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The People Face Many Challenges

Montana’s seven Indian reservations face far 
more challenges than most Montana commu-
nities in the twenty-fi rst century. Decades of 
oppressive federal policies have left Montana’s 
reservations some of the poorest communities 
in the nation. Montana’s American Indians 
earn some of the lowest wages anywhere in 
this country. Unemployment rates among 
working-age people not attending school 
range from 47 percent to 70 percent—far 
higher than in the rest of the state. 

American Indian students are more 
likely to drop out of high school than 
are any other students. Indian children 
have a signifi cantly higher death rate 
than white children in Montana. They 
face higher rates of diseases like diabetes. 
And American Indians are more likely 
than any other ethnic group to experi-
ence violence committed by someone of 
another race.

Montana’s tribes are combating these 
problems through better education, 
economic development programs, and 
improved health care. Indian writers 
and artists are bringing new life to their 
tribes and communities. And educators 
and culture committees are creating new 
opportunities to celebrate and strengthen 
their tribes’ cultural heritage.

Fighting the Legacy 
of Past Policies

Montana Indians today are working to 
solve problems caused by past federal 
policies. One of the biggest challenges is 
the issue of land ownership. The Dawes 
Act of 1887 (see Chapter 11) divided 
tribally owned land into individual 
allotments (individual pieces of land) 
and assigned one allotment to each en-
rolled tribal member living at the time. 

The government then often took 

I enjoy speaking my language with fellow 
Cheyenne speakers because embedded 
in this language are lessons that guide 
our daily lives and, thus, all that we are as 
human beings . . . For me the Cheyenne 
language binds me to my reservation, 
my relatives, my culture, my fellow tribal 
members, and to life in general.”—DR. RICHARD LITTLEBEAR, PRESIDENT OF CHIEF DULL KNIFE COLLEGE IN LAME DEER

“

FIGURE 22.18: American Indians are breaking stereotypes and redefi ning what 
it means to be Indian today. The American Indian College Fund published this 
poster featuring Crow fi lmmaker Dean Bear Claw, who was a featured artist at 
the Sundance Film Festival and is pursuing a doctoral degree in ethnic studies.



control over that land, leased it to 
settlers, ranchers, oil companies, and 
railroads, and collected the money on 
behalf of the Indian landowners. When 
an Indian landowner died, ownership 
of the land was divided equally among 
his or her heirs. Over many genera-
tions each original allotment became owned by hundreds—sometimes 
thousands—of people. In some instances today, an Indian person will 
own 14 billionths of a share of his or her ancestor’s property. In 1997 
a Blackfeet banker named Eloise Cobell sued the U.S. Department of the 
Interior for mismanaging $176 billion in trust funds earned by leasing 
and selling Indian-owned reservation 
lands. Cobell’s lawsuit claimed that the 
government lost and destroyed fi nancial 
records, transferred Indian trust money 
into the general budget of the govern-
ment, and had cheated Indians out of 
money and services for the 110 years 
since the Dawes Act was passed. At the 
time this book was published, Cobell’s 
case was still continuing.

The Little Shell Band: 
Seeking Recognition as a Tribe

Montana’s Chippewa are still fi ght-
ing for federal recognition as a tribe. In 
1882 the government left a small band, 
led by Chief Little Shell, off federal rolls 
because the Chippewa were away hunt-
ing when the count took place. Without 
federal recognition as a tribe, the Little 
Shell band could not claim a reserva-
tion or participate in treaties with the 
United States. 

For decades the descendants of Little 
Shell’s band have gathered at holidays 
and struggled to stay together. In 2000 
the Little Shell band received preliminary 
recognition as a tribe from the federal 
government. They later received full 
recognition from the state of Montana, 
but at the time this book was published, 
the Little Shell band was still petitioning 
for full federal recognition.

We are a scattered tribe. We weren’t claimed 
by the whites. We weren’t claimed by the full 
bloods. They used to call us persons with no 
souls. Now at least we have an identity.”—ED LAVENGER, LITTLE SHELL TRIBAL ELDER 

“

FIGURE 22.19: Two-year-old Darnell 
Gleason of Lame Deer gets a lift from 
his father, Michael, during an anti-meth 
rally at Lame Deer in 2007. We all ride 
into the future on the shoulders of those 
who came before us.
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You Will Make History Now
Throughout this book we have learned about how peo-
ple and events have made history in Montana. We have 
learned how people used the land, how they made a 
living, what they disagreed about, and how they helped 
one another. We have learned a little about what they 
thought, what their hopes and expectations were, and 
how their beliefs shaped their communities.

