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      My mother was a full-blood—Chippewa, Mohawk, Pottowatamie, and Kickapoo from Kansas—enrolled on the Kickapoo Reservation, and my father was Salish and Welsh, enrolled on the Flathead Reservation. Although I have always claimed my enrollment and affinity with my father’s reservation, my mixed heritage has been a source of internal conflict. I was unclear about my heritage and unsure how I fit in on my home reservation. Learning Salish gave me the opportunity to explore my identity, come into contact with elders, and gain pride in learning to communicate. Salish language provided insight into the culture in ways that books, work, and politics cannot. For instance, in Salish, there are no words equivalent to “I’m sorry.” A fluent speaker would interpret that fact differently than someone who is from the dominant U.S. culture. To a fluent speaker, this absence implies that you live without a need to say “I’m sorry.” A society invents the words it needs. How different this country would be today if we lived in such a way that we did not need to make apologies.


      For thirty-five years, I worked in education as a teacher and administrator in higher education, on the Montana Board of Public Education, and for the state education department. Throughout these varied career experiences, language education ranked among the most enjoyable and satisfying opportunities. At Salish Kootenai College, we established a degree for bilingual education in Native languages and this effort was influential in creating the Class 7 Native American Language and Culture Specialist Certificate for Montana. The state recognized each tribal language and requested tribes to put forward the best teachers they could identify. Subsequently, these teachers, through the specialist certification, became part of the bargaining unit in each school.


      The number of people who are developing a passion for learning Native American language has grown. Some, like me, have come to this passion from a realization that language reeducation is an integral part of knowing who we are—knowing our identity. When I began taking classes in Salish, it was the fulfillment of a promise casually made when I was in high school. A friend of mine who was fluent said he would teach me if I wanted to learn. I promised him I would, but didn’t at that time. That friend went on to the armed forces and business training, and served as director of the Flathead Culture Committee until his death in 1996. My first class was with him as my teacher. It felt good to fulfill such a distant promise. As my skills improved, I discovered how good it made me feel in my “heart of hearts” to understand my heritage language.


      Language revitalization efforts place tremendous demands on teachers of language. The pressures of the school setting, as well as student age and attitude, affect who will teach and the skills that are needed. There are people who teach every day and are not called teachers. There are others, called teachers, who are unable to communicate their knowledge to more than a few of their students. This is true in all teaching fields, but is even more of an issue for Native American languages that are influenced by the small numbers and ages of fluent speakers, the task at hand, and the lack of clarity in the field. Native American language teaching combines elements of foreign-language methods, English as a second language (ESL), bilingual education, and traditional culture acquisition styles and methods.


      For languages to be revitalized today, the whole community must be involved. Although many classes have been offered, the oral languages have been written, and many elders have worked hard, we have not yet produced a body of newly fluent speakers. Segments of information and knowledge gained need to be compiled to assist language efforts in formal programs, as well as the seldom documented traditional approach. Language preservation and reintroduction inspire organizational change and community development for Native Americans. The centuries of cultural genocide and assimilation efforts are in direct conflict with reintroduction of language. This field personally appeals to my belief in the impact of language on our communities. I believe the intentional demise of culture and language can be countered by intentional effort. Research is needed to better understand the current language dilemma. The field has been woefully neglected for Native Americans. Language revitalization has not been identified, funded, or addressed well.


      Crossing Mountains by Phyllis Ngai addresses this research gap. This book explores the role of public schools in helping to reverse the trend by providing a setting for Native American language and culture learning. In places where the mainstream culture overwhelms the local heritage and few parents and grandparents speak the Native language, collaboration among local public schools and contemporary Native American communities is vital for facilitating Native-language learning among the young. Language revitalization is particularly challenging in school districts with a mix of Native and non-Native populations because of the coexistence of diverse and often conflicting perspectives. We cannot revitalize our languages in the schoolroom only, but we can support language revitalization in schools. In this volume, Phyllis Ngai addresses an important question: have educators, Native American community members, and their non-Native neighbors living on this reservation agreed to accept and nurture Native American–language education programs in the public-school system? Phyllis’s research is groundbreaking in the sense that she seeks out the grassroots voices of both Indian and White stakeholders of public education on the reservation. Her study helps bridge the communication gap among groups of people concerning Native-language education issues. The recommendations emerging from Ngai’s synthesis of diverse perspectives hold promise for Native-language education programs in reservation public schools.


      After going through many hurdles, Native-language education still is not a priority in public schools. Crossing Mountains presents important reasons for providing Native-language learning opportunities in public schools. Language education is valuable for all students. Although the goals are different for Indian and non-Indian students, the mixed student body should be served by one unified program in the public-school setting. For Indian students, language learning is the foundation of their tribal identity. For the non-Indian student, language learning is an enriching cultural-exchange experience. It is important to keep all children, Indian and non-Indian, together as a group so as to maintain their friendship.


      Language should not be preserved and shelved like a jar of pickles. We want our languages to thrive once more. When young children speak their language on the playground, new words are developed as they are needed. When the generations can communicate in culturally appropriate language, the foundation of our culture will endure.


