengthening as quantified by Gordon with Oklahoma speakers of Chickasaw (2000). Nasalization does occur, as in French un bon vin blanc or Cherokee v (pronounced uh[n]). Such vowels are indicated here with a circumflex. Ghye ‘find’ is the only instance I am aware of. There is nothing like  (schwa), the undifferentiated vowel sound that appears in banana, humdrum, and, and the. The only diphthongs I have encountered are ai (laiya ‘blood’) and ow (powtiye ‘confused’). 

To distinguish long and short vowels, English spelling rules have been used. By convention, short vowels are generally followed by two consonant sounds, and long vowels are generally followed by just one consonant sound (compare latter versus later or tack  versus take  or sitting  versus site  or topped  versus toper ). Thus we have long vowels in shoda ‘talk, hear’ and api ‘child’, and short vowels in the first syllables of aggi ‘dirty’, bonnuk ‘dance’ and miksha ‘time’. At the end of words, where the vowel is not followed by a sound, an h is added to indicate that the vowel is short (zih ‘lightning’). For spelling purposes, note that ch, sh, wh, kw, and qu are single sounds, even though written as two letters. By these rules, the name Teehahnahmah, the only word whose spelling has been agreed upon by the tribe itself, would be spelled Tihanama, as it is throughout this article. The reasons for avoiding ee and h as in “Teehahnahmah” are that these spellings are only clear to English speakers and are sometimes confusing even to them. The scheme adopted here is an attempt to be more universal and unambiguous.

A feature Tihanama shares with Cherokee and many other American Indian languages is the glottal stop between syllables. Each syllable is generally pronounced as a separate word and little elision or gliding together of sounds occurs. Thus tinpu ‘understanding’ is rendered with an n instead of the m one would expect in a language like French or English (e.g., ‘imperial’). An example of the glottal stop in Cherokee is wado ‘thanks’, where the two syllables are given an equal stress and a clear pause is placed between them. To speak Tihanama properly, one must learn to come to a dead stop between syllables and then go on, as in ‘apple is’ or ‘blood owner’. The pause between words is even greater than between syllables. Even facile speakers speak Tihanama slowly. In situations where the glottal stop might be missed or mistaken for a diphthong, this glossary uses a hyphen to separate syllables. See, for instance, ipopp-ibe ‘fox’, shiish-ana ‘burn’, and nubba-ipo ‘sweetgrass’.

As far as accent goes, many words have more than one stress or are sounded with an even stress on each syllable. The metrical effect of a Tihanama sentence is similar to a line of spondees in verse. About all we can say is that there seem to be more words stressed on the final syllable, though this may be an effect of rhythmic lengthening. I have not marked stress or pitch in this glossary:  it has to be learned orally from a Native speaker.

As mentioned, Tihanama is agglutinative. Words are formed by a building process of “sticking together” elements. Thus a rather long word can stand for a small, simple object, such as tiyenshiyenmag ‘bead’ (lit., ‘little, round stone’). Care must be taken to form the word in the right manner. Koshoda means ‘council, to counsel together’; shodako means ‘talk big, boast’. Similarly, the word for ‘dolphin’ (lit., ‘man’s dream’), if said like a sentence, could mean ‘There is a man asleep, dreaming.’ Cherokee puts the object before the verb (‘baby slayer,’ ‘water bearer,’ ‘fire maker’) and Tihanama would often chuckle over the syntactical “mistakes” their neighbors made. 

Note that there are no silent letters in Tihanama. I have placed any sound normally dropped in modern pronunciation in brackets, for instance, nama(g) “arrow.” Otherwise all letters are sounded. Still, the Latin alphabet does not do the language justice as far as tone, rising and falling pitch and inherent onomatopoeia. There is no way to capture these subtleties and nuances in any system of writing. They can only be learned and appreciated by hearing the spoken language. 

Connections with Sign Talk

It is well to remember that all American Indian languages apparently were, and are, intended to be performed. Usually, and especially with listeners outside the tribe, spoken words accompanied gestures rendered in sign talk. This could be done with any language supplying the words, even English. You could also grunt and make up sounds as long as you “spoke” correctly with your gestures and body language. It was expected, in fact, to invent animal-like sounds when meeting another dignitary and sitting down to sing “chiefs songs” in the woods. It would have been rude to impose your own tongue on the stranger. 

We have a few early accounts of how contact-era Indians communicated with each other. An illuminating scene occurs in Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca’s Adventures into the Unknown Interior of America, first published in 1542:

They have a strange custom when acquaintances [distantly separated] meet or occasionally visit, of weeping for half an hour before they speak. This over, the one who is visited rises and gives his visitor all he has. The latter accepts it and, after a while, carries it away, often without a word.

