
Lenape Funeral Customs 

by Nora Thomps on Dean 

In troduct ion 

The followi ng pa per is an e yewi tnes s par t i ci ­
pant accoun t of the f une r a l cust om s among my Le­
nape ( Del aware In di an) peo ple i n nor t h- ea s t er n 
Oklah oma. The fun eral s a nd feasts di scu s s ed i n 
th is paper beg i n with my earl y recollections, 
about 1911, and come up to the pres e nt 
day. Thro ugho ut t he yea rs t he c ustoms ha ve remai n­
ed , for t he mos t pa rt , unchange d , a t least until 
the mid-1960' s. Now, with new l aws governing us, 
with o ur people scatte r ed allover th is coun t r y by 
such thin gs a s the Indian Reloca t ion Act, a nd the 
need to mo ve el s e where to find good job s , it i s 
increasingly di f f icult to fo llow a ll of the tradi­
t ions , es pec ia l ly s i nce mos t of t hem da te back to 
times when we li ve d i n vi lla ges. The pre s ent-da y 
funeral s var y in the number of t r aditional wa ys 
that the y ca n be carr ied out . 

The Len ap e l an gua ge, i n which I t hin k , i s un­
like Engl i s h i n tha t Lenape uses o ne word for t he 
words "he" or "she." In writing t his paper I 
will, th ere f ore, us e" th e t erm "h e" instead of 
wri ting " he or sh e " each t i me. The c us toms gi ven, 
unles s o t he r wise sta t ed, a r e the sa me for a man o r 
a woman. I a lso wi s h t o not e that I have ma de 
no at tempt t o co mpa re what I have witnes sed and 
descri be in t his pap e r wi th any of th e histori c 
accoun t s of Lena pe f unera l s wri t t e n by ea r i l ie r 
obse rvers or r epor t ers. Such co mpa r isons migh t 
ser ve only to conf use th e r ea der. 

We Lena pe people hold ou r dep a r ted people in 
mind f or a l o ng t ime . I t i s not uncommon t o hear 
someone whose fir st l an gua ge was Lena pe say "Thi s 
i s my mot he r 's " ev en t ho ugh t he mo ther had died 
years befor e . I remember sadly the da y one Le na pe 
man ca me t o my home a nd , with tears wel l i ng up in 
th e co rne r s of hi s ey es , aske d me i f I t ho ugh t he 
was crazy? I as ke d him what ga ve him su ch a fo ol­
i sh i dea, a nd he told me that he had just co me 
from the India n hosp ita l where the wh i te doc to r , 
wh o trea t ed him told hi m t ha t since his br o t he r 
had be en dea d f or a l most t wo yea rs, a nd he s till 
grie ved o ver him from time t o t i me, he s hould 
consi de r see i ng a ps yc hiatr is t abo ut this a bnor ma l 
behavior! I ho pe thi s paper will not onl y sho w ou r 
customs, but a lso some c ul t ura l dif f erences that 
wi l l e na ble non- Le nape rea de r s t o unde r stan d us 
be tter. 

A number of o ur yo unger peo pl e have commented 
t o me a t t he wa kes , that it i s sad that the y have 
no a c co unt of wha t i s prope r to do at s uc h a time. 
This paper is t he re s ul t of seve r a l ea r l ier dr a fts 
done wi t h t his need in mind. I would like to ex ­
pr es s my thanks to J i m Rementer f o r hi s hel p i n 
collating, and for t he tra nscriptions o f Le na pe 
wor ds. Now, wi th th i s expa nded pa pe r, I sa y t o our 
younge r people: 

It i s f or you, the younger Le na pe people, 

that t his a ccount was wri tt en. Yo u a re the 
he i r s of a l on g line of tradition, a nd i t 
i s you who will de t ermine whe ther the s e are 
ca r ri ed on t o your heirs. 

Whe n a woman is in her s ixties or seventies , 
or ev en in her l a t e fif ties , sh e star ts making 
preparat i ons t o leave this world. She beg in s by 
making her t ra ditiona l clothing : sk i rt , l eggi ngs, 
blou s e, a nd moccasins --e ver ything that s he in t end s 
t o wea r wh en she leave s t hi s world. She tell s th e 
young people a nd tho s e who mi gh t be l eft be hi nd , 
he r s urv ivors , wha t s he want s don e whe n s he de­
pa rt s t hi s world . Afte r th i s c l o t hi ng is made , sh e 
sh ould wear it t o a dan ce or ce r emo ni a l at least 
once or twic e , and t hen put i t away i n storage fo r 
tha t time whe n th e Creator ca l ls her fr om t his 
l ife. Thi s clot hing i s supposed to be ha nd­
stitche d , not sew n on a ma chi ne . 

A man usually wa nts his mocca sins a nd Indian 
sh irt , and he has hi s r elati ve s or someon e e l se 
prepare his clo thing when he ge t s t o a cer t a i n 
age , the fif t ie s or s ixt i es , or somewhere alo ng 
the r e. 

I t i s said th at a Lenape' s personality cha nges 
wh en he some ho w se nses t hat his l if e is gett i ng 
s hor t . He ge ts a little irr i t able a nd tr ies t o 
make peopl e a ngr y. Thi s i s so peop l e wi l l dis l i ke 
him when his time c omes and they will not g r i e ve 
so ove r him . 

The lenapeokani s ~ k iHen Ja ( the " spirit fin ­
ge r s," t he small vh i t e s e mi circl e s a t the base of 
th e fin ge r nail s ) a r e al s o clos el y wa t ch ed beca use 
when the y begin to f ade, it i s a s i gn of ex t r eme 
il lne s s or impen ding deat h . I n ver y rare ca s es 
th e re is a whit e mist t hat surrounds a person when 
he is about to l eave th is ea r th . Whe n thi s whi te 
mist i s s een , t he dy i ng per son i s known t o be a n 
extremel y goo d person, o ne who has lived close to 
th e Cr eator an d f ollowe d Hi s wa ys. 

