
Charlo’s People: The Flathead Tribe

LIFE AROUND TH E HOUSEHOLD 
TOLD ABOUT BY MARY ANN COOMBS

(PART TWO)

Grandma’s favorite reminiscing is 
about the days when she and Louis 
would pack up their tipi and bedding 
and ride their horses into the moun
tains for a few weeks of camping. They 
would take along their children and 
join two or three other families - often 
relatives. In this way, Grandma was 
able to spend several weeks each year 
living in the old Flathead way, just like 
she was taught by her Old People. She 
continued to do this regularly until, 
“Oh, not very long ago.”

Each family group had its own fa
vorite places to camp - places where 
there were many Elk and Deer, lots of 
Berries and roots, and good fishing. 
Many years ago Grandma’s favorite 
places were still in the Bitterroots. 
Some of the farmers there sympa
thized with Charlo’s people and wel
comed them anytime they came down 
to camp. After the original settlers 
were gone, Grandma said fences were 
put up everywhere and the People 
were no longer welcomed when they 
came down to hunt and gather wild 
plants. Then Grandma and her family 
went to other good campsites in the 
Jocko Valley, where Charlo’s people 
live.

Grandma has always made her tipis 
out of canvas. The last time her Old 
People went buffalo hunting was in 
1879, two years before she was born. 
Her mother told her that it used to take 
about seven buffalo hides for a 
medium-sized tipi, and twelve or more 
for a large one. Her grandmother’s 
mother said that in her youth - before 
the People had many horses, they 
seldom got enough buffalo hides to 
make tipis. They used Elk and Moose 
hides instead. More often back then, 
the People covered their lodges with 
mats made by twining thick rushes 
with strips of bark, or else mats made 
of slough grass. These mats were used 
as floor coverings - often underneath 
buffalo robes - in Grandma’s day.

Grandma also heard that the people
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of long ago used large communal 
lodges during the seasons when they 
didn’t travel. Lewis and Clark wrote 
that they saw some of these lodges in 
the early 1800’s. They were rectan
gular in shape and had sunken floors. 
Several families lived in one house, 
and more than one fire was needed for 
cooking and warmth inside. Some of 
these large houses were used just for 
dancing, and others for council meet
ings and guest houses. They were 
always covered with woven mats.

The hunting trips that Grandma 
went on, with Louis and others, were 
always successful. The men went out 
early each morning to find Deer and 
Elk. Often they worked as teams - one 
group walked through the woods and 
drove the animals toward another 
group that waited quietly along the 
main trails. The first man who got an 
animal shared some of the meat with 
the others in a big feast. The next one 
who had success did the same thing.

The women spent much of their 
time digging roots or gathering ber
ries. Once the hunters started bringing 
meat back they also had to cut it up 
and prepare it for drