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CREE (NEHIYAWAK) TEACHING 
 

ELDER:  MARY LEE 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
As Cree people, we were given the gift of being named for the four parts of 
human beings.  Nehiyawak, we were called.   
 
It means being balanced in the four parts that are found in the four directions of 
the Medicine Wheel.  These four parts for human beings are the spiritual, 
physical, emotional and mental aspects of the self.  We need to try and balance 
these four parts that were given to us, to function as people.     
 
The fire is in the centre of the Medicine Wheel.  That is where the meaning of the 
teachings comes from.  For me this fire is also the self.  When you look at the 
Medicine Wheel, you start from self.  And as you look out, you make your circle. 
 
This is how the Medicine Wheel represents the life journey of people. 
 
The old people will tell you it is life itself.  Look at the four seasons and follow the 
sun.  Spring in the east, summer in the south, fall in the west and winter in the 
north.  It tells the whole story of how all life came into being abundantly bright, 
rising in the east and then fading away as it moves west and north.  All life rises 
and sets like the sun. 
 
What we do in between is our journey.  This is where the gifts of the four 
directions are needed - the gifts of the spirit, physical body, emotions and mind - 
and where we need to find balance within these four realms.  Today, many 
people are out of balance because they tend to only favour two realms of self, 
the mental and the physical.  They forget to look after their spiritual side, and 
often don’t know how to express and deal with their emotions. 
 
People think that by showing anger they are expressing their emotions.  But that 
is not what it means to be emotional.  Anger is a defense mechanism that 
protects the emotional part of us.  The sensitive part of us is our emotional realm, 
the part that feels the truth about what’s around us.  But we’ll show anger before 
we’ll show that true part of ourselves because we have learned to be 
embarrassed by it.  We’ll get angry because that’s accepted.  Sadly, some 
people even think it is respected.  But we won’t show our true emotions, our 
vulnerability and sensitivity, because that is not accepted.  So we have learned to 
replace those things with anger.  
 
As for the spirit, there never seems to be enough time.  People think you have to 
make a commitment of time through long periods of devotion to be spiritual.  But 
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being spiritual is remembering.  It is remembering that the first thing that was 
gifted to you when you came into being was the spirit.  Sadly, we tend to forget 
that and then we neglect our spirit and take it for granted.  So we need to 
remember where we came from and the gifts that were given to us as human 
beings. 
 
This way of being in the world was taught to me by my mother through the 
teachings of making a tipi.  The tipi teachings, as I call them today, relate to 
nurturing the four aspects of the self, the spiritual, physical, emotional and 
mental, which are rooted in the four directions.  The tipi is also a symbol of the 
women, so in honour of my mother and great grandmother and Cree women 
everywhere, I will share some of these tipi teachings with you. 
 
 
CENTRE 
 
The tipi teachings are passed on.  When I talk about the teachings, it’s not to 
alter or change them; I can only share how it was told to me.  There are many, 
many teachings that belong here with the tipi.  I won’t be able to share all of them 
with you.  But in sharing a little bit of the meaning it is hoped that you will 
continue on your journey to seek the teachings that you require.  You’re never 
done learning. 
 
For us, the word tipi doesn’t mean anything.  There is a Cree word we use today; 
we say migawap.  But traditionally, when my mother was teaching me about the 
tipi, she would say Kitche Migawap.  
 
In the beginning, it didn’t come in the shape of a tipi.  It came in the shape of a 
dome, which we still use today.  It’s known as a Sweat Lodge.  When that lodge 
came to us, you couldn’t make a fire in there.  The people would gather the rocks 
outside, heat them up, and then bring them into a pit in the middle.  This would 
keep them warm during the night.  But they couldn’t make a fire in there to cook. 
They had to do all their cooking outside.   
 
So when the lodge became bigger through the structure of the tipi, they could 
make a fire inside.  My mother said that the women were named after that fire in 
the centre of the tipi, which brought that warmth and comfort.  In the Cree 
language, the centre, the fire, is iskwuptew.  “Woman” in our language is iskwew, 
more than one woman, iskwewuk.  We were named after that fire, iskwuptew, 
and that is very powerful, because it honours the sacredness of that fire. 
 
