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Abstract:  

Native American myths, legends and oral traditions are rich with stories of giant beings existing 

in ancient times. They all talk of giant Thunderers or Thunder-beings, giant snakes and great 

Thunderbirds. Even the first humans were said to be giants, some half man, half animal. The 

Tsistsistas (Cheyenne) have a name for the giant beings that their ancestors encountered during the 

early migration to the grasslands of the Great Plains. They called them haztova hotoxceo or ñtwo-

faced star peopleò. Other Plains tribes such as the Black Feet, Gros Ventres and Lakota have similar 

stories.  

These old stories may have real world counterparts. Discovered in a prehistoric effigy-mound 

group (the Kolterman Mounds) in south-eastern Wisconsin (U.S.A.) is a human-like petroform or 

lithic effigy with a serpentine body and wing-like arms known as the óStar-beingô. Configured in 

stone, it is approximately 20 metres in length with a red coloured, bison-shaped headstone aligned to 

face the summer solstice sunrise. However, it is not a lone or singular occurrence. The óStar-beingô is 

but one of two human-like petroform effigies discovered in south-eastern Wisconsin. There is another 

of almost the same size called the Starman which also has a red coloured, bison-shaped headstone 

aligned to face the summer solstice sunrise. Both the Starman and Star-Being lithic complexes are 

codified by the State Historical Society of Wisconsin as archaeological sites of Archaic age. 

Each giant lithic effigy appears to be a reflection of certain constellations and stars. The óStar-

beingô is a mirror-image of the (western) constellations of Scorpius and Libra (with Sagittarius); the 

Starman is an almost exact representation of Taurus and the Pleiades. Both giant effigies are estimated 

to be 3500-6000 years old, embodiments of ancient legends and traditions writ large in stone and 

connected to óThe Peopleô through ceremony and acts of cosmic renewal. 
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1. Introduction 

To find the origin of many Plains Indians traditions, one needs to look to the east whence 

they came. The ótext bookô Plains Indians, generally the macro Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapaho, 

Assiniboine, Crow and other related tribes migrated west to the Plains area from the upper 

Great Lakes area. Some were woodland-adapted, others lived on the prairie and woodland 

border areas of southern Wisconsin and Minnesota. No matter the later tribal affiliation, all 
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had been settled in the northern and western Great Lakes area for untold generations. They 

were either proto-Algonquin or proto-Siouan speaking people who, living close to each other 

for generations, developed a similar lifestyle and common culture despite the differing 

language core (Bender 2004: 14; Hewes 1948; Powers 1977: 18; Waldman 1985: 39-40, 67-

68).  

When they migrated west, óthe peopleô as most called themselves did what others have 

done during their migrations or journey of nations; they took their beliefs and traditions with 

them. Because of this, many ancient traditions, beliefs and ceremonies practiced on the Plains 

retained ties to their earlier origins in the east (Powell 1969: 26; Schlesier 1987: 50-51; Taylor 

& Sturtevant 1996: 136-139). 

Retained in the (transported) traditions are stories related to the stars. It is these ancient 

stories that form a foundation for the Plains Indian cosmologies. How the cosmologies 

developed and then established through ceremony was timed to natural and celestial events. 

Some or parts of the Plains Indian cosmological view linking óthe peopleô to the universe may 

well be found in two petroform sites in south eastern Wisconsin. Petroforms (or lithiforms) 

are best described as geometric or effigy forms constructed with large rocks or small boulders 

and used for ritual purpose (Behm et al. 1989; Bender 1992; Steinbring 1970a; Steinbring et 

al. 1995; Steinbring et al. 2003).  

Together with petroglyphs and pictographs, petroforms are considered a form of rock art 

(Steinbring 1999; Steinbring & Buchner 1997: 73-84). To create most such forms, individual 

rocks were intentionally placed on the land surface to form an outline or particular shape, e.g. 

a circle or turtle, but in some cases selective removal of rocks laid down by random (glacial) 

scatter may have been employed, thus achieving the desired shape. Both the Starman and 

Star-Being were made by careful positioning of rocks on the land surface.  