If you could ask a person of prehistoric times, a 
Blackfeet leader in the 1500s, a gold prospector in 1862, 
a Swedish homesteader in 1916, a Sioux war veteran in 
1946, or a poet in 2008 what the center and focus of life 
in Montana is, you might get the same answer from all 
of them: the land. 

Montana stands once again at a pivotal point in its 
history. People can no longer extract vast amounts of 
natural resources without thought to the environmen-
tal cost. There is no more wide-open land free for the 
taking. Montanans now are cleaning up environmental 
problems, adapting to new challenges, and working to 
create new opportunities. 

Environmental conditions like global warming will 
have enormous effects on Montana’s climate, politics,
and economy. The search for reliable, responsible 
energy sources will challenge all our beliefs about how 
we should use the land. As the West fi lls up with peo-
ple, we will face increasing water shortages. Technology, 
world markets, and world politics will continue to infl u-
ence life in Montana, as they have always done—but in 
unforeseen ways. 

And when all this happens, the main question will 
be the same: How shall we build and nurture our com-
munities in this land?

The next chapter of Montana history is up to you. 
Your actions and decisions will help determine what 
happens in the state, in your community, and on the 
land. The way you live your life will become part of 
Montana’s story.

As prehistoric peoples and American 
Indians have known for millennia, the 
land is the foundation and the focus of 
life in Montana.”—DAVE WALTER, MONTANA HISTORIAN, 1995

“

Time only changes the outside 
of things. It scars the rocks and 
snarls the trees, but the heart 
inside is the same.”—CHARLES M. RUSSELL, 1924

“

FIGURE 22.20: Blackfeet artist Jay Laber forged this sculpture, 
called Kit Fox, out of old car and truck parts collected while 
cleaning up kit fox habitat on the Blackfeet Reservation. 
Creating something new and beautiful out of the materials
of the past will be your challenge as you take over the 
story of Montana from here.



Have your parents or grandparents ever taught you how to 

embroider, carve wood, or sing a traditional song? If so, they 

have shared with you a folk art from your culture.

Folk arts are special skills like bead working, saddle 

making, pottery, basket weaving, glass work, quilting, 

woodcarving, and traditional dances and songs that belong 

to a particular culture or group. Folk art emerges from the 

history and experiences of a group of people. For this 

reason people sometimes call folk art “beauty with history.”

Folk arts connect people to their culture, language, group, 

ancestry, or community. They express the long-shared 

experiences and values of their culture. Sometimes a 

particular art becomes a symbol (something that represents 

an idea) of a group’s identity or heritage. For example, Salish 

basket weaver Eva Boyd makes baskets out 

of cedar roots like the ones her grand-

mother made to collect bitterroot 

and camas. Her baskets are beauti-

ful examples of a traditional skill 

handed down through many 

generations of Salish families.

Nancy Hons of Scobey is of 

Ukrainian descent. Her father 

came to northeast Montana 

in the 1920s, bringing with him 

many traditions from his home-

land. Nancy remembered her 

grandmother making pysanky, 

which are specially painted Easter eggs. 

 Expressions of the People 

Contemporary Folk Art

FIGURE 22.21: Brightly colored pysanky 
eggs are decorated with traditional 
colors and symbols that are important 
to the cultures of the Ukraine, in Eastern 
Europe. To her designs, Nancy Hons 
of Scobey also sometimes adds wheat 
and other images from her own life 
experience in Montana.



She taught herself how to make them 

and now is teaching some of her 

neighbors, whose families also came 

from the Ukraine.

People usually learn folk arts infor-

mally from older friends and relatives—

though some artists just learn on their 

own. In this way, traditions pass down 

through people, not through books 

or school. Each artist adds his or her 

creative intelligence to the established 

tradition.

Montanans create many differ-

ent kinds of folk art: cowboy po-

etry, Blackfeet storytelling, traditional 

Norwegian embroidery, and Hmong 

funeral music are just a few examples. 

Folk artists who sew star quilts or braid 

rawhide bridles may not describe 

themselves as artists. They may see 

their work as just one part of their way 

of life—something they learned from 

their elders. Yet their work does what 

all art does—it adds beauty, grace, and 

meaning to people’s experiences, and it 

enriches our daily lives.

FIGURE 22.22: Salish basket weaver Eva Boyd remembers the 
baskets her grandmother made, but she did not learn how 
to make them herself until she was an adult. Now Boyd has 
almost single-handedly revived the traditional art of Salish 
basket weaving. As she teaches others, she passes on a skill 
that has been a part of Salish life here for thousands of years.