When the l en apeokan ( t he soul) se para tes from 
the body f orever, we say that t he hear t sto ps, and 
th a t is wh at we Le na pe peopl e ca l l death. It i s 
sa id t hat jus t prior t o deat h , th e lenapeokan 
cou l d l ea ve th e body and tra vel around vis it i ng 
places an d people. The old meteinuwa k (medi cine 
me n) wer e s omet imes a ble t o see thi s so ul at the 
time of separ a t ion , a nd woul d ca use it t o r eturn 
t o th e bod y so that t he per s on coul d li ve on a 
while longer. Wh en dea t h final ly oc curs we are 
t old no t t o c ry , bu t cr yi ng i s a thin g of nature. 
We a lways c ry , es pe c i a l ly i f that per s on wa s close 
to us. 

As so on as a pe rson dies , a wi ndow in t he room 
whe re the pers on died is o pe ne d just a little, a nd 
l e ft ope n so t hat the so ul c an ge t in a nd out to 
do its l a s t minut e preparatio ns before it leave s 
th is ea rt hl y l i fe. If a pers on s houl d die wit h hi s 
hi s ey es open , whoeve r i s with him wil l close 
them; although it is our belief that when a person 
di es li ke thi s he i s no t reall y rea dy t o l ea ve 
th i s earth. The dead person' s f a c e i s th en cover e d 
with a black hand kerchief, or a ny co l or the person 
migh t have s a i d he wante d at some time durin g hi s 
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li f e. All the picture s an d mir r or s in the house 
ar e t hen co ve red with s heet s or c l o th. The c l o th­
ing o f t he decea sed is ga t hered tog ethe r a nd th e 
s urv ivor s , e i t her the s pouse or the c hild r e n , ca n 
pick out what th ey wa nt to ke e p. The remai ni ng 
clothing is th e n ga t hered i nto two bundl e s an d to­
bac co i s put on eac h o f the bundl e s i n pre para t io n 
fo r th eir be i ng take n t o th e cemetery . 

Wh en the Le nape women hear tha t someone has 
died,m ost of them s tart t o koho ke ( to pound co r n 
wi th a morta r a nd pe s tle ). Dried homi ny i s al ways 
on ha nd and r ea dy to be pounded, an d with t his 
th ey ma ke t wo or three lenahp~na (a t ype o f cor n 
brea d) . These lenahpdna cor n br ea ds wer e usual ly 
coo ked outside in a Dut ch o ven . If t hr ee su ch 
lenahpona were ma de, t he y woul d keep two a nd t a ke 
t he othe r one t o t he f unera l feast .cD Somet i me s 
bean s or c ur r a nts we r e ba ked in t o these brea ds. 
The bre a d was ha nd l e d ve ry ca re f ull y , a nd no sa l t 
wa s ever put i nto i t ; i n fa c t, we ne ver put sal t 
in any fun eral fea s t fo od . The children were made 
to be quiet a nd were told not t o make any nois e, 
e s pecia l ly if t he y we r e c l ose t o the de ce ased per ­
son. 

Wh e n a Lena pe 's l i f e i s e nde d, the fa mi l y a p­
poin t s fou r wor kers, t wo me n an d t wo wome n , t o 
per f orm c ertain t a sk s until t he body i s bur i ed and 
the f east is ov e r , a t which time their t as ks are 
e nde d . The wome n wor ke r s coo k th e fo od , a nd t he 
men ge t wood a nd hel p lif t hea vy thin gs s uc h a s 
ke t tles . The cooki ng was done o utdoors , as it 
should be yet . Such a wo rke r ha s to be physi cal ly 
fit, and he sh ould be a non-relative of th e de ­
cea sed, a nd pr e f e r abl y yo unger. 

Year s ago th e women wor kers was he d a nd dr es s ed 
th e body, a nd wash ed a nd combed the ha i r i f it was 
a woman who died. If the deceased wa s a man, the 
men workers t ook c ha r ge a nd was he d a nd dress ed 
th e body, a nd washed a nd combed t he ha i r. Gr ea se 
or hai r dress i ng was not put on th e ha ir o f a 
deceased person . At s uch time t he c loth co ver ing 
th e fa ce is set as i de . 

Whe n the famil y selec ts s uch workers , they mus t 
choose so meone the de ceased l iked , beca use t her e 
hav e been i nstan ces when a worker wa s one whom the 
deceas ed did not li ke, a nd s uc h a worke r had a 
ha r d time gett ing the moccas i ns and cl o t hin g on 
the dea d per son . On s uc h an occassion , t he o ther 
worke r t ook over a nd tried , and t he t hin gs wen t 
on with ease . Thi s i s one reason why we be l i eve 
that the deceased kn ows th i ngs a nd is ca pa ble o f 
ac ti ng af t e r he l ea ves t his ea r t hl y life . 

The family also ap poi nted a s pea ker. I n th e ol d 
day s this was t he chie f's dut y, but in mor e r e cent 
times it is a n e lder ly wi s e man of t he tri be . The 
s peaker must be a non-re l a tive , a nd he must be a 
goo d man who li ves mor ally. The s pea ker conduc t s 
a l l the of ora l ceremonies , a nd his "pa y" co ns is ts 
of seve ra l yards of whi t e cloth . 

The f amily a lso ap point s a per s on of t he sa me 
sex as t he dece nden t to si t a t t he hea d of t he 
bod y. Thi s .p e r s on i s us ua l l y t he bes t frie nd of 
the decea s e d, but un der no c i r cumsta nces may th i s 
be a r e l a ti ve. The pe r s on so se l ec ted must not 
l ea ve hi s ass igned post at the hea d of t he cas ket ; 

howeve r, i f i t i s necessary to l eave , someone e lse 
mus t sit in t ha t place unt i l t he friend r e turn s . 