Petroforms were first mapped and examined in North Dakota, South Dakota, Minnesota 

and Iowa by T.H. Lewis (1886, 1889, 1890 and 1891). Lewis recognized the antiquity of the 

forms by how deeply the individual rocks composing the petroform were embedded in the 

prairie soil. Cyrus Thomas (1894: 35) noted that the "boulder" [petroform] sites were "found 

upon the highest lands of the Missouri and James rivers and their tributaries" linking their 

occurrence to prominences and rivers. Few reports followed. It was almost a century before 

attention to petroform once again entered the mainstream of rock art research with the 

rediscovery of the Tie Creek Site in southeastern Manitoba, Canada (Steinbring 1970a, 

Steinbring et al. 2003: 111-112; Sutton 1965).  

A few years later at the Big Horn (Wyoming) and Moose Mountain (Saskatchewan) 

'medicine wheels' (Brumley 1988), both large petroform sites, field investigations were 

conducted to test proposed solstice and stellar alignments of these stone monuments (Eddy 

1974; 1977). Moose Mountain was dated as early as 500 BCE based on Eddyôs heliacal star 

rise calculations, a date later supported by carbon dating (Kehoe & Kehoe 1977: 86).  

Then in 1986, the Krug-Senn petroform site was discovered in the Kettle Moraine 

landscape of southeastern Wisconsin (Behm et al. 1989). A complex site with three distinct 

loci, it included the easternmost, solstice and equinox-aligned 'medicine wheel' known in 

North America, effigy and geometric shape boulder arrangements, standing stones, earthen 

mounds and more. Because there was little to no available literature or experience on how to 

scientifically investigate a complex petroform site with suspected astronomical alignments 

and, associated with it, an environmental interaction sphere containing late Archaic age 

(3000-1000 BCE) hilltop shrines with attributes of mutual visibility over distance (Steinbring 

et al. 1995: 22-23), a new paradigm and methodologies beyond excavation had to literally be 

invented.  

Furthermore, all needed to be relevant to the geologic history, climate and Native 

American astronomy traditions and cosmologies indigenous to the upper Midwest and 
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northern grasslands of the North American mid-continent, not the American desert southwest 

or meso-America (Bender 2007).  

 

2. Practical Factors and Methodology 

During the six years spent investigating the Krug-Senn petroform and archaeoastronomy 

site (1986-1992), the methods needed to objectively assess whether ancient Native American 

astronomical attributes and observations were a primary function of a petroform site were 

eventually developed (Bender 2008a). These methods were further developed with the 

discovery and investigations of both the Starman and Star-being petroform sites and their 

apparent stellar attributes (Bender 2004; 2008b; 2011a). Logically, if astronomical alignments 

are suspected or detected, a practical working knowledge of astronomy basics is essential.  

The basic astronomical skills brought to an investigation should include, but are not 

limited to, a knowledge or familiarity with: (1) the night-sky realm including constellation 

and individual bright star and planet recognition or identification together with their seasonal 

movements over time; (2) stellar colours and magnitude values as indicated by the 

Hertzsprung-Russel diagram (Abel 1984: 288, A.38); (3) celestial coordinate systems (Abel 

1984: 57-61); (4) solar and lunar cycles apparent from Earth and their seasonal movement 

against the background of stars, i.e. the concept of the Zodiac (Cornelius 1997); (5) 

astronomical algorithms and their mathematical base (Meeus 1991; 1997); (6) astronomical 

terms and nomenclature (Abel 1984: A.5-A.26), and (7) familiarity with star charts, maps and 

ephemerides.  

Furthermore, years of observational experience working within the limits of unaided or 

naked-eye astronomy is of critical importance and, perhaps, the best experience that one can 

possess when working in the field of archaeoastronomy, a field of study inherently within the 

limits of unaided eye observations (Bender 2008b; 2011a). 

Because Wisconsin is part of the heavily glaciated North American mid-continent which 

is a relatively recently formed late Ice Age landscape (Clayton et al. 1991; LaBerge 1994: 

249-299; Syverson & Colgan 2011: 537), geological factors should include but are not limited 

to: (1) knowledge of late Pleistocene geology, glaciation and local glacial dynamics; (2) 

knowledge of lithic identification, sources and ice transport; (3) Bowenôs reaction series and 

how when applied to differential weathering profiles (Bloom 1978: 120; Ehlers & Blatt 1982: 

147-157, 270-272), and (4) Holocene climate, vegetation and megafauna shifts over time 

(Bender 2007). 

