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whiskey was usually a cheap brew of raw alcohol mixed with molasses, 
red ink, chewing tobacco, ginger, or tea leaves. Sometimes people got 
sick, went into shock, or even died from it. 

At fi rst many Indians viewed alcohol as strong medicine—they 
saw it had power and were curious about it. Some became addicted 
very quickly. Those who did fought one another more, neglected their 
families, and fell under the control of the traders. Alcohol brought 
more grief to people already traumatized (extremely hurt) by disease 
and invasion.

Many Indian people refused to drink alcohol. In 1832 a U.S. law made 
it illegal to trade alcohol to Indians, but by then it was already a part of 
life on the Northern Plains. For the tribal cultures whose value system 
was built on vigor, cooperation, and honor, alcohol was devastating.

Christianity: A Mixed Blessing to the People

Long ago, before horses came to the Plains, a Salish elder named X̣ all’qs 
(Shining Shirt, pronounced hal-ilks) had a vision. In it the spirits told 
X̣ all’qs, “When you grow up, there will come men wearing long black 

FIGURE 5.18: Catholic missionaries and 
Crow people worked together to create 
this Crow/English translation of the Book 
of Genesis of the Old Testament. It shows 
English words in red and the pronuncia-
tion of Crow words in blue. This Bible, 
now housed at the Montana Historical 
Society, was produced about 1900.
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FIGURE 5.19: Father Pierre-Jean de Smet 
and four other Jesuit missionaries built 
the fi rst St. Mary’s Mission in the 
Bitterroot Valley (near Stevensville) in
1841. It was the fi rst permanent settle-
ment of non-Indians in present-day 
Montana. In 1866 the Jesuits built 
a second St. Mary’s Mission, shown 
in this 1884 photograph.

The Salish gradually realized that the 
missionaries were intent not just on 
bringing their teachings to the people, 
but on getting rid of the traditional 
Salish spiritual practices, which they 
called ‘the devil’s work’.”—A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE SALISH AND PEND D’OREILLE TRIBES (1982)
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dresses. They will teach you about ʔAmotqn (ah-
mot-kin), the man who sits on top [the creator], 
and about ʔEmtep (Em-tep, the evil one) . . .  From 
them you will learn to live your life on earth.” 

Then one of the Iroquois Indian men brought 
west by the North West Company told the Salish 
about the spiritual power of the Black Robes—
Catholic priests—who had infl uenced the Iroquois 
people. His story reminded the Salish of Shining 
Shirt’s prophecy. They wanted to learn more. They also hoped to get 
help against their enemies, the Blackfeet.

In the 1830s the Salish people sent four separate expeditions to 
St. Louis in hopes of bringing some of the Black Robes back to Salish 
country. The fi rst two times they were refused. All members of the 
third expedition were killed along the way. Finally, their fourth try was 
rewarded. The Catholics agreed to send to the Salish a young Jesuit priest 
named Father Pierre-Jean de Smet.

In 1841 Father de Smet built St. Mary’s Mission at a place called Wide 
Cottonwood Trees, near present-day Stevensville in the Bitterroot Valley, 
with a huge chapel that seated 500. Then he settled in to teach the Salish 
people European farming methods, carpentry, and Christian principles. 
An Italian priest named Anthony Ravalli joined de Smet in 1845.

At fi rst de Smet and Ravalli got along well with the Salish. De Smet 
wrote to his superiors that the Salish were honest, kindhearted, and 

“
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obedient to the Christian discipline. In turn, the Salish people expected 
that the priests would be powerful, honest, and honorable in their 
relations with the tribes. 

Over time misunderstandings grew between the priests and the 
people. The Salish people expected to incorporate Christian principles 
into their traditional culture. But the priests expected the Salish to 
give up their traditional ways, become full-time farmers, and convert 
completely to Catholicism. 

The priests interfered in tribal life, challenging tribal leadership and 
tribal values. Then, in 1846, Father de Smet said he was going to travel 
to the Blackfeet—who were enemies of the Salish—to share Christianity 
with them. To the Salish this was betrayal. 

After that, most Salish decided they wanted nothing to do with the 
Black Robes. The people started practicing their traditional religion again, 
and many turned against the priests. In 1850 Montana’s fi rst Christian 
mission, St. Mary’s, was sold, and the Jesuit priests departed. Sixteen years 
later, the Jesuits returned to the Bitterroot and reopened St. Mary’s.

Many priests, ministers, and missionaries came to Montana in the 
1800s. They worked hard to share their knowledge and expertise with 
the Indian people. As confl icts throughout this region increased, many 
Indian people turned to the missionaries for help and medicine. 

The missionaries sometimes built strong friendships. They helped the 
Indians solve problems and heal sicknesses. But their goal was not to 
learn about Indian cultures, to adopt any of their wisdom, or to help 
strengthen the tribes. Instead, they demanded that Indian people turn 
away from their own cultures. As the 1800s progressed, Montana’s 
Indian people struggled for their own survival.

A Century of Enormous Changes
The fur trade of the early 1800s began 100 years of enormous change in 
the Northern Plains and Rocky Mountain region. It brought new people, 
new ideas, and new ways of being to the hunter-gatherer cultures of the 
Plains. For the fi rst time, distant companies made immense profi ts by 
exploiting Montana’s natural resources. This new economy defi ned the 
future of the region.

By the 1850s another natural resource would bring easterners to 
Montana, lured by the echo of a single cry: “Gold!”