While the women wor ke r s are cooking an d c lean­
ing the home of t he dec eased the t wo men wor ke r s 
a r e bus y making a co f fin an d the gr a ve mark er. 
Nowadays they make only the ma rker beca use co m­
mercia l l y ma de cof fins are us ed. 

The bod y, havi ng been wash ed and dr e s sed , us e d 
to be placed outside on a porch , or in a t ent , on 
new board s as l on g and a s wi de as t he bod y , and 
the head was o r ie nted t o t he eas t . The boa r ds wer e 
ra ised a bou t t he height of an ordinary cha i r so as 
not t o t ou ch t he gro und . At the pr e s e nt time , the 
body i s laid out i n the dec ede n t ' s home or in a 
f unera l home. The local fu neral homes a l l ow us t o 
ha ve o ur all-night wake th e r e. 

The burial take s pla ce as soon a s possi ble a f­
te r a pe r son di es . We do no t beli eve in embalming ; 
it i s s tr ic tly t aboo f or Lena pe pe o pl e.CV The r ea­
so n for th i s is t ha t we be l ie ve the bl ood itsel f 
i s a sou l even t hough se parate f rom th e main sou l 
or lenapeokan;, we, t here for e , want to take th i s 
blood s oul wi th us into t he gr ound. 

The wake i s us ua l l y one ni ght l ong. I n so me i n­
s ta nces , howe ver, t he weat her or some o t her condi­
tion ca us es a de l ay an d it might then be two 
nights long . The wake is usu al l y he ld a t t he 
dece nden t 's home, an d t here is food prepar ed by 
the wo r kers fo r the midn ight meal fo r an yone who 
might be there. The wake ca n s t ar t at an y time i n 
the l at e a f te r noo n , or whe never a pe r s on f eels 
like go i ng . 

Al l t he peo ple wh o since the deat h have co n­
gregated a t t he hou se, a nd who ha ve viewed the 
body, now go into t he house, us ua l ly at s undown , 
a nd beg i n the vi gi l. In t i me s pas t Chipahkwin­
a l i t i n ( t he Moccas i n Game ) was played a ll night 
l ong d ur i ng t hi s time, bu t it i s no l onger playe d. 
As far a s I know, t he last Moccasi n Game was 
pla yed a t th e funer al of ~y gra ndfat her, Bi l l ie 
Wilson, in 189 4. (S ee Appen dix: The Moccasin 
Game p , 7l ) . 

At midnight , eve ry pe r s on present , exce pt the 
one who s it s at th e hea d of t he body, i s call e d 
out side and a rif l e is fi red. (Nowadays th i s prac­
t i ce i s di s continued be caus e o f l a ws a bout f i r e­
ar ms .) Then eve r yone ga t he rs wher e t he body i s , 
a nd t he sp ea ker prays for t he de par ted pe r s on and 
f or the berea ved f amily a nd rela ti ves . 

The fac e of th e decea sed i s then paint ed with 
ol ama n (r ed Indian pai n t ) so t hat when he stands 
befor e th e Crea tor he wi l l be r ecogni zed as a t r ue 
Lena pe . The pa i nt f or a woman i s two small spot s, 
one o n ea ch c heek a bout t he size of a qua r t e r, a nd 
so me times in the part of the hair a bou t t wo i nc hes 
l ong. The pai nt fo r a man c onsis t s of thr e e lit tl e 
line s f r om t he oute r s ide of the eye bac k a l most 
t o the hai rline. The pain ting i s done by t he 
speaker unl e s s th e dep a r ted per son had req ues ted 
that some spec i a l pe r so n s hould pai nt him. 

The c l o t h ca n now be put ba ck ove r the f ace of 
the de cease d i f de s ired, a nd t he cas ke t may be 
clos ed if the family desi r es i t . Now those pr ese nt 
ca n ea t the midnight meal pr ep ar ed by the work ­
ers . The wa ke th e n continue s on t hro ugho ut th e 
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ni ght. 
Unde r no c irc umstances s houl d ceda r be burned 

during t he wa ke, o r a t a ny pa rt of the fu neral. 
Thi s is to be done only after the people a t th e 
f une ral have a r r ived at home. 

I n the mo r ni ng when the s ky begins t o tur n g ray 
i n the east , one of t he men wo r ke rs goes out and 
on ce again fire s t he r ifle . Anyone who might ha ve 
falle n as leep , s uch as the c hi l dr en , i s awakened 
for this . 

Eve r y Le na pe has to be buried be fo re noon, and 
t he women workers sta rt servi ng the brea kf as t to 
the people who a re t here as soon as day light 
comes . The y then star t ga th e ring up the f ood to 
t a ke t o the c eme t er y a nd make pr e par a t i ons as 
s tea di ly as th e y ca n i n order t o get t hrough by 
noon. Whil e t hey are ge t ting re ad y t o t a ke t he 
body away , the women worker s a re co oking . The fa m­
ily of the decea s ed has pr ovided some a nima l to 
butcher, usua lly a hog or s tee r , a nd with thi s 
they fee d th e fr i end s a t th e f uner a l feast . 

After e ve ryone has eaten , t he body of the dead 
person i s placed on a ve hic le o f some kind. The 
s pea ke r t a ke s the lea d , the be r eaved f ollow him, 
fr i e nds a nd ki nsmen ne xt, a nd the vehic le wi t h t he 
body i s at the end -- th e l a s t one in the proces­
s ion . Rega rd l e s s o f wha t ta kes pl ace, no on e is 
eve r permitt ed t o l ook ba ck when t he y a re on thei r 
way. It i s sa i d tha t the spi rit wa l ks behind , and 
i f someone s houl d look back the spi rit will f a l l 
behind . When the co r tege l ea ve s the home , one per­
son s hould r emain be hi nd . 