FIGURE 22.23: Bob Scalese grew up on a ranch in the Sweetgrass Hills. Today Bob and his wife, Sandy, live in Big Sandy and 
create horse bits and spurs that express their love of western culture. They have won numerous folklife awards for creating 
what they call “good, solid, working spurs and bits that are also beautiful to look at.”



CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING
1.  Identify: (a) Public Service Commission; 

(b) Indian Self-Determination and Education 
Assistance Act; and (c) Little Shell band

2.  Defi ne: (a) natural resource economy; 
(b) service economy; (c) extractive industry;
(d) Superfund site; (e) vermiculite; (f) asbestos; 
(g) power contract; (h) biodiversity; (i) easement

3.  How have the population demographics 
(statistics characterizing human populations) of 
Montana changed since the homesteading boom?

4.  What is a congressional district?
5.  Why did Montana lose a congressional 

representative after the 1990 census?
6.  What international event led to the end of the 

Anaconda Company?
7.  Why was mining in Libby ultimately so 

dangerous to people’s health?
8.  What is deregulation?
9.  Describe the debate about coal bed methane 

production.
 Describe some of the alternative energy forms 

being researched and developed in Montana.
 What are the pros and cons of ethanol?
 In what ways are Indians in Montana 

working to ensure the preservation of their 
cultural heritage and their tribes’ economic, 
political, and social development?

CRITICAL THINKING
1.  As of 2007 Montana had only one congressional 

representative. Montana’s congressperson not 
only has to represent many more people than 
average but also must represent people spread 
over a huge land area. Do you think this is equal 
representation? Is there any way to apportion 
representation that is equitable to all concerned? 

2.  The present circumstances in Libby and at the 
Berkeley Pit represent the worst side of mining. 
Yet the industries there employed many people 
for a long time and added greatly to Montana’s 
economy. Is the present cost worth the past 
benefi ts? Why or why not?

3.  If you were governor of Montana, what priorities 
would you have to help ensure the economic, 
political, and social success of our state in the 
twenty-fi rst century?

4.  Review the list of “Laws to Know and 
Understand” on page 455. Although they are 
all important, which ones do you think are
most signifi cant to Indians today? Why?

5.  Create a list of the fi ve things you think have had 
the greatest impact on life in Montana through-
out human history. Explain your choices.

PAST TO PRESENT
1.  How has the focus of your community changed 

over the years? What were the main industries 
when the town started, and what are the main 
places and kinds of businesses there now?

2.  This chapter reports on several ongoing issues 
(coal bed methane development, the Cobell case, 
Little Shell recognition, and the lawsuit against 
W. R. Grace, to name a few). Update the chapter 
by researching where things currently stand on 
an issue discussed in the text.

MAKE IT LOCAL
1.  Research current population statistics for 

your county. Did it lose or gain population 
between 1990 and 2000? What other information 
about your county’s population does the census 
include? 

2.  List some of the major challenges facing your 
community. What steps would you take to 
begin to solve them?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1.  Research and create a report, PowerPoint 

presentation, or poster on one of the following 
topics: the Hmong community in Montana, 
a Montana folk art, tribal efforts to preserve 
native languages, or the fi res of 2000. 

2.  Investigate the history of the Berkeley Pit. Find 
out some of the myths surrounding this site 
and some of the popular stories and legends.

3.  Research the pros and cons of school consolida-
tion. Present your fi ndings before an “advisory 
committee” made up of classmates who are 
tasked with making a recommendation on the 
issue to the governor.

4.  Examine a confl ict over land use. Develop a 
plan to solve the problem.

CHAPTER 22 REVIEW
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MHS Montana Historical Society, Helena
MHSA Montana Historical Society Archives, Helena
MHSL Montana Historical Society Library, Helena
MHS Mus. Montana Historical Society Museum, Helena
MHS PA Montana Historical Society Photograph Archives, Helena
MSU COT Montana State University College of Technology, Billings
NMAI National Museum American Indian, Smithsonian Institution, 

Washington, D.C.
MSU Billings Special Collections, Montana State University 

Billings Library
NARA National Archives and Records Administration
NPS National Park Service
NRIS Natural Resource Information System, Montana State 

Library, Helena
SHPO State Historic Preservation Offi ce, Montana Historical 

Society, Helena
TM Travel Montana, Helena
UM Missoula Archives & Special Collections, The University 

of Montana-Missoula
USDA United States Department of Agriculture
USFS United States Forest Service
WMM World Museum of Mining, Butte
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