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A wooden statue of the Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha inside her shrine. Courtesy of the author:

30

9464 Central NY Myths (kara).ind30 30 @ 7/22/08 12:52:59 PM



®

Myths, Legends & Lore

whipping herself with willow shoots. She would walk barefoot in knee-deep
snow, and also wore a belt with iron spikes while she carried wood. She
burned her legs with wood, and burned her feet with hot coals between her
toes while saying the Hail Mary. She would eat sagamite with ashes during
Lent. Mary and Kateri would go into the chapel alone, secure the door
and whip each other until their shoulders were bloody, so great was their
regret of their former Indian ways. They also practiced these devotions at
an empty Irenchman’s home in the middle of a cemetery. Sometimes, while
being whipped, Kateri would say, “My Jesus, I must suffer with you. I love
you, but I have offended you. It is to satisfy your justice I am here. Discharge,
my God, on me your anger.”

At last, Kateri fell very ill, and Mary went with Kateri’s consent to Father
Cholenec to confess their self-mortification. He was surprised and suggested
that they had acted imprudently. She begged the Father to allow them to
continue some penance and he allowed a few smaller austerities. Though
ill, Kateri asked to fast during Holy Week. She slept on thorns to remind
her of the Passion of the Lord, and died on the third day, weakened by the
thorns, the fasting and her childhood smallpox, most likely. With Kateri’s
final breaths she uttered the words, “Jesus, Mary, I love you.” Fifteen minutes
after her death, the horrible scars left by smallpox in her youth vanished from
her face, leaving it beautiful and unscarred. Kateri died at the young age of
twenty-four years on Wednesday of Holy Week in the year 1680. Her death
was witnessed by two Jesuits and a roomful of Indians who attended her
bedside in her final moments. Following her death, many people reported
cures and miracles.

Fifty years after Kateri passed on, an Indian convent was formed in
Mexico, where the nuns prayed daily for Kateri to receive sainthood. These
prayers are recited still.

Kateri Tekakwitha is known as the “Lily of the Mohawks,” “the Genevieve
of New Irance,” “the Mohawk Maiden,” “the Pure and Tender Lily” and
“the Fairest Flower among True Men.” She was beatified on June 22, 1980,
by Pope John Paul II. Her attributes are the lily and the turtle as she was a
member of the Turtle clan. She is a patron of ecology, and her feast date is
June 14 in the United States. When she achieves sainthood, she will be the
first Native American to do so.

The Mohawk village of Caughnawaga (meaning “by the rapids”), situated
near the holy spring in which Kateri was baptized, is located at the site of the
Kateri Shrine in Fonda. It is considered the best-preserved Mohawk village
of its time. The shrine, maintained by Franciscan friars, is opened to the
public part of the year when visitors are invited to visit the girlhood home
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A statue of the Blessed Kateri in front
of the Shrine of Our Lady of Martyrs.
This site’s location was the village where
Kateri Tekakwitha was born. Courtesy of
the author:

This site is on the property of the National Kateri Shrine in Fonda. The stakes indicate
the locations of the longhouses in what is known as the Caughnawaga Castle Site, an
archaeological Iroquois village that was thought to have existed at this location between 1666
and 1693. The cement posts indicate the corners of the wood wall surrounding the village. It
is on the National Register of Historic Places. Courtesy of the author:
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of the Blessed Kateri. Many have been cured by the water of the well, and
through Blessed Kateri’s intercession.

THE MARTYRDOM OF THREE JESUITS

Back when this area was known as New Irance, the Jesuits began a campaign
to Christianize the natives. The Jesuits attempted to convert the Hurons
because they were closest to the Quebec base of the Jesuits, and not as
itinerant as the Algonquins. It was considered easier to learn their language
and ways. The Iroquois, particularly the Mohawks, were frequently warring
with these more northern tribes, and were particularly dreaded by natives
and French alike.

The works of the Jesuits in New France are well-known since they were
recorded in The fesuit Relations. These reports spanned seventy-three volumes
and were published and sold in France to raise money to support the Jesuit
missionary works and to excite interest in their works by wealthy Parisians
who might donate money to the Jesuit cause. The fesuit Relations were
cagerly read by many who awaited the latest news from the New World.
But despite the diligent efforts of the missionaries, their conversion rate was
extremely low. Often the Indians would only allow themselves to be baptized
on their deathbeds, and this did not help toward the building of a vibrant
congregation of converts. Often the blackrobes, as they were called, were
thought to be sorcerers who demonstrated strange talents such as predicting
celestial events and carried mysterious objects such as compasses and clocks,
which were thought to be alive. They used writing and could repeat what
a person said days after an event. However, the strongest reason for the
aversion to the blackrobes appears to have been the spread of disease that
seemed to follow them yet did not always seem to affect them. This, the
bringing of disease to native peoples, was the most damning evidence of
sorcery and often left them disliked and distrusted.

In all, there were eight North American Jesuit martyrs, three of which
were martyred here in Gentral New York. These three martyrs, now sainted,
are Jean de la Lande, Isaac Joques and René Goupil.

Father Isaac Joques arrived in September of 1636 at the Huron village
of Ossossané. He was a redheaded man with a beard, born of a wealthy
family, and had surgical skills and so was of particular value in the untamed
wilderness. The Huron named him “Ondessonk,” meaning “bird of prey.”
Disease soon swept the village, this time including the blackrobes, so charges
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