The gra ve is no t dug unt il t he body ar rives a t 
the ceme te ry . The men wor ker s and fr i e nds of t he 
deceased ta ke t ur ns di ggin g t he grave , but unde r 
no ci rc umsta nces is a r ela ti ve s uppos ed to distur b 
t he ear th , or dig , or cove r up the grave . Children 
a re st rict ly war ne d no t to pla y wi th the soi l . Af­
ter the grave i s dug , the body is place d over i t 
on poles plac ed ac ross the ope n gra ve as s uppo rt s 
f or the cas ket . The deceasejl is alwa ys pl aced wi t h 
hi s head t owards the eas t . ~ 

The s peaker t akes hi s place at the head of t he 
gra ve and begins t alking t o those ga t he red . Speak ­
ing i n Lenape he s ays : 

Our kins ma n i s goi ng away now. He is go­
ing i nto t he hands of Kishelemukong who 
wil l wa t ch over him . We must a l l ca r ry 
on i n t his l ife t o our best a bili t ies , 
s peaking ki ndl y t o one anothe r , a nd li v­
i ng peac e f ul l y. 

He goes on wi t h his talk f or a whi le , and t hen he 
pra ys f or t he bereaved and the deceased , plead ing 
wi th our Cr ea t or to accep t him into His kee pi ng . 
Shakin g hands with the be rea ved and those near him 
he then sits down . 

The friend who sat by the body a l l ni ght now 
s t e ps for ward a nd si ts down in a s qua t t i ng pos i­
t i on at t he head of t he de ce a s ed a nd addresses him 
thus: 

My fr i en d, now we ar e at the parti ng . Go 
wi th a fre e mind . Thin k of us no more . 

Fi g. 1. Grave marke r o r Kikinhikan, mal e a t l ef t 
and fem ale at right . Drawn b y Char l es Wate r hou se , 
i n We s l ager ( 197 2 :442) . 

Someday , when Kishelemukong t e l l s us, we 
wi l l be wi t h you aga in , but do no t thin k 
of us now. Go on i n peac e . 

At this time t he peop le go and view the body 
for t he l as t t ime . Start ing on the east end the y 
go a ro und the enti re grave, the mound of ea rth and 
all , going i n a counte r - c lac k-wise di rection . The 
bes t fr i en d of the spouse l ea ds him a round t he 
grave , an d t he n take s him a l it tle wa ys towa rds 
t he eas t and t urn s him loose , a fter which the 
s pous e ca n go si t w he reve ~ hi wants. Thi s i s done 
only in t he cas e o f a ma r r i ed pe rson l osin g a 
s pous e . 

I n ce r t a i n c i rc umsta nces , some peopl e shoul d 
not a ttend funera l s . A pe rso n who is sic k s houl d 
not attend, becaus e it i s said it will weaken him 
ev e n more. A person who was disl i ked by th e dece­
den t sh ould not a t te nd , as t he s pi r i t of the de ­
ceased might cause him to become paral yzed or ha ve 
a s t ro ke . I f a woma n who is pregnan t should att end 
the f uneral, s he mus t ne ve r look a t the bod y be ­
ca us e this cou ld caus e he r chi l d , wh en born , t o 
ha ve eyes that c l os e s pa smodi ca l l y th roughout 
li f e. Child ren also are not pe rmi tted to vi e w the 
body beca us e it is said t o weake n t he i r eyes . 

Anyon e attending a Lenape funer al, the be­
r ea ved f a mi ly or a nyone, doesn 't dre ss up, bu t 
wea r s the commo n clothing that the dec eased had 
s e e n them wear in li f e . We do no t wear f in e r y to a 
f uner a l because we think tha t s uc h c lo th i ng i s f or 
gaiet y and happines s . 

At some point, a not ch i s cu t into the e nd of 
th e cof fin nea r th e head .. I t is onl y a small 
not ch, but i t s er ves as a means by whi ch the s oul 
ca n come t o and lea ve th e bod y . Just be fo re c los­
ing th e caske t , thi s notch is paint ed with the 
olaman (red Indian pai nt ) . 
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Fi g. 2. Kikinhikan: the woode n mar ker for a man ' s 
gra ve . Such markers are no t r e placed when t he y rot 
way . Note the woman's marker in the backg round. 

The cas ke t contain ing the body i s lower ed into 
the grave a nd t he wor kers pl a ce a set o f the dead 
pe r s on' s c lot hi ng i n t he grave on t o p of t he box . 
This bund l e co ntai ns a compl ete s e t of t he every­
day clothing of the de cea s ed. Men wor ker s and 
f r ie nds of t he dec eased fi ll in the gra ve, tak i ng 
ca re that a l l of t he soil th a t was t a ke n out is 
pu t back a nd mounded ove r the grave . As t he grave 
i s being fill ed, t he kikinhik~n ( t he grave marker ) 
i s placed at the hea d of the gra ve . For a ma n this 
consis t s of a st ra ig ht board wi t h a diamond c ut at 
th e top. For a woman it i s a c r os s with a diamond 
a t the top and on the end s of the cross piece ( see 
Figure s 1-3).~ 

Whe n t he grav e mar ker is in pla ce, the spea ke r 
or on e of the men workers paint s the kikinhikan 
with ol~man. This mus t be done by someo ne who 
knows what he is doin g--i t mus t be prope r l y 
painted. We f ee l that th e way it is paint ed is 
muc h like a mode rn-day hi ghwa y; if it i s i mp r op­
e r ly marked, we wi l l get lost. (see Fi g. 2 showi ng 
kikinhikan. ) 

The worke r s now s pr ea d t wo ca nvas s heets at t he 
head of t he grave . I f t he r e are other graves 10­

cated there, t he n a t the neares t ava i labl e s pac e. 
These s erve as " t ab les" for the t a h kwiph~ t in or 
f une r a l fea s t. 

The food t ha t ha s been pr epared for th is fea s t 
mus t be hand le d ve ry car e f ul l y by bo th the women 
vor ke r s and by t he f r i en ds who br ing it . Salt i s 
ne ve r a dded to fea s t f ood as i t i s sai d tha t the 
s al t ruin s th e ta ste fo r t hose who ha ve departed . 
The food mus t be han dled in a clea n , prayerf ul 
ma nne r. A mens t rua ting woman, o r a woman wh o l i ve s 
a n immoral li f e, s houl d no t handle feast food . She 
mus t be a vi rtuo us) clean woma n. The fo od furn ished 
by t he famil y for t he fri e nds to eat i s pu t on one 
o f t he ca nvas shee ts ; on the o t her s hee t is p l a ced 
t he f ood brou ght by the fri end s for the fam i ly and 
r e latives t o eat . It is i mportant that onl y t he 
r e lative s , includin g closel y re l a t ed in- laws of 
t he deceased, ea t a t one pla c e , a nd that the no n­
relat i ve frien ds eat at the o t her . 

Be f or e anyone beg ins ea t ing, the widow, a 
da ught er , o r a c lose r ela ti ve o f th e de ce a s ed 
f i lls s ix l arge pan s wi t h t he c hoi cest piec es of 
food se l e c ted from tho s e bro ught by the fr i ends . 
These large pan s of food ar e pr ep ared for t he fo ur 
wo rke r s, the spea ke r , and t he bes t frien d of t he 
de ce a s ed. The best friend wil l " eat" f or t he de ­
ceased . 

Befo re eating , t he s pea ker aga i n pra ys. Then 
the s i x people f o r whom th e pans were prepared 
begin to ea t . These six are sea ted a t the fr iends ' 
table because t hey a r e all non- r elatives of the 
de cea s ed. The foo d that was cooke d by the worke rs 
goes on the fri ends ' table, beca us e th e y cooked 
the food for the f a mi l y of the deceased . After the 
feas t i s all o ver with, the s e s ix pe ople t ake home 
wha t ha s been gi ven to them, pans and a l l. 

Using dr y st icks , a smal l fi r e i s now ma de a t 
t he he a d of the gra ve . Thi s f ire can be mad e by 
e i t he r the spou s e o r one o( th e men worker s. Thi s 
i s don e befor e e ver yone leaves t he ceme t er y, and 
a lso for t he next t hr e e evenings j us t before s un­
down, makin g a to t al of fo ur fires. It i s sai d 
t ha t t he deceased takes the f ire with him to keep 
warm. 

The two bundl e s of clothing whi ch had be l o nged 
t o th e deceas ed a re now given by a relat i ve , one 
t o each worker. I f the dead person was a ma n, the 
clo thing i s gi ven to t he two men workers with to­
bac co. If it wa s a womarr who die d, the c lo t hing 
goes t o th e two women workers, also wit h tobacco . 
Eve n if the worker does n ' t r eal l y want th e c lo t h­
in g, i t should be ke pt for a whi l e, and somethi ng 
from the bund l e s ho ul d be wor n a t least once . 
Thes e bundle s are somet i mes placed be hind the lo­
cat io n where the wor kers will s it at the fea st , 
a nd will be given t o them just a f ter the f east is 
f inished. 

The spea ker te l l s eve r yone : 

Don't hurry of f or rush home, or wherever 
it is you are goi ng to go . Li nge r arou nd 
f or a while . Be good t o each o t he r, be 
friendl y! You don't k now whe n yo u too 
will be call ed a way t o whe r e the Creator 
i s . 

66 



After the funeral, when ever yone goes home , 
they cleanse the house of t he deceased with cedar 
smoke made by burning the red cedar leaves on hot 
coals, a nd they also pur ify themselves with this 
cedar smoke . Upon arr iv ing home everyo ne who at­
tended the funera l s hould use cedar smoke to 
c leanse hi mself a nd everything he ha d o n at the 
funeral~ Not on ly is cedar bur ned withi n the 
home of the dea d person , i t s ho uld be taken o ne 
t i me around t he hou s e. The th i ngs t he deceased 
l e f t behind , things the fami ly mi gh t wish to pre­
serve as keepsakes or he ir looms, s hou l d a lso be 
smoked with the cedar s moke . The only proper time 
to use the cedar is when you cleanse your body a nd 
house. Cedar is never to be used at the cemetery . 
The cedar should be Eastern Red Cedar(Juniperus 
v i r g i ni.etie) • 

Three days after a person's death , the close 
relatives are s uppos ed to was h an d comb their 
ha ir , preferably before sun-up. Thos e who have 
lost a relati ve t hr ough death should no t sleep in 
the dark ; t he y should have a dim li gh t at a ll 
t imes wh en as lee p , and this should be done for at 
least a year . 

In the past it was customary for th e chief of 
t he tribe to stay wit~ the family of t he deceased 
for a few days , to comfort and ad vi s e t hem. He was 
to do anythi ng he could to help th is family in 
their time of so rrow . 

After someone has di ed , th e rest of the family 
isn 't supposed to go anywhere for one full year. 
They never leave the home place . At least one per ­
son, the spouse, child , or pa re nt , must be at the 
house for one year . That i s the year of mourning. 
If a woma n loses her husband, a relative of her 
husba nd is supposed to t a ke he r ha i r down and comb 
it, and it is to be l ef t l oos e for one f ull year, 
a lthough it ca n be tie d bac k . (The usu al hairstyle 
for a ma r rie d woma n was with the end of t he ha i r 
tur ned up to for m a bagwig .) 

A deer hide stri ng s hould a lso be tied o n the 
wrist of anyone c lose t o the deceased . It can be 
on either wrist but it must not be taken off; in­
stead it is left to come off of its own accord . 

It is sa id that our real soul, the 
lenapeok~n , goes to where the Creator lives. The 
Milky Way is the pa t h along which i t travels . But 
before the so ul gets t o where the Creator is, 
there is a bridge to cross. Thi s bridge is guarded 
by all of the dead dogs. I f a pe r s on has ever mi~­
treated or a bus e d a dog in any wa y, that dog will 
tell t he others and they will no t let that per ­
so n 's s oul across. This is one r ea s on why Lenape 
people a re taught to treat dog s we l l. 