In our language, for old woman, we say, Notegweu.  Years ago we used the term 
Notaygeu, meaning when an old lady covers herself with a shawl.  A tipi cover is 
like that old woman with a shawl.  As it comes around the tipi, it embraces all 
those teachings, the values of community that the women hold.  No matter how 
many children and great grandchildren come into that circle of hers, she always 
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still has room.  And if you put it up right, the poles never show on the bottom, and 
that tipi stands with dignity, just as, years ago, women always covered their legs 
with the skirt, which also represents the sacred circle of life.  And when you put 
the flaps up, it teaches you how we embrace life itself.  It’s like a woman standing 
there with her arms out, saying “Thank you” to everything.   
 
That is what the tipi is - it is the spirit and body of woman, because she 
represents the foundation of family and community.  It is through her that we 
learn the values that bring balance into our lives.  That is why, when you 
construct a tipi, it involves ceremony: because the ceremony of making a tipi 
represents the value of women’s teachings.  
 
TIPI CEREMONY 
 
When I make something, it’s not just to make it; it’s got meaning to it.  It’s like 
when I pick sweetgrass, and when I braid it, there’s a prayer that goes in there.  
Whoever I give that sweetgrass to, when they burn it, those prayers come out, 
and they help that person. 
 
It’s the same with a tipi.  When I make a tipi, when it goes up the first time, it has 
to face the east, because a tipi to me is not just a symbol, it’s a ceremony. 
 
The doorway is very important in ceremony.  For ceremonial purposes, the Cree 
face the doorway east because that represents the beginning of creation.   
 
Today, people forget that.  That is why, when I am asked to make a tipi for 
someone, I take them through the ceremony so that they can embrace the true 
meaning and teaching of the tipi.  I hope that it is a way to touch their spirit and 
provide guidance for them on their journey. 
 
Before making a tipi, I offer tobacco.  I don’t just stand and let that tobacco fall; I 
sit on the ground with humbleness, because I am offering something for 
something I will use from Mother Earth.  Because it’s not ours; everything we 
take is borrowed; we’re borrowing time; we’re borrowing all the things we need to 
make a tipi. 
 
I also ask whoever I am building the tipi with to offer tobacco with humbleness.  I 
usually ask the women in that family to offer the tobacco, because the tipi is a 
woman’s symbol; and the ceremony is a woman’s teaching.  The men can be 
part of the ceremony and can help to put up a tipi but they can’t hold the 
teachings, because they are not women.  The men need the women to be 
present during the making of the tipi to take in those teachings and to offer that 
sacred tobacco to Mother Earth because that is all part of the ceremony. 
 
I learned this through doing it, and through the instruction of my mother, who 
taught me that tobacco must be given for each stage of the process.  So when I 
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go out to the land and cut down the tipi poles, I make offerings of tobacco each 
time.  This is how we honour the resources and gifts of our Mother Earth.  She 
has gifted us for a very long time. 
 
Today, people use tipis more or less for symbolic reasons.  But I have made the 
commitment to share the teachings of the tipi each time I put one up.  I do this 
because the tipi is a ceremony that reminds us of the balance we must bring to 
our lives and of the powerful teachings that the women have.  
TIPI STRUCTURE 
 
Today I make tipis that stand twenty-two feet high, but years ago, tipis were 
maybe twelve or thirteen feet.  They didn’t have the material for large structures 
because they used hide instead of canvas and rocks instead of ground pegs.  
That is why today you can still find circles of rocks, or tipi rings, on the land.  It 
wouldn’t make sense to have your tipi too high, because the winds and storms 
would catch it.  
 
As time passed, the rocks were replaced with chokecherry ground pegs because 
they were one of the harder woods once they were dry.  Today I cut and peel 
spruce for the tipi poles and I use sticks to adjust the front flaps of the tipi 
entryway.  My mother used a bone from the moose leg to close the tipi in the 
front. 
  