Cultural factors should include but are not limited to knowledge of (1) both ancient and 

resident indigenous populations (Quimby 1960); (2) prehistoric and historic era settlement 

patterns (Waldman 1985: 39-40); (3) tribal migration histories (Taylor & Sturtevant 1996: 

136-139); (4) macro-language group core areas and oral traditions (Powell 1969: 26; Schlesier 

1987: 50-51; Waldman 1985: 67-68); (5) oral traditions, stories and beliefs based on 

generations of observation of the natural world, especially those with astronomical events or 

direct links to celestial observations and the development of a cosmology (Bender 2011a; 

2011b; Goodman 1992; Schlesier 1987). 

On the physical landscape, field research in the Kettle Moraine and former prairie areas 

coupled with an intensive field survey (Bender 1995a; Steinbring 1997; Steinbring et al. 

1995) had clearly demonstrated the development and placement of ótrail shrinesô (Bender 

1995a; Blakeslee & Blasing 1988). These shrines were located along the trails or footpaths 

connecting river headwaters, drainage divides and springs at the base of prominent hills. The 

hills exhibited not only prominence, a phenomenal attribute (Steinbring 1992), but aspects of 

mutual visibility one to another (Bender 1995a; 2008a; 2011b; Steinbring 1992; 1997; 

Steinbring et al. 1995). Both the spring areas at the base of the hills and the tops of the hills 
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became favored locations for rock art, petroform or boulder effigies, Manitou or standing 

stones, bison-effigy rocks, and cairns. Many of these ótrail shrinesô apparently date from the 

mid to late Archaic, ca. 3000 to 1000 BCE with some likely older (Bender 1995a; 2008a; 

Steinbring 1997; Steinbring et al. 1995; Steinbring & Buchner 1997).  

In addition to the trail, an intensive survey had clearly demonstrated that potential existed 

for the discovery of what we had labelled ñheritage phenomenaò (Bender 1995a; Steinbring et 

al. 1995). Heritage phenomena can include but are not limited to prehistoric cultural remains 

(such as artifacts, petroform, mounds, etc.); a historic and ethnic presence; aboriginal 

environmental óinteraction areasô which include springs, hilltops, vistas, astro-archaeological 

sight-lines and the general quality of horizontal aesthetics viewed from hilltops plus other 

intangible rather than physical remains (Bender 1995a; 2008a; 2011b; Steinbring 1992; 

Steinbring et al. 1995).  

Included in the heritage phenomena was the recognition of an Archaic-age lithic artifact 

association and the select locations for shrine sites indicating a 'definite Archaic presence' 

imprinted on the cultural landscape of the Kettle Moraine (Bender 1995a; 2008a; 2011b; 

Steinbring 1997).
 
 

Development and utilization of the parameters and methodology inherent in the cultural 

landscape model represented a distinct paradigm shift on how to approach the investigation of 

sites on the cultural landscape. Furthermore, because of the proven association of trails with 

springs, prominence, river headwaters and drainage divides, there was a predictive component 

within the model if these factors came together in one area. They did in eastern Fond du Lac 

County and set the stage for the discovery of the Starman site.  

Prior to my first field visit after being invited to assess some suspected standing stones 

on a nearby property, topographic map analysis and archival research were employed. 

Through an interview with one local landowner and his neighbours, many of them farmers 

who had lived in the area since before World War II, information was relayed that a trail or 

footpath did indeed skirt the marsh on the east base of a ótargetô hill that I had previously 

determined would be óof interestô. This hill was of interest because springs at its base fed the 

headwaters of both the Sheboygan and Milwaukee rivers forming part of a drainage divide. 

Along with the trail, prominence, springs, river headwaters and the divide were important 

criteria in the parameters of the field modelôs predictive qualities. If the hill was found to be 

uncultivated never having been cleared for agricultural purposes, the possibility of 

discovering an intact, prehistoric trail shrine at its base or on its summit existed.  

However, the initial plan was to go there to survey and ascertain whether or not it held 

promise of containing ópetroformô and to confirm whether any remnants of a pre-settlement 

óIndianô trail or footpath were still visible. It was on the morning of my first visit that, with 

field books and compass in hand, I walked into and discovered what would later be named the 

óStarmanô site. 

 

3. The Starman and site description 

The Starman, which is a petroform and archaeoastronomy site complex, is located in 

eastern Fond du Lac County (Figure 1). The Starman petroform (from which the site takes its 

name) is a very masculine, approximate 17 metres (55 feet) long, stickman-shaped effigy 

bearing an atlatl (Figure 2).  