It is sa i d that where the Cr ea t or l i ve s is l i ke 
here on ea rt h , but everything i s easy, and there 
are no a nnoy a nce s such a s we fi nd here . I t is 
we l t ek lehelexe oka n , "a wonder fu l life . " 

Sometimes a Le nape is reincarnated ; not every ­
one of course , bu t s ome time s one does come back. 
The older people pay spec ial attentio n to the ea r ­
lobes of a newborn baby, looking for an i nde nta ­
tion wh ich makes them seem like they had bee n 
pierced before . They will watch such a person all 
during childhood to see i f it is really true. 

'f\ " 

~I'H 

~l C. 

Fig. 3. Kikinhikan : t he wooden mar ker fo r a wo­
man's grave . At the time of buri al t hese markers 
are daubed wit h al aman as seen in Fig . 1 . 

While on the subject of re inca r nation , it 
should be told that we are awa iting the ret urn of 

our folk hero, Wehixa mukes . Our old people would 
a ll say, Behawdnach na ka \V~hixamukesa, ' \~e will 
wait for W~ hixamuk~s . " \vhen - he knew he was about 
t o die he said to the Lena pe l i vi ng i n hi s time: 

D~lam~lsi xun ~ ti ne wika ws i ok xu l a pi 
ba e nda so mi hk w~kwe yuk i Weopsich~ k. Xu 
knenaihemo e l i ~ nda weskahpia demelenJa 
kweti naxking , ok newekahesin pilsit 
skixkwe. " I feel that soon my life will 
end, but I will come again when these 
White people do you da stard ly ways or 
mistreat you. You wi l l kno w me , because 
when I am born one of the fingers on my 
hand wi l l be o f f and mv moth er wi l l be 
a virgin . " 0 

I t i s said t hat when Wehixamukes returns, he wi l l 
help us , a nd he will rejuvenate the Lenape tribe . 
So eve n in our st or i e s we discuss reincarna t i on. 

If a perso n has lived a sinful l ife, he wil l 
go where the Mahtantu (the evil spirit) l ives , and 
there he will be t or me nt e d by a ll types of in­
sects. When the Ma h tantu gets t i red of torment­
i ng this sinful person he wi l l turn him into an 
insect : a gnat , mosquito , or any type of insect 
that would a nnoy or sting . He will then turn this 
i ns e c t loose on earth so he will attack the living 
and make them mad, and they will do something bad 
i n their anger . That is what the Ma htan tu wants, 
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and that is the wa y he wins people over . 
Whe n the yea r o f mour ning is ove r , some peop le 

have a memor i al feast; but once these annual 
f eas t s are star t ed , the y mus t be he l d ev e ry yea r 
as l ong as the pe r s on holdi ng the fe ast is l i vin g. 
The de scendant s o f the pers on who s ta r ted the 
f eas t are no t ob liged to carryon if t he y do no t 
wi s h t o do s o . The s e annual f east s a r e ca l led 
Wi hunge . When a person wa nts to Wi hunge , he noti ­
f i es people a we ek or so be f ore ha nd . The fami ly 
holdi ng the f east wil l s tar t cooki ng i n t he morn­
ing, a nd t he y wi l l c ook ev ery thing the de c ed e nt 
had liked . I n t he e veni ng time t he food i s pl aced 
in la rge dish pans which are t ied up wi th tea ­
t owel s a nd hun g outs i de , somet i mes on a c lo thes­
l ine. The pers on ha ving t he fea st pr a ys a nd tell s 
th e Creator wh y this is being don e; that it i s f or 
t hose who ha ve go ne on. 

The following morn in g, the floor having been 
scrubbed c l ea n , a spread is put down a nd thes e 
s ame pans of food are placed .on t he sprea d along 
with plates a nd fl atware for t he person or pe rsons 
who had been a sked to co me . Again, the person 
hold in g the f east will pr a y a nd t e l l why thi s is 
bei ng done . Those present wi l l then ea t the fo od. 
In fac t , t he in vited guest or gues ts ar e eati ng 
fo r the depar te d , as wa s done a t the fun eral 
f east . When the y have fini shed, th ey t a ke whate ver 
food i s left home wit h th em. Once agai n , i t must 
be a non - re la tive who ea t s fo r t he de part ed a t 
t hi s feas t , a nd it i s be t t er to have someone who 
is you nge r t han the dead pers on wo uld have been . 
There a r e no worker s at the memorial feasts; t he 
wor k i s done by t he f a mily of the home. 

In a ddi tion t o the a nnua l memoria l f eas t, 

t her e a re o t her time s that a person migh t hold a 
Wihunge . Some t i mes th i s is done if the depart ed 
keeps comi ng i nto some r ela ti ve' s dreams. I f these 
dreams a re pers is t ent , i t i s s aid t hat the de­
parted pers on is tr ying to tell yo u some t hi ng , a nd 
therefore, a feast i s he l d . Unlike the a nnua l 
f eas t s, howe ver, these do no t ha ve t o be repeat ed 
ever y year. 

Lately, there have been Mun s ee peopl e* mixed 
with the Len ape here in Okl ah oma, and they hav e 
their own wa ys. The y say that thi s s pi r i t which we 
ca l l the lena peokan rema in s here f or twel ve da ys, 
s o t he y have a feast at the de cedent ' s home twel ve 
da ys a fte r t hat pe rson 's dea th . This , however, i s 
only f or the Mun see peo ple , not th e Lenape, a l ­
t hough we might be a sked t o atte nd t heir f ea sts . 