William Bartram, another early and acute observer of Indian society (in this case, Cherokee), describes a similar scene where two long-lost kinsmen meet. Their entire conversation—spread over more than an hour of sitting together—is:


“I come.”


“You do.”


“I go.”


“You do.” (Bartram 1996: 219)
The significance of these two anecdotes is that American Indians apparently considered actions and silence an important part of the communication process. Adair (1775) makes it clear Indians could gush with a “great flow of language,”
 but talking fast and using many words did not figure as ideals of eloquence. Kennedy (1998: 83-111) notes that metaphor was virtually absent and “judicial rhetoric seems not to have been developed” in Indian culture. With Indians, then, we might say communication appears to have a spiritual basis. Much the opposite is true of the European languages that the indigenous people of the Americas encountered and eventually adopted. Standardized words precisely and correctly fixed on paper—books, for instance—

represent the ideal form of communication in the world of Western civilization.  Meaning, logic and semiotics are paramount. To Indians, however, the norm is oral, and the highest type of oratory is an idiosyncratic, fleeting “honor” song never to be repeated or heard again—a much more emotional function. It is interesting that a recent book touted as the first study of its subject, The Native American Oral Tradition, is subtitled “Voices of the Spirit and Soul” (Einhorn 2000).

When asked what they call their language, the Tihanama respond sha-shoda ‘spirit talk’. It is significant that the same word (shoda) is used of both speaking and listening, just as one word does double duty meaning to see and be seen. We might just as well translate sha-shoda ‘hearing spirit.’ Tihanama, in fact, say that Great Spirit first taught them language. Thus communication is really one spirit talking to another or one spirit hearing another. Another name for the Tihanama is Spirit People (Sha Iinya). The one-on-one correspondence between spoken and signed words in Tihanama would seem to me to indicate a great antiquity and pivotal role for Tihanama.  The Tihanama also ascribe sign talk to Great Spirit. If we compare the situation with Lakota, there are signs that do not coincide neatly with Lakota words and vice versa. Could Indian sign talk as practiced in North America be based on Tihanama? Could Tihanama have served as a readily understood trade language or sort of lingua franca when spoken? The sacred character of Tihanama may have prevented it from changing much, just as liturgical Latin and Hebrew have remained fairly static as hieratic languages. If this is true, then linguists are confronted with a living, orally transmitted language that preserved a fixed form over an enormous time in the mouths even of adoptive speakers—something that challenges the rules of linguistic history. Moreover, the Tihanama claim that spoken language developed as a “gloss” to hand language supports the gestural theory of language origin, as argued in Michael C. Corballis’ recent book, From Hand to Mouth:  The Origins of Language. The opposite school seems to be in the majority today regarding this controversy (Eakin 2002). The pristine state of Tihanama defies conventional wisdom that a language can only become standardized, and its tarnishing or decay arrested, if it is fixed in writing. I believe we must therefore look for another explanation for Tihanama’s special status.

There are indications of a sort of “proto-Tihanama.” A few core words appear as vocables in American Indian powwow-type songs and ancient prayer formulas. In time-honored usage, continuing even today on the powwow circuit, vocables are syllables that include hey and ho repeated in subtle combinations according to the melody of a song. They are similar to the vowel inflexions that came to be known as melisma in Gregorian chant. (It is not accurate to call them “nonsense” syllables or fillers since they imbue songs with sacred meaning and significance and serve to make the words, just like the music, proprietary and distinctive.) More specimens of the ancient language are Wa go ba! (‘Dedicate a shrine’—?), Ya-a-a we! (sunrise invocation to Great Spirit
) and the word whuu-uska ‘wooly mammoth’. The true pronunciation of zih-na-zih  ‘thunderbird’ is also archaic. Ha-i-i! is an exclamation of approval that many tribes and even some non-Indian ethnic groups (the Cajuns) have picked up, somewhat like aho (a loanword from Navajo). Its rising pitch is archaic. Such characteristics cannot be captured either with diacritical marks or special signs. Accordingly, wherever tone or pitch is important, a brief hint on pronunciation is given, but this is by no means unequivocal or clear-cut. In some cases, I have also provided the gesture corresponding to the word in Indian sign talk.

