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The Iroquois people of 
North America spoke 
this story. Settlers from 
Europe wrote it down.
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This story comes from the Iroquois people in North America. In the 1400s they 
formed a federation of five separate tribes in what is now New York state. The 
Iroquois did not use writing, so they told this story orally until  
settlers from Europe wrote it down.

The first people lived beyond the sky because there was no Earth  
beneath. The chief’s daughter became ill, and no cure could be found. 
A wise old man told them to dig up a tree and lay the girl beside the 
hole. People began to dig, but as they did the tree fell right through the 
hole, dragging the girl with it.

Below lay an endless sheet of water where two swans floated. As the 
swans looked up, they saw the sky break and a strange tree fall down 
into the water. Then they saw the girl fall after it. They swam to her 
and supported her, because she was too beautiful to allow her to 
drown. Then they swam to the Great Turtle, master of all the animals, 
who at once called a council.

When all the animals had arrived, the Great Turtle told them that the 
appearance of a woman from the sky was a sign of good fortune. 
Since the tree had Earth on its roots, he asked them to find where it 
had sunk and bring up some of the earth to put on his back, to make  
an island for the woman to live on.

The swans led the animals to the place where the tree had fallen.  
First otter, then muskrat, and then beaver dived. As each one came up 
from the great depths, he rolled over exhausted and died. Many other 
animals tried, but they experienced the same fate.

At last the old lady toad volunteered. She was under so long that the 
others thought she had been lost. But at last she came to the surface 
and before dying managed to spit out a mouthful of dirt on the back  
of the Great Turtle.

It was magical earth and had the power of growth. As soon as it was 
as big as an island, the woman was set down on it. The two white 
swans circled it, while it continued to grow until, at last, it became the 
world island as it is today, supported in the great waters on the back 
of the Great Turtle.



 76

Sources
Cottie Burland, North American Indian Mythology,  
Rev. ed. (New York: Peter Bedrick Books, 1985), 66.

Image credits 
Illustration of the Iroquois Prayer of Thanksgiving  
© National Geographic Society/CORBIS 

Engraving of a tattooed Iroquois  
© CORBIS

Articles leveled by Newsela have been adjusted along several dimensions of text complexity including  
sentence structure, vocabulary and organization. The number followed by L indicates the Lexile measure  
of the article. For more information on Lexile measures and how they correspond to grade levels:  
http://www.lexile.com/about-lexile/lexile-overview/

To learn more about Newsela, visit www.newsela.com/about.

The Lexile® Framework for Reading
The Lexile® Framework for Reading evaluates reading ability and text complexity on the same developmental 
scale. Unlike other measurement systems, the Lexile Framework determines reading ability based on actual 
assessments, rather than generalized age or grade levels. Recognized as the standard for matching readers 
with texts, tens of millions of students worldwide receive a Lexile measure that helps them find targeted  
readings from the more than 100 million articles, books and websites that have been measured. Lexile measures 
connect learners of all ages with resources at the right level of challenge and monitors their progress toward 
state and national proficiency standards. More information about the Lexile® Framework can be found at 
www.Lexile.com.