The Lena pe peo pl e have ano ther cus tom t hat we 
f ollow. After t he one year of mour ning is over , we 
make pre pa r at i ons f or a sur vi ving spouse . Ceda r i s 
burn ed a nd t hi s survi vin g s pouse is "smoked" with 
the pure ceda r smoke and prayed for . He or she is 

* The Unami -speaking people who fo rmer ly inhabit­
ed mos t of southern New J ers ey a nd ad jace nt por­
t ions of Penn s yl van i a a nd Delaware dis t i nguish 
th ems el ves, as Len ap e or Delaware, f rom the Muns ee 
s pea ki ng people who f orme rl y occ upied northern Ne w 
J e rsey an d adjace n t part s of Pennsylvania and New 
York Sta te . Se e Hunter 1978: Kraft 1978:1-6 a nd 
Kraft in this publication . 

t he n qua l i f ied t o go a nd ag a i n parti cipat e in 
s ocia l e vent s . The n, too , t he re la t ive s o f t he de ­
ceased ma y furn i sh new c lot hi ng to thi s spouse 
" f rom t he skin ou t. " I f t hi s is done, i t me,an s 
t hat t hi s spous e is no l onge r i n their fa mily , a nd 
he i s f ree o r e ligibl e to go a nd pi c k whomever he 
chooses sho uld he wi s h t o r ema r r y . If the f a mil y 
does no t c lo the th i s spouse, i t mea ns that they 
woul d sti ll like t o keep him or her within t he 
f amil y. 

This then comple tes t he accoun t of what i s done 
at a traditional fu nera l among t he Lena pe peop l e. 
There are, however , a number of cor rections that 
mus t be m ad~ co ncern i ng th e Lenape a t t i t ude or be­
lief conce r ning death and t he dep a r t e d . Ma ny have 
a lready been given in t his pap er, but t here a re a 
f ew mor e instances t o be mentioned at thi s t i me . 

Wh en a person pr epar es to go somewher e he 
should not be tak ing his c lo t he s on and off . If he 
does s o , it implies t ha t wh en he dies he will be 
tryin g to come to thi s world to c ha nge . Or , i f a 
pe r s on s t a r t s somethin g, s ome project, for exam­
ple, he must tr y t o fin ish it . I f it is l eft un­
f in i shed, then whe n t hat pe r son dies he will be 
tr yin g t o come bac k t o f i nish what he start ed dur ­
i ng his lifetime, and he wi l l an noy t he l iving . 
The y wi l l hea r noises a nd feel his s pi r i t around 

A person s ho ul d no t ea t or dr ink ou ts i de af ter 
dark wi t hou t f i r st placi ng a s mall bi t of th e 
f ood, whi ch he bite s off , on t he g round for t he 
departed . Li ke wi s e, the person shoul d take a small 
mou t hf ul o f t he dri nk an d spit i t on the gro und . 

When a pers on has hi s hai r cu t , or removes 
hai rs fr om a comb , the ha i r s hould be ke pt a nd , as 
s oon a s pos si bl e, it s houl d be burn ed . When it is 
burne d , he s hould te l l t he Gra ndfa t he r Fire, " I 
gi ve it to you . " It i s sa i d that t he Grandfathe r 
Fire will give t he hai r back to the pers on when he 
dies . 

If a person goe s to a dan ce or a t te nds t he Bi g 
House c e r emo ny a nd us es the olamJn ( red Indian 
paint) on hi s fa c e it s houl d be wash ed off be for e 
going to sleep . If it i s l eft on the fa ce, th e 
spir i ts of the depart ed might thi nk he has come t o 
j oin them and th ey might t ry to take thi s person 
in to t he world of the depar ted. 

A per s on who has washed hi s hair s houl d not go 
t o bed wi t hout gr eas ing the hair . No hair dres s i ng 
i s put on the ha ir of a depar te d per son, a nd i f a 
livin g per son doe s not use s ome t ype o f dressi ng, 
i t is said t he deceased people will gathe r a round 
th is pe rson ' s bed and say , "Oh, he i s a l r eady he re 
[i n the s pi r i t world); he has come to join us !" 
Thi s wil l caus e the pe r s on to s ic ke n or die . 

The Lenape name of a person who is deceased 
should no t be sai d a f te r a bou t two o 'c lock i n t he 
af te r noon , but i t i s al l right to say it during 
the mo r nin g . I f said in the af t e r noon , or durin g 
the night, it is sa id it wi ll d i s tu rb t hat per ­
so n 's spir i t . 

Now the a ccount ha s been give n . I t i s a sa d 
thin g t o ha ve to wri te a bout , but i t is somet hi ng 
eac h of us must f ace in his own time. We ca n onl y 
pr a y that a t su ch time s of sor r ow, Kish el~m uk~ n g 
will pity and help. 
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SUMMARY OF EVEN TS AT A LEN APE FUNf,Q AL 

Events e nc l os ed in brackets [] were discon ­
tinued prior to 1911. 

Event s enc losed i n parentheses () were dis­
co nt i nue d prior to 1965. 

A perso n i n mid-lif e begins to ma ke pre pa rations 
to l ea ve this wo r ld .
 

At t he time of dea t h , a ha ndkerch ief i s pla ced
 
over the face of the deceased.
 

In t he home a l l t he mir ro r s an d photog ra phs are
 
cove red wi t h c lo ths .
 

A wi ndow is o pened in the home and l e f t o pen , eve n
 
a lit t l e bit .
 

The f amil y ga t he r s t he c lo t hi ng of the decea s e d
 
an d put s i t in two bundles .
 

The fa mily a ppoi nts fo ur workers, a s peaker, a nd a
 
pe rson to s i t a t the head of th e cof fin.
 

(The wor ke r s of the sa me s e x as t he de a d per s on
 
prepare the body.)
 

The wome n worke rs cook a nd clea n the hou s e.
 

(The men worke rs build t he co f f in .)
 

The men wor kers make t he gra ve marker.
 

[The body i s placed ou tside on t he por c h or i n a
 
ten t . ]
 

Peo ple beg in a r r iving fo r the wake .
 

[The Moc ca sin Game i s pla ye d durin g t he wake.]
 

(A ri fl e is fire d at midnigh t .)
 

The s peake r pr a ys a t midni ght.
 

The s peaker o r some appoi nt e d pe r s on paints t he
 
face of the deceas e d .
 

The cloth i s put back on the face of the deceased
 
i f t he fami ly so des i r es.
 