The complex occupies a small hill which affords a 360° panoramic view from the hilltop 

(Figures 3 and 4). Some vistas are now partially obscured by trees and brush, but during the 

time of the much warmer and drier Climatic Optimum approximately 7000-3000 years ago, 

the area was far more open with few trees (Bender 2007: 7; Goldstein 1983: 39; Goldstein & 
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Kind 1983; King 1981), a prairie landscape with oak openings which persisted on for 

millennia (Denevan 1992).  

Remnant vestiges of a more open landscape with widespread prairie and interspersed oak 

savannah were recorded in the 1830s by the Government Land Office surveyors (Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. Pre-settlement vegetation map of southern Wisconsin with the locations of important bison effigy and 

petroform sites. Fond du Lac and Dodge Counties are marked. Note that the areas coloured yellow (Nos. 1 & 2) 

in the southern part of Wisconsin are prairie and oak savanna, both open grassland landscapes. 
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Figure 2. Partial map of the Starman site as a star map illustrating its astronomical attributes. Note the red-

coloured, summer solstice sunrise aligned, bison-shaped headstone (see Figure 9), the parallel, multiple summer 

solstice sunrise alignments, and the rock-for-star designations of the individual rocks directly compared to a star 

chart. A red coloured rock was strategically placed to indicate the red star Aldebaran. The rock in the ópelvisô of 

the Starman is a recumbent Bison Stone also aligned to face the summer solstice sunrise (Figure 10). All the 

proposed solstice alignments have been observed and photographically confirmed. Each exhibits the full solar 

disk shift consistent with 3500-4000 years of the shift of the obliquity of the ecliptic. 
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Figure 3. Portion of a United States Department of the Interior Geologic Survey, Dundee Quadrangle, 

Wisconsin, 7.5 Minute Series (Topographic) map showing the Starman hill, trail (dashed line), tipped Manitou 

stone and where refined copper nuggets and a copper blade were found. Contour lines are at 10 foot intervals. 

 

 
Figure 4. Aerial photograph of the Starman hill with the hilltop circle, the óPleiadesô circle, the Starman 

headstone, pelvis rocks and other site features identified (Figure 2). View is looking approximate north. 
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3.1. Description of principal stones 

On the morning of the first visit, I discovered what appeared to be a vestige of the trail 

and, looking north, saw a large boulder near the edge of a plowed field on the south slope of 

the 'target' hill (Figures 3, 4 and 5).  

 

 
Figure 5. The large granite boulder, a glacial erratic resting on the southern end of the ótargetô hill. It has been 

rolled out of place, the pit where it rested for millennia to the immediate west of the boulder. The highly 

weathered top is now at the bottom. View in photograph is looking west. 

 

Once at the base of the ótargetô hill slope, the trail was easily noticeable as a concave 

depression again running north between the hillôs east slope and the broad marsh to the east 

(Figures 3 and 4). This trail was almost certainly the one the local inhabitants and farmers had 

informed me was there. It had been used by cows at one time, the rut produced by the cows 

within the edges of the wider trail. Following the trail north a bit farther, my pace quickened 

when I saw a large, red-rhyolite boulder lying on its side just ahead (north) of me (Figures 3, 

4 and 6). The boulder, triangular in shape and about a meter high, was obviously tipped over 

and lying where it had once likely stood for millennia on what appeared to be an earthen 

mound surrounded by a circle of smaller boulders (Figure 6 and 7).  

Here, by a spring opposite the now tipped standing stone, the trail split with a spur 

running up the hill's east slope. Following the trail and nearing the top of the hill, two 

prominent rocks were seen sticking up out of the grass. The largest rocks on the Starman site 

hilltop, both are bison-effigy rocks that were incorporated into the lithic outline of the 

Starman and aligned to face the summer solstice sunrise (Figures 2, 8, 9 and 10). Of glacial 

origin, they are highly weathered and deeply embedded in the soil as is the reddish-cast rock 

that was strategically placed to represent the red star Aldebaran (Figures 2 and 11). Aldebaran 

is one of the 20 brightest stars (0.87 visual magnitude), a K5III-M2V Class red giant (Abel 

1984: A.38). 
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Figure 6. The metre or waist high, triangular-shaped, red rhyolite porphyry rock (now tipped) which once stood 

on an earthen mound surrounded by a circle of rocks partially visible in the photo. 

 

 
Figure 7. Photo showing the remarkable difference between the still smooth, flat base and highly weathered sides 

which, unlike the base, have been exposed to the long term weathering in the atmosphere.  

 