There was no such thing as language imperialism among American Indian tribes, just as there were no absolute rulers, no empires and no kings. It was easy for tribes to be split up, fragmented, become adopted, migrate to new homes far away and otherwise undergo drastic transmutations. The commonality of Indian sign talk aided learning new languages. Most Indians were not only polyglot, in other words, they spoke multiple languages, but were also equally facile in spoken and signed communication. They borrowed and relexified easily—to such an extent that all languages in North America today appear to be creoles. For example, when a tribe like the Cheraw (Siouan speaking) was dispersed and absorbed by the Cherokee, their descendants quickly learned the new language of the land while it did not matter if the older ones continued to speak Cheraw. Tribes had second, third, fourth and fifth languages. Exogamy, moreover, insured that two languages or dialects always dwelt together beneath one roof. The result was almost as many languages as there were family groups. Subdivisions based on clan, age and sex differences within these created a situation where every language, practically speaking, was a private and individual one. None of this hampered communication and movement, of course, since Indian sign talk could be used in tandem with any spoken language, even grunts. Paul Russell speaks of a valley in California where travelers passed through over thirty distinct languages from one side to the other. Saponi combines Siouan, Iroquoian and Algonquian elements. Adair adduces many words that are a combination of languages—something that has caused many to view his account as confused. For instance, the term “Nahoolo U-nehka” glossed by Adair as “impure animals” and mentioned as a calling name for white people is clearly composed of Chickasaw and Cherokee words (1775: 60). Pa Yuk Matahah “High Motoy” (a title) is also a fusion of two languages (1775: 71). Adair simply reported what he heard. Most linguists, I find, approach American Indian languages with Indo-European models, Grimm’s Law and other such constructs in mind. They expect to find distinct languages and branches coterminous with different peoples, migrations and historical states. They strive to create macro stocks similar to Germanic or Romance languages.

Given such a background, languages could, and did, change rapidly, sometimes even in the course of one lifetime, as Mooney discovered in the 1890s when he interviewed young and old Cherokee for the Smithsonian. An argument could be made that they have only ceased their tendency toward spontaneous mutation since they became second languages and started dying (fossilization). Tihanama may be too basic to have exhibited such rapid mutability, or perhaps it was protected from large-scale change by its status as a medicine language. Certainly, there is a very conservative principal ingrained in the language. 

Significantly, I cannot think of any abstract terms or metaphorical uses of words in Tihanama. How could you represent an abstract concept in sign language (for instance, ‘nobility’)? The word good consists of making a steady, slow, level gesture from your heart outward, as if to say, ‘It is close to my heart, loved, beloved.’ Even that is graphic, while the sign for ‘bad’ is throwing something away. Extended meanings are unknown. For instance, one could not use the word soja ‘flower’ as the Spaniards did when they gave newly-discovered Florida its public-relations name meaning ‘select, choice, flower of the colonies.’ Yet Tihanama served all the purposes any language serves, as the glossary that follows demonstrates. Going against the general grain, though, Tihanama, did not apparently accept words from other languages. It may well be one of the only “pure” languages we have—not because it became imperial and monolithic but because it was old and authentic. Its central role in Native American song and ceremony seems assured, even though most people today are not even cognizant of its existence. “Scholars say that for many languages, all that is likely to survive in two generations will be religious and ceremonial uses, along with perhaps a dictionary or a few word lists” (Barringer 1991). If this article helps accomplish that small contribution, it is enough.

Fig. 1. Gray Dog, Tihanama chief, about 1975
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Fig. 2. Tihanama migration routes. Courtesy Paul Russell and Teehahnahmah Nation.
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Additional Information (2004)

Tihanama, or Teehah Nahma, remains unwritten and unreported. Comments from experts show that it is not a pidgin language like that  reconstructed by James M. Crawford, The Mobilian Trade Language (Knoxville:  University of Tennessee Press, 1978) or studied by Emanuel Drechsel, though its vocabulary contains some words that appear to be cognate with Algonquian languages (na “breath, vibration,” cf. Ojibwe nese; ada “trade” cf. adaawe “buy something”; kanshe : giiwnaadzi “to be insane”), as well as some apparent loan-words from Indo-European languages (buuja < Sp. bruja “witch”, kalza < calabasa, pirl < pearl, kelo “pipe” > kaolin, apo “skin, covering” > Fr. peaux, hay-ii, an exclamation of approval cf. Heb. hayeh “this is life”). The Tihanama would not have named their tribe after a pidgin language; they considered their language pure and peculiar to themselves. Tihanama comes from tiha + nama[g] “eighth arrow, direction, dimension.” According to elders of the tribe, the Eighth Arrow is the inner dimension of humanity that exists beyond the seventh direction of spirit; the other “arrows” are up, down, west, south, east and north. Another name for the tribe is Paint Rock Path People, or simply Paint (shish-mag-in-ya), given because the Tihanama traditionally marked many paths with signs and also traded dye stones.  When asked what they call their language, the Tihanama respond sha-shoda “spirit talk.” It is typical of verbs that the same word (shoda) is used of both speaking and listening; one word does double duty meaning “to see and be seen.” We might just as well translate sha-shoda “hearing spirit.” Tihanama, in fact, say that Great Spirit first taught them language. Thus, from their own perspective, communication is really one spirit talking to another or one spirit hearing another. Another name for the Tihanama is Spirit or Medicine People, particularly among their neighbors the Shawnee and Yuchi. This name is mentioned by Yuchi informant Brown on p. 99 of Joseph Mahan, North American Sun Kings (Columbus, Ga.:  The ISAC Press, 1992): “Tihe,” meaning “Big Medicine” to the Yuchi. Rafinesque also correctly gives a branch that lived in South America.

Tihanama-English Glossary

aagkh. Hard. Sign:  smashing fist on palm. 

abiga. Hot, warm. Abigaji pleasant, comfortable.

achomi. Dog.

ada. Trade, barter, exchange, business. Cf. Ojibwe adaawe “buy something”Adashiyen trade circle. Tchajo ada! Good trade!

adji. Sit, reside. Adji baka doquasa dinshi. I am from the land of the deer and bird (Yucatan).

agg. Bad. Pronunciation:  a approx. as in ‘tack’. Sign: throwing away. Aggi dirty.

agadinn.  Get ready, prepare. Agadinn waka prepare for ceremony.

aki. Air. Akisha cloud, ‘spirit of air’. 

api. Child, children, offspring. Tiyapi baby, infant. Api Sambu Yuchi, ‘Children of the Sun’.

ba male principle (strength?). Basa father. Gaba man.  Wabasa grandfather. Jummbasa uncle. Nish-ba foot.
baka earth, ground, collectively all rock and stone, land. Pronunciation: the k is hard and guttural. Tisa Baka Earth Mother. Monbaka mountain, highland. Rettbaka hill, rising land. Baka-uukte earth-walk.  Bakatuush swamp, wetland.

bakaha. Six, earth number.

bakte! Listen!

behqui. Have, hold, keep, possess for a time.

biish. Give. Biishtar. Gift, gifting. 

ble. Flag, sign, standard. Ble-chuna sumac.

bobash. Witch.

bonnli. Walk, go. Bonnli wiya “Walk in peace,” good-bye.

bonnuuk. Dance. Tuush Bonnuuk Dancing Water.

brush. Squirrel. Brushchuna oak.

buuja. Power, magic.

cha. Whole, total, entire, dear, noble, honored, beloved, pure, highest. Cha Niti Beloved Woman (e.g., Nancy Ward, Cynthia Parker). Chalagi Cherokee, ‘man emerging from cave’.

chami. Otter, animal of the West, a level in the Medicine Lodge.

chi. No, none. Chisu nothing. Chituush sage, ‘no water’. 

choti. Song. Chochoti sing. Lishina Chochoti Cedarsong, ‘Cedar Singing’. 

chuna. Wood. Chunasa tree. Chunasha tree spirit. Note: in an offering, both the tree and the tree spirit are addressed. Chunadi stick. Kohachuna woods, forest, woodland.

cle. Clan. Maka Cle Bear Clan. Taha Cle Guwagg Council House.

dago. Make, build, construct, create, become. Sign is shaping, molding with two hands in lap. Kizi mag dago kiyan gaba powtie Yellow stone (i.e., gold) makes white man crazy.

dama. Smoke. Damadoli smudge, ‘smoke bath’.
dap. Hop, jump, leap about. Dapdap rabbit; a level of the Medicine Lodge.

diba. Red. Dibashu South, the third direction, direction of the people. Diba-uukte Red Road. Dibamag jasper.

diisk. Part. Diiskma totally alone, solitary. Diiskhama alone as a people.

dinshi. Deer, animal of the South.

dju! Go! Get! Scat!

doqua. Feather. Doquasa bird, animal of the South. Doqua Cle Bird Clan. Ganiha Kiyan Doqua Two White Feathers. Kiyan doquasa dove. Tiyen Kiyan Doquasa Little Dove. Shaida doquasa bluebird. Diba doquasa cardinal.

embli. Resting, lying.

ga male operative. Gaba man, adult male. Pronunction: given a deep, forceful, guttural tone. Gabaseya  ginseng, ‘man’s root’. Gasa son. Gano brother. Jummgano  male friend. Ganino family, relations. Taha ganino We are all related. Gabamiishkatu dolphin, porpoise, ‘man’s dream’.
gabi. Choose.

gahiba  eat. Watch tone! Iiya gahiba I am hungry, need to eat.

ganiha. Two, twin, even born.  Ganisha (pronounced with accent on middle syllable) homosexual, someone who got the opposite sex’s spirit. Ganihasha soulmate.
ghennu. True essence, being, nature, what something really is.  Sign is made by rubbing fingers on top of opposite hand in back and forth motion, as though to say, “This is me.” Ta jine ghennu I seek what is real, I strive to be a real person. 

gheli. “I have heard it is so, so it is said, but I cannot vouch for it myself.”

ghiyan. Forked, divided, could go one way or the other. Ghiyanshoda lie. Ghiyanho maybe.

gista. Hurt, harm.

gozi. Fan. 

gu. Prefix meaning ‘shelter, protection, home’. Guwa provide. Guwagg lodge. Apo-guwagg tipi. Bakaguwagg earth lodge. Guwagchuna willow. Guwani family, protection. Gusti.  Protect, protection. Gustimag protection stone. Gusta war.

ghye. Find. 

gwide. Empty, hollow. Gwidepalopi hollow-boning. 

gwo. Late; fairy, dwarf (?). Gwosambu setting sun, evening, Evening Sun (a name).

ha. Plural operative. Gabaha men. Hatu count coup. 

hai-yii. Exclamation of approval. Cf. Heb. hayeh “this is life.” Equivalent to Navajo aho. Taha hai-yii invocation to spirits in prayer, spirit calling.

he. Hey!

heka. Adopted, adoption. 

ho. Heart, inside, within, seat of spirit. Hona heartbeat. Hahonata ‘Our hearts beat as one.’ Hoho inside the heart. Behquiho remember, ‘keep inside heart’. Tchojoho teach, ‘reflect into heart’. Hotuta treaty, accord, agreement.

huuhe. Owl. Huuhe Lizett Owl Spear, a military rank.

huuka. Buffalo, animal of the North. Huuka Ho Buffalo Heart.

huuye. Leaf. 

i. grow. Isa (green) growing things, plants and herbs. Ipo grass. IIeya need, ‘I need’. IIeya! Help! Pronunciation:  emphatic tone, pitch indicates degree of need.

iinya. People, Indian, human being. IInyamag red sandstone, clay.  

iima. Bless, heal, blessing, healing.  The highlands that were the cradle of mankind, according to Hindu mythology; Eden in the Hebrew system.

ipopp-ibe. Fox, ‘pointy nose’.

ish-a. Coyote. Note glottal stop between syllables; do not elide. Compare Hopi Is-sau. 

isi. Beautiful. Pronunciation:  second syllable drawn out in wonder. Isimag beauty stone.

jigusti. Protector, warrior. The Shawnee were the jigusti of the Tihanama.

jinne. Seek, search, quest for. Mishkatujinne vision quest. 

jopi. Joe-Pye weed (so derived), boneset.

jumm. Like, similar to, almost, near, close. Jummpisha  gray. Jummpisha Achomi  Gray Dog. Jummbasa uncle, “like a father.” Jumm ta together, “like one.” Hoha jumm ta Our hearts are as one, we are together.

kala dedicated, devoted, complete. Kalaha ten, number of completion. Kalati wife, ‘devoted woman’. Kalaba husband, ‘devoted man’.

kaluus. Squash.

kalza. Gourd, rattle.

kanshe. Crazy, daft, funny, silly, clown. Cf. Ojibwe giiwnaadzi “to be insane.”

kara, Worthy. Kara Katu Worthy To See. 

kasa. Wound, scar.

kasho. Thank you, you’re welcome.

katu. See, be seen; vision; visual operative. Katusu eye. Shoda Katusu Talking Eyes. 