The casket is c losed if t he fa mil y so des i r es .
 

Mourner s a t t he wake ea t a midnigh t mea l.
 

The wake continues througho ut the night .
 

( At dawn t he rif le is f ired ag ai n.)
 

The mour ner s eat Qreakfast at fi rst l ight o f day .
 

Women workers are bus y now cook ing for the f uneral
 
feast .
 

The bod y i s ta ke n to t he ceme t e r y .
 

(The grave is dug afte r the bo dy and the mo urners
 
a rrive at t he cemetery.)
 

The c as ke t i s place d over the gra ve on pole s , and
 
the head i s t o the eas t .
 

The speaker ad dr esses t he mo ur ne rs .
 

The pers on who sa t at the head of t he deceased al l
 
ni ght now add resses him o r he r .
 

The not c h cut in the head of the casket is pain t e d
 
with In dian pa i nt .
 

The best f ri e nd l ead s t he spo use toward the east .
 

The caske t is lowered into the g rave .
 

A set of c lo t hi ng is put on top of the ca s ke t .
 

The gra ve is f il led in .
 

Whe n t he grave i s nea rl y fi l led, the marker i s put
 
in pl ace at the head of the gr ave .
 

The grave marker is paint ed with Indian paint.
 

The funer a l feast i s held a t the head of the
 
grave .
 

A c l os e rela t ive pre pa r e s pa ns of f ood f or the
 
worker s, t he s pea ker , and be s t fr i e nd .
 

The spea ke r pray s before every one eats .
 

Eve ryone now eats.
 

The t wo bund les of c lothi ng ar e g ive n to the
 
work er s.
 

A s ma l l f i r e i s ma de at t he he a d of t he grave.
 

The mourne r s go t o their home s an d bur n ceda r.
 

The house of t he deceased i s smoked with c e da r.
 

For the next three ni ght s a sma ll f i re is mad e at
 
the head of the gra ve at s uns e t .
 

Three da ys a f ter dea t h t he c lose re la tives was h
 
t heir ha ir.
 

Deerhi de str i ngs are pl a ced on t he wri s t s of t he
 
relative s of the deceas e d.
 

One yea r later cedar is burned fo r the s urviv ing
 
s pouse a nd re la t ives , a nd th e yea r of mour ning i s
 
over .
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Endnotes : 

1.	 Among t he trad i tional Lena pe pe ople the Eng­
l i sh word " f east" has come t o be used ex­
cl usively for a funera l or memorial feas t , 
an d i t is a shocking t hi ng t o hear " f eas t" 
us ed for any other big dinner or banquet . 

2 .	 There i s no t hing I ca n t hink of t o s how how 
opposed the Lenape are to embalming than to 
give t he fo l lowing quo te from a paper by one 
of my stud ents . In telling about my mother 
he sa id : 

"The reader . .. should now be able to 
unders tand why , when Sara h Thomps on 
heard that blood had been drained 
from a deceased whi t e ne i ghbor and 
thrown i nt o Hogs hoo ter Cree k, s he 
fa inted . " Delaware Culture : The 
Struct ure of its Configurations by 
Jay Miller, unpublished ms. 

3 .	 Among the t r a di t i onal Lenape peopl e , a dog 
is always buried with his head to the north 
and hi s face and l egs poi nting eas t . 

4 .	 The grave ma r ke r s whic h are ma de of wood are 
l e f t to di s i n t egrat e a nd go bac k to th e 
earth. They are never replaced , nor are t he y 
t r eat ed wit h paint or varnish to keep t hem 
from rott ing . 

S .	 Anyone who has viewed the bod y, eve n if he 
does not attend t he funeral, should use red 
cedar to purify himself on his arriva l at 
his home. It is es pecially i mpor t a nt that a 
pe r s on use cedar befo r e goi ng to visi t any­
one who i s i l l. I t is sa i d that he wi ll 
matapama (he will cause him to have a re ­
l a ps ) by l ooking a t him . 

LENAPE WORDS USED IN THE TEXT 

For the key t o pronunciat i on , see t he accompany ing 
art i c le , Remembrances of Our Bi g Hous e Chur ch, 
also by Nora Thompson Dean. 

ba I come 

beh~we n~ch - we wi ll wait for him 

Chi pa hkwi na l l ti n - the Moccas i n Game (a game of 
chance played only at funeral wakes) 

d e lam~ lsi - the way I feel 

I am mi s s i ng a finger 

~li - because 

kikinh i k ~n - a grave marker 

K i s h elem~k d ng - Our Creator 

knen ai hemo - you will al l know me 

kohg ke - to pound corn in a mor ta r and pest l e 

kwi t i - one 

l § pi - again 

lenahpQna - corn bread made from dr ied , pounde d , 
and	 sifted corn 

lenapeokani sekel~n Ja - I the spiri t fingers ' , the 
s ma l l whi t e area at t he base of the fingernails . 

Mahtantu t he Evil Spi r it 

ma t~ pama - he ca us es him to have a relapse by 
l ooki ng at him 

m~telnuwa k - a med ic in e man 

naka - that deceased one 

n~xk in g - on my hand 

newekahesin - the one who i s my mot he r 

n ~wi k~wsi - the e nd of my l ife 

ok - and 

Ind ian paint , red in color 

p~ lsi t s kixkwe - a virgin 

s om ih kw~kwe (wi th e nda ) - when th e y do you das­
tardly : when they mistreat you 

ta hkwi phQt in - the funeral feas t 

Wehi xa m~kes - a Lena pe fo lk her o 

wel t ek l eh ele xeokan - a wonderful life 

Weo pslchik - White s 

we skahpl a (with enda) - when I am bor n 

w ih~n g e - a memoria l feast 

xu - fu t ur e marke r - , i ndicates f uture t e ns e 

xuni ti - soon 

y~ki - the s e 

Nora Thompson Dean 
927 Por t l and 
Dewe y, Okl a homa 7402 9 
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