The Métis created their own unique arts and music that were a blend 

of Cree, Chippewa, French, Irish, and Scottish cultures. Because Métis 

were mixed blood, they were not completely accepted into either 

Indian or non-Indian societies. As a result they developed a cultural 

identity of their own that was reinforced in music, dance, clothing 

designs, and other arts. 

Métis music and dance blended French folk songs, Scottish jigs, 

and Cree chants. Their primary musical instrument was the fi ddle, 

borrowed from French and Scottish cultures. Fiddles were usually 

handmade of birch or maple and accompanied by spoons or the 

stomping of heeled boots. Métis songs combined French waltzes 

and reels with dances of the Plains Indians, and a person could hardly 

hear them without dancing. 

Métis people incorporated singing into every activity—working, 

teaching their children, celebrating. Singing helped them keep time 

paddling canoes. They passed their history down in the songs they 

taught their children. There were many 

“songs of 

separation,” 

expressing the 

sadness families 

felt when mem-

bers left for long 

trapping or trad-

ing voyages. 

Expressions of the People 

Métis Music and Design

FIGURE 5.20



In their clothing the Métis combined the usefulness of Indian materials 

with European-style decoration patterns. For example, their beadwork on 

moccasins, pouches, gloves, and other goods incorporates fl ower designs 

that early Métis girls had learned at Catholic schools in eastern Canada. 

Their most recognizable clothing item is the Métis sash—sometimes 

called the Assumption Sash, after the Canadian town of L’Assomption, 

where many were made. Trappers used the sash as a belt for their winter 

coats, as a tumpline (a strap slung across the forehead to support a load 

carried on the back), as a pocket to carry personal items, and as a wash-

cloth or towel. The fringe at each end also provided thread for an emer-

gency sewing kit. 

Sashes came in many designs. Historically, different patterns repre-

sented different family groups. Today many of them use variations on the 

same symbolic colors. Red stands for the blood the Métis people shed 

while fi ghting for their rights as citizens; blue, for the strength of the 

Métis spirit; green, for the fertility of the Métis nation; white, for their 

connection to the earth and the Creator; yellow, for pros-

perity; and black, to represent the dark time of 

oppression when their traditional lands 

were taken away.

FIGURES 5.20, 5.21, and 5.22: Personal items made by the 
Métis, like the pair of beaded gloves on the previous 
page and this sash (fi gure 5.21), shot pouch (fi gure 5.22, 
top), and shoulder strap (fi gure 5.22, bottom), show just 
a little of the artistry of the Métis culture. Some other 
Indian tribes called the Métis “fl ower beadwork people.” 

FIGURE 5.21

FIGURE 5.22
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CHECK FOR UNDERSTANDING
1.  Identify: (a) Manuel Lisa; (b) William Ashley; 

(c) John Jacob Astor; (d) Alexander Culbertson; 
(e) Pierre-Jean de Smet 

2.  Defi ne: (a) monopoly; (b) rendezvous; 
(c) brucellosis; (d) capitalism

3.  What is the post-and-brigade system?
4.  What role did the Métis play in the fur trade?
5.  What is a free trapper?
6.  What role did women play in the fur trade?
7.  Why did fur traders turn from beaver to bison?
8.  How did the fur trade spread smallpox?

CRITICAL THINKING
1.  Why do you think Indians participated in the 

fur trade? How do you think the fur trade ben-
efi ted the tribes? How do you think it harmed 
them? Do you think the benefi ts outweighed 
the harm? 

2.  Although most Plains Indian tribes played 
roles in the fur trade, the Métis were especially 
important. What factors explain their 
importance?

3.  Think about the kind of man who would want 
to be a free trapper. Describe his characteristics.

4. John Jacob Astor strongly infl uenced the 
history of this region, but there is no evidence 
that he ever traveled here. Do you think that 
matters? Would history be different if he had 
spent time here? 

5.  Both smallpox and the destruction of the bison 
were devastating to Plains Indians. Which 
of these two tragedies do you think had the 
greater long-term effect? 

6.  Why do you think the missionaries to 
Montana had limited success among Indians 
during the fur trade? What, if anything, do 
you think they could have done differently?

PAST TO PRESENT
1.  There is still controversy about the manage-

ment of bison, particularly in the Yellowstone 
Park area. Investigate the issues and concerns 
today.

2.  Research modern trapping on the Montana 
Fish, Wildlife and Parks Web site and the Web 
sites of fur trapping organizations. Compare 
the trapping practices of today to the fur 
trade of the 1800s.

MAKE IT LOCAL
1. How, if at all, do you think the fur trade 

affected your area? Does any evidence of 
the fur trade remain?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1.  Write a creative story about a day in the life 

of a fur trapper, his Indian wife, or one of her 
relatives involved in the fur trade. 

2.  Create an illustrated presentation on how 
people actually trapped beaver and readied the 
hides to ship east during the fur trade —and 
how hat factories converted the hides to hats. 

3.  Research one of the legends of the fur trapping 
days: Jedediah Smith, John Colter, Jim Bridger, 
or James Beckwourth.

4.  Research modern trends, both in fashion and 
other kinds of consumer goods. Are there any 
animals that are endangered today because of 
human demands?

5.  Research the clothing of the mountain man. 
Make a drawing of a mountain man with 
descriptions of his clothing.

6.  Create a PowerPoint presentation on Métis 
art and culture.

7.  Re-create a rendezvous with your classmates.

CHAPTER 5 REVIEW
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