Katumag crystal, diamond, quartz.  Sakatu hunt.

kelluus. Vessel, bowl, jug, jar. Kokelluus Big Jar, a Calusa medicine woman buried at Hurricane Mills.

kiis. Knife, cutting tool. Kiisima(g). Courage, named after Tihanama heroine Stone Knife.

kima sacred. Kimaha nine, sacred number. Kima Shiyen Sacred Circle. Kima Shadama Sacred Fire. Kima Shiin Sacred Medicine. Kima Kelo Sacred Pipe. 

kikimag. Gold.

kiku. Tobacco.  Compare kinnickkinnick (Ojibwe). 

kimag. Silver.

kinnikkinnik. Smoking mixture (from Algonquian language).

kiyan. White, light. Kiyanshu North, the first direction, ‘white place’. Kiyanmiksha  daylight, daytime. Kokiyan shining, bright. Kiyanawa Great Mysteriousness. Kiyantuush ‘white drink’, black drink, sacred drink made from Ilex vomitaria.

kiyuugwe. Panther, wildcat, cat, whence ‘cougar’. Kokiyuugwe Big Cat.

kizi. Yellow. Kizishu East. Kizi Whuush Yellow Wind.

ko. Big. Koha heap, plenty, many. Sign is scooping up lots.

kuma. Star. Kumamag hematite. Kuma-uukte Milky Way. Kuma-uukte shaha monkinn The Milky Way is the souls of our ancestors.

kus. Head, mind. Kuspi knowledge, thinking, reason.

kuu. Inner mind (?).

kuye. Birchbark, writing; a level of the Medicine Lodge. Shodakuye alphabet, words on paper, literature, etc., ‘talking leaves’. Shiinkuye medicine map.

laghipe. Womb, hollow, nest. Bakalaghipe cave. Bakalaghipe Iinya Cherokee, ‘cave people’.

laiya. Blood.

lefa. Hair.

lisshina. Cedar. 

lizett Lance, spear.

lomi. Head. Palomi skull.

luji. Brush. Kima luji sacred brush.

ma. Soft (?). Maja Indian dish, ‘soft food’.

mag. Stone, rock. Tiyenshiyenmag bead, shell, pebble.

maka. Bear. Compare Ojibwe word. Diba Maka Red Bear.

makinn. Elders.

maji. Corn, whence ‘maize’.

mashiko. Cave animal, blackfox, fisher (Martes pennanti), “cave coot.” “There is much medicine.”

maza. Old.

mejavi. Spirit guide, “hawk.”

miinya. Wolf, animal of the East.

miish. Sleep. Miishkatu dream, vision, anything seen while asleep. Miishshalo death, ‘sleep forever’. Miishapo blanket. Miishkatu Shiyen Circle Vision.

miksha. Time. Kiyanmiksha daylight. Jummpishamiksha night, ‘gray time’.

miinya. Wolf, animal of the East, warrior.

mina. Gathering. Zuu Mina Moon Gathering.

momi. Past (?).

monn. High, above. Monnyii. Eagle, ‘high flier’; highest level of the Medicine Lodge. Pronunciation:  rising and lengthening pitch on second syllable. Embli Monnyii Resting Eagle, sacred site of Tihanama in Macon County, Tennessee near Hartsville. Monntiik high or principal chief. 

monnkinn. Ancestors.

muuk. Hawk, guardian spirit or guide. Yii Muuk Soaring Hawk. 
na. Vibration, sound, wave, harmony, voice. Nama(g) arrow, point; direction. Namag-chuna osage, bowwood. Natuum drumbeat. Hona heartbeat. 

naha. Four, number of harmony, circle.

nami. Future. Shodanami prophet.

nas. Long. Nas-guwagg longhouse.

nava. Green. Navamag  jade, Tennessee pipestone, green slate. Nava kelo green pipe.

nawi. Cold. 
ning. Horn, antler.

nish-ba foot. Nish-badi toe. Nish-ba-apo moccasin.

ni female operative. Niti woman, adult female. Nisa daughter. Nino sister. Jummnino female friend. Nitiseya cohosh, birthroot, ‘woman root’.

niim. Carry, bear. Keloniim pipe carrier.
nubba. Sweet, sugar, dessert, candy. Nubba-ipo sweetgrass. Nubbatuush sweetwater.

nurliis. Peach (?).

pachu. Horse. Gusta Pachu War Horse.

padu. Pray, prayer.

pai-eya. Dragon. Archaic pronunciation. Pai-eya-sa Piasa (whence the word).

palomi. Skull. 

palopi. Bone.

piji. Valley.

piqua. Pig, boar. Zoopiqua giant pig (extinct).
pirl. Pearl, traditionally the name of eldest daughter.

pisha. Black. Pishashu West, the fourth direction. Jummpisha gray. Jummpisha Ipop-ibe Gray Fox. Pishatuush, coffee (?). Pishamag obsidian. 

pishko. Raven.

po. Suffix meaning “cover” (compare French peaux ?). Apo covering, skin, bark. Wasapo physically cover something, blanket. Mishapo blanket, bedding. Wasapo ta sha burial or funeral formula, “cover them with spirit.” Ipo grass. Shai-apo clothing, dress. Chunasa-apo bark.
powtiye. Confused, bewildered, crazy, mad, insane.