My mother never used a measuring tape, or mapped things out mathematically – 
she just cut out her tipi and made it.  And each time it was perfect.  
 
The Cree people use 15 poles to make the structure of the tipi.  For every pole in 
that tipi, there is a teaching.  So there are 15 teachings that hold up the tipi.  
Other Nations use 16 poles, and maybe more, I don’t know.  All I know is what I 
know I was taught and that is the teachings for 15 poles.  
 
The tipi does not have to face east all the time; it can rotate in any direction.  It is 
only the first time that I request that the tipi face east, because of the opening 
ceremony.  
 
To start, we take three poles and bind them together to make a tripod. Each pole 
also has a very specific meaning.  These three together fortify the structure.  
They are obedience, respect and humility.  Notice the poles, the way they stand.  
If they stood straight up and down, they couldn’t support a tipi.  But balanced 
properly together, they are able to reinforce each other.  There’s a teaching in 
that.  In order to make a family, you need three: the two parents and the child, to 
make that balance. 
 
The tops of the poles have many teachings.  Each one points in a different 
direction.  We are like those poles.  We all need the strength and support of our 
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families and communities, but we accept that we all have different journeys and 
point in different directions. 
 
The poles also teach us that no matter what version of the Great Spirit we 
believe in, we still go to the same Creator from those many directions and belief 
systems; we just have different journeys to get there.  And where the poles come 
out together at the top, it’s like they’re creating a nest.  And they also resemble a 
bird with its wings up when it comes to land, and that’s another teaching: the 
spirit coming to land, holding its wings up.  
 
 
TIPI POLES 
 
We could talk about each of these poles for a long time; each one holds many 
teachings, and takes a long time and much experience to truly understand.  I will 
give you some words on each pole, to give a beginning idea of what the poles 
represent. 
 
 
EAST 
 
The woman spirit comes from the east, where the sun rises, where our warmth 
and vision starts.  And the spirit of women brings that warmth into the home. 
 
One of our four sacred medicines, sage, also resides here in the east, because it 
is women’s medicine.  It comes from the buffalo plant that was gifted to the 
women.  It is called prairie buffalo sage.  There are many sacred teachings about 
the plants and medicines, and of how they decided to be where they are, but that 
is another teaching for another time. 
 
Here in the east is the beginning of all life, when the spirit is conceived and gifted 
to the womb of the mother-to-be.  And because that being is identified as a 
person at conception, the older women taught us how to balance ourselves 
during that nine-month journey, how to look after ourselves so that journey would 
not be disrupted.  My mother would sit and talk with the young women, and the 
men too, about how to make that connection with that spirit, before the child was 
even born.  Because it hears your voice, has your emotions, feels your spiritual 
state during that nine-month journey.  She used to say, “Your child can hear 
everything you say, feels all your emotions.” 
 
My mother also taught how human life is conditioned in the first year.  She called 
it Eshkawasis, meaning “new child.”  She stressed the importance of this first 
year - that the new chid’s journey in this time should be especially safe.  For 
example, you would always carry your child with two hands, with the greatest 
respect; you don’t carry such a special gift under one arm. 
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This is the ultimate responsibility to achieve the balance and well being of the 
body, mind, emotions and spirit for the individual, the family, the community and 
the nation.  
 
CONTROL FLAPS 
The control flaps on a tipi teach that we are all connected by relationship and that 
we depend on each other.  Having respect for and understanding this connection 
creates and controls harmony and balance in the circle of life.  When we don’t 
know how to use the flaps, it gets all smoky inside the tipi, and you can’t see, 
which is like life – because if we can’t live in balance, we can’t see clearly where 
we’re going. 
 
CONCLUSION - POLES 
 
For every time that a pole is added, a rope goes around to bind that pole into 
place.  You have to be there and see it to appreciate that teaching. That rope is a 
sacred bond, binding all the teachings together until they are all connected.   
 
I have shared these teachings with you with the hope that they will help keep the 
women strong and will help our communities to nurture healthy, balanced people.  
 