      Joyce Silverthorne, Director


      Office of Indian Education


      U.S. Department of Education


      Washington, D.C.


      November 1, 2011
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          Figure 1. The Mission Valley at the Foot of the Mission Mountains


          Source: The photo was taken by the author on June 28, 2011.

        

      


      The Mission Mountains are part of the Rocky Mountain range that runs through western Montana, connecting Yellowstone National Park in the southwest to Glacial National Park in the northwest. Missoula, where I live and teach, is halfway between those two famous national parks. Driving north from Missoula on Highway 93, you will reach the Mission Valley, the current land base of the Salish, Pend d’Oreille, and Kootenai tribes. This valley nestles at the foot of the west face of the Mission Mountains.


      Driving forty miles north along Highway 93 from Missoula, Arlee is the first town you come to after passing the “Entering Flathead Reservation” sign. If you keep going for another twenty miles, you come to a pass—a deep, but short, uphill and downhill journey. I usually shift to lower gear and make my way up slowly and steadily. I remember the first time I reached the top of the hill. A mesmerizing wall of snow-covered peaks suddenly emerged from the core of the earth and filled my field of vision, inspiring total awe. I felt compelled to pull over, hold my breath, and take in the scene, my eyes deliberately scanning every detail of the panorama, back and forth, countless times.


      The valley at the foot of this mountain panorama houses the Salish and Kootenai tribal government offices and homes of tribal and nontribal members. The town immediately down from the pass is St. Ignatius, where the Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee established the tribes’ center of cultural life known as the Longhouse. The next town is Charlo, which is out of sight, about ten miles from the heavily traveled two-lane highway. If you instead stay on the bustling highway, you soon pass through the small town of Ronan, and in another five minutes you arrive at Pablo, the tribal government hub of the reservation. The tribal college, tribal high school, and the tribal museum and cultural center, known as The People’s Center, are located there. Places south of Pablo constitute the southern tier of the reservation, where members of the Salish and Pend d’Oreille tribes concentrate. Kootenai people largely occupy the northern part of the reservation. My research on Native-language education in public schools between 2000 and 2004 brought me back along this road again and again.


      People along the way generously opened their hearts, their arms, and their homes to me. Friendships grew out of many genuine conversations over the years. Now, every time I drive through the stunningly beautiful Mission Valley, I still have the urge to stop, not to take in the scenery, but rather to visit friends whose stories have become part of me. When I look at the mountains, I see their faces and hear their voices. Some of the richest stories of humanity have been holding up this overpowering mountain range, and what nestles in the breathtaking valley below is a deep reservoir of sorrow and humor, despair and hope, and vulnerability and perseverance.


      Native-language revitalization issues are dear to the hearts of the Salish elders, tribal educators, Native parents/grandparents, and other Indigenous-language advocates. Their passion and hope for sustaining their ancestors’ language constitute the soul of this book. Their wisdom and foresight about how to overcome steep obstacles are the heart of this volume. Their trust in me to document the diverse voices and opposing perspectives coexisting in their reservation school communities form the backbone of the chapters that follow. In this book, the terms “American Indians,” “Indians,” “Natives,” and “Indigenous people” are used interchangeably, as on the Flathead Reservation “Indians” is commonly used by most residents while “Natives,” “American Indians,” and “Indigenous people” are often preferred by academics.


      Home and Place: Then and Now


      On September 4, 1805, a large band of Salish people was encamped at one of the traditional places in the upper Bitterroot Valley. . . .1 [The Salish name of the place means] Coming Out into a Big Open Place. Non-Indians know this place as Ross’s Hole, the large upland prairie on the East Fork of the Bitterroot River, in what is now western Montana. On that day two hundred years ago, our people were gathered there as countless generations of ancestors had been before them. Dozens of lodges were set up in the high open valley, and some four hundred people and more than that number of horses were enjoying the warm, sunny days and cold nights at the western base of the Pintlar Range. Since it was September, they would be harvesting . . . (chokecherries), which grew in great profusion in the area. The women would pound the cherries with stone hammers, form the mush into patties, and then dry the patties and store them for use as food throughout the long winter. The people would also be gathering . . . (red osier dogwood berries) and pasturing their fine horses on the abundant grasses of . . . [Coming Out into a Big Open Place or the upper Bitterroot Valley], before moving on toward the plains for the fall buffalo hunt.


      On that September day our scouts spotted a group of pale-skinned men approaching the encampment. Our people later learned that these strangers were the members of the Lewis and Clark expedition.


      In most non-Indian accounts, the expedition’s arrival marks the beginning of the history of Montana. But [from our perspective] . . . , Lewis and Clark were much less discoverers than visitors, venturing into the territory of a sovereign native nation—a tribal world that was older, richer, and more complex than the expedition members could have possibly imagined. (Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee 2005, xi)


      This story tells us that the Bitterroot Valley was the home of the Salish people at the time when Lewis and Clark travelled through the northwest of the country. Their traditional homeland is about sixty miles south of the Salish tribe’s current land base—the Flathead Reservation. If you drive from Missoula to the Bitterroot Valley, going south instead of north, you drive the same highway that takes you to the Salish and Kootenai tribes’ contemporary reservation. Geologically, the Salish people’s old home, the Bitterroot Valley, resembles their new home, the Mission Valley. Both nestle at the foot of the Rocky Mountain range. Although it seems only a short distance (about seventy miles) between the two places when travelled by modern vehicle, the Salish people walked a painfully long way from the former to the latter, from the past to the present. Emotionally and spiritually, to many Salish tribal members in Montana, the Bitterroot Valley represents the long-lost home of their ancestors while the Mission Valley has become a site of continued struggle for self-determination and sustained cultural identity.