pu. Smell (?). 

quoyo. Possum (?); compare Cherokee siquo.

quuzi. Intention, will, hidden wish.

rett. Early, rising. Rettbli standing. Rettbli Maka Standing Bear. Rettsambu morning.

sa being. Washasa Great Spirit.

sakatu. Hunt, hunter.

sambu. Sun, day. Wabasa Sambu Grandfather Sun. Sambu kokiyan hoho to be happy, “the sun shines in my heart.”

seya. Root, medicine from root. Gabaseya ginseng, ginger. Nitiseya cohash, birthroot.

sha. Spirit. Shasa spirit being. Shaguwagg sweatlodge, ‘spirit lodge’. Sha-ima spirit blessing/healing to earth being, exclamation. Note:  the word itself is healing; often said three times at once. Chunasha tree spirit.

shachuna. Spirit-bush, tree of heaven, an aromatic and medicinal tree, toothache tree, Hercules-club.

shadama. Fire, ‘spirit of smoke’. Sign is snapping fingers and gesturing upward. Shadamamag flint.

shaha. Seven, spirit number.

shaida. Blue, sky.  Wabasa Shaida Grandfather Sky. Shaidaha. Five, sky number. Shaidashu above place, fifth direction, abode of sun, moon, stars and sky. Shaida Miinya Sky Wolf.

shai-apo. Clothing.

shaidi. Bring, take.

shalo. Forever. Sign is passing hand back and forth across ear. Miishshalo death, ‘sleep forever’.

shamag. Turquoise, ‘godstone’.

shasu. Hand. Shasudi finger (?). Shasushoda sign talk.

shaam. Yes, affirmative. Sign is “bowing” index finger.

shiin. Medicine. Shiin Chunadi Medicine Stick (constellation). Shiinkelluush medicine bag. Shiin Guwagg medicine lodge.

shiish. Paint, dye, color, especially red paint. shiish-ana. Burn, ‘paint sound’. Pronunciation:  note glottal stop. Shiishmag paint rock, dyestone, vermillion. Shiishmag-nubbatuush Dyestone Springs, ancient site on Natchez Trace in Tennessee.

shittah. Spider.

shiyenda. Shield, mandela.

shiyenn. Circle, round. Kima Shiyenn Sacred Circle. Keloniim shaidi kelo kima shiyenn The pipecarrier brings the pipe to the Sacred Circle.

shoda. Talk, speak, listen, hear; verbal operative. Sign is made by moving first two fingers held together out from lips like a tongue. Shodaghiyan lie, ‘speak with forked tongue’, is made the same way but with fingers spread in a V. Koshoda big talk, council. Shodako talk big, boast. Shodakuye ‘talking leaves’, book, alphabet, newspaper, anything written on paper or other medium. 
shodaho.  Truth, “talk from heart,” something verified by speaker’s experience. From shoda (‘talk, speak, listen, hear’) and ho (‘heart’). Sign is combination of “shoda” followed by “ho.” Shodanami prophet, ‘speak the future’. Shodakatu seer, ‘speak vision’. A lesser kind of truth is gheli.

shu. Place. Sushu someplace. Kimashu Sacred Site.

sko. Balance. skoha. Three. Skoha kima tisa the Three Mothers (Corn, Squash, Beans).

skotidoquasa. Crow; Crow Indian.

sna. Down.

soja. Flower.

stusi. Bigger, more complex, more numerous, etc. than one can comprehend. “Like the ocean.”

su. Thing, some; object suffix. Chisu nothing, not any, none. Suta someone, often used as ‘I’ or ‘you’. Suta yaness sha-ja Someone is making a spirit food offering, spirit plate.

suhweh. Question word:  Who, what, where, why, whether, when…

ta. One; singular pronoun:  I, he, she, it, you. Odd born.

taha. All; the plural pronoun:  you, they, we. 

tahica. I (he, she, it) am called, my (his, etc.) name is.

tchajo.  Good. Sign:  made by radiating hand palm-down in even, level fashion outward from heart.

tchojo. Reflect, echo, shadow, copy. Tchojoho teach wisdom, ‘echo the heart’.

tebbekk. Dust. Compare ‘tobacco’ (from Arawak, Taino)?

ti nourishment operative. Tiha. Eight, nourishment number. Tihanama Eighth Arrow, direction of people within. For the pronunciation Tihanamag compare Anishinabe(g) (Ojibwe:  ‘People, Indians’). Tiyenn little, small. Tiyapi infant, baby. Tisa mother. Watisa grandmother. Niti female, woman. Pronunciation:  given a soft, lilting tone. Choti song. Chochoti sing.

tiik. Chief. Montiik principal chief. Cletiik clan chief. 

tinpu. Understanding. Ta padu tinpu I pray for understanding.

tinsqua.  ‘Open (the door)!’ Tinsquatawa name of Tecumseh’s brother, The Prophet.

tissh. Tie, lace, belt, rope. Padutissh prayer tie.

tiyenpassa. Raccoon, ‘little thief’.

tja. Food. Sunflower, medicine food, with different pronunciation. Sha-tja spirit plate. Shiintja medicine food.

totu. Turtle, tortoise, animal of the East. Cf. turtle, tortoise in Indo-European languages.

tu. Touch, feel, sense. Hatu count coup. Hotuta agreement, treaty, ‘hearts feel as one’.
tuum. Drum.
tuush. Water, drink. Kotuush ocean, lake, ‘big water’. Tuushna rain. Tuushuukte creek. Kotuushuukte river. Nubbatuush spring, ‘sweetwater’. Bakatuush springbox, well-spring. Tuushna-uukte rainbow. Batuusshna-uukte first rainbow, ‘male rainbow’.  Tituushna-uukte second rainbow, double rainbow, ‘female rainbow’.

tusku. Bean (?).

uukte. Path. Tuushuukte river, stream.

uum. Stomach (?).

wa Great.Wabasa grandfather, term of respect. Watisa grandmother, term of respect. Waka sacred manner. Compare Lakota wakan ‘holy’. Agadinn waka prepare sacred objects for ceremony. Bonnli waka walk with a sacred step. 

waanji. Ceremony. Lisshina ipo waanji Cedar Grass Honoring Ceremony.

wapeni. New Beginning Ceremony, sundance. 

washiin. Way things ought to be. Pronunciation:  the a is short.

we-he. Requirement, spiritual law, protocol.

wehshinn. All creation, creatures, the circle of life. “Brothers and sisters.” Pronunciation:  both the e and the i are short.

whuu-uska. Wooly mammoth. Archaic pronunciation.

wiya. Peace. Bonnli wiya Go in peace, I come in peace.

wotiye. Grandfather protector stone, amulet.

ya. Desire, ardent wish to be so. “Spirit make it so.”

yana. Honor, “desire for harmony.” Yanayaness honor offering.

yaness. Offer.

yii. Fly, soar. Pronunciation:  lengthened and “sung” to signify flight.

zabo.  Life.

za-de. Greetings, hello, good-bye. Pronunciation: tone and rising/falling pitch indicates mood of speaker. 

ziba. Action, exert oneself, be fast, lively. Ziba! Ziba! Quick! Let’s go! 

zida. Forgiveness. Ta padu zida I pray for forgiveness.

zih. Lightning. Zih-na thunder. Zih-na-zih. Thunderbird, ‘thunder-and-lightning’. Pronunciation:  glottal stops between all syllables, all equally stressed; a certain pitch or tone.

zoo. Very old, ancient, long ago. Pronunciation: tone and lengthening indicates how old. Zoospi old knowledge, lore, tradition.

zuu. Moon. Shiyenn ta zuu monnkinn koshoda A circle around the moon means the ancestors are in council.

� The Spaniard Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca survived the Narvaez expedition to Florida in 1526 and wandered among the Indians of Florida and Louisiana for eight years before finding his way to Mexico and writing a book about his experiences. The work was published in Spanish as Alvaro Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, La relacion y comentarios del governador Alvar Nuñez Cabeça de Vaca, de lo acaescido en las dos jornadas que hizo a las Indias.   Valladolid: Francesco Fernández de Córdova, 1555. It is available in translation online as Cabeza de Vaca's Adventures in the Unknown Interior of America [1542], translated and annotated by Cyclone Covey. Available: http://209.11.144.65/eldritchpress/cdv/rel.htm.


� “Nature has in a very surprising manner, endued the Indian Americans, with a strong comprehensive memory, and great flow of language” (325).


� Adair relates how visitors to Okmulgee mounds in Georgia heard this invocation coming from the earth at dawn “from ghosts” (1775: 38-9). He also makes it part of the Indian halleluiah YO-HE-WA which he observed to be shouted frequently in dance and ceremony. The author and his wife have heard the same cries while camping at the Moundsville site in Alabama, near Tuscaloosa.