      Fifty years after Lewis and Clark’s visit, in 1855, leaders of the Salish people, along with leaders of the Pend d’Oreille and Kootenai tribes, signed an agreement with the U.S. government. This agreement, known as the Hellgate Treaty, artificially created the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes and confined the Indigenous people to an area deceitfully called their “reservation.” According to the oral history of the Salish and Pend d’Oreille tribes, while expecting to establish peace, the American Indian leaders at the meeting where the treaty was signed ceded to the U.S. government their entitlement to almost all of the land in Western Montana, except for the present Flathead Reservation. Historians attribute the tribal representatives’ willingness to sign the treaty to poor interpretation of the wording of the agreement and intercultural miscommunication about the concepts of land and economy (Bigart and Woodcok 1996). One band of the Salish tribe resisted leaving its home in the Bitterroot Valley for the reservation. After about forty years of resistance, members of the U.S. Army from Fort Missoula forced the remaining Salish people out of the Bitterroot Valley in 1891. Oral history tells that the troops “roughly marched our people some sixty miles to the Flathead Reservation. . . . On the reservation, the U.S. government again failed to honor its guarantees.” The Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee records that:


      In April 1910, the Flathead Reservation was thrown open to white homesteaders. Almost overnight, non-Indians outnumbered tribal people within the reservation and assumed a dominating social and economic position. From then until the cancellation of the General Allotment Act in 1934, over 540,000 acres within the Flathead Reservation were transferred from Indian to white ownership. The elders today say that, when their elders used to talk about this part of our history, they would use an expression in the Salish language . . . —which means, roughly, to steal openly and brazenly, to rob someone in broad daylight. (2005, 116–17)


      The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes (CSKT), born out of the Hellgate Treaty, are comprised of the Bitterroot Salish tribe, the Pend d’Oreille tribe, and the Kootenai tribe (Becker et al. 2007). The CSKT homepage states that “the Flathead Reservation of 1.317 million acres in northwest Montana is our home now, but our ancestors lived in the territory now known as western Montana, parts of Idaho, British Columbia, and Wyoming. This aboriginal territory exceeded 20 million acres at the time of the 1855 Hellgate Treaty” (retrieved on June 2011 from www.cskt.org).


      This part of history informs us about the place, adding depth to the picture of the mountains and valleys. However, from the perspective of Indigenous people’s thousands of years of history on this land, this account of the nineteenth century on is only a small fraction of the full story. The Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee has sketched a metaphorical twenty-four-hour timeline to represent Salish–Pend d’Orielle history from the Ice Age to present (Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee 2005, 8). It is thought-provoking to see on this timeline that Lewis and Clark arrived at 11:28 p.m. There is much to know about the history and culture of this place. There is much to learn through the words of the first people. The following oral history excerpt provides a glimpse into the past of this place:


      Even that five-hundred-year history is only the most recent period of a tribal history that reaches back to the Ice Age, a history that shades back into the spiritual stories of creation and the deeds of Coyote and the other animal-people. . . . The elders tell that long ago, when the ancestors first lived upon this land, there was a single Salishan nation, which spoke one language. As the tribe increased in population, the people dispersed into numerous smaller groups, eventually forming the various Salishan tribes we know today—Salish, Pend d’Oreille, Spokane, Colville, Coeur d’Alene, Okanagan, and others, each with its own dialect, its own specific culture, and its own territory. The Salish . . . are the easternmost of this string of Salish-speaking tribes which together extend from Montana westward across Washington and British Columbia north of the Columbia River, all the way to the Pacific Coast. Linguists estimate that the Salishan bands dispersed and began to develop their distinct dialects thousands of years ago. (Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee 2005, 19)


      Historically, several large bands of Salish people camped throughout Montana. The invasion of other tribes and non-Indians eventually led to the bands’ consolidation in the Bitterroot Valley (Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee 2005; Malone and Roeder 1976). As a result, Salish people in Montana today sometimes call themselves the Bitterroot Salish—Séliš (pronounced Séh-lish) in their own language (Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee 2005, xiii). Flathead is a misnomer used by non-Indians since Lewis and Clark’s visit. The Pend d’Oreille tribe, close relatives of the Salish tribe, settled in the Mission Valley, part of which is located within today’s Flathead Reservation. The ancestral dialects spoken by Salish and Pend d’Oreille tribal members are nearly identical, except for some minor differences (Salish–Pend d’Oreille Culture Committee 2005). Nowadays, the two tribes’ cultures, histories, and languages often are presented as one in tribal documents and are treated as one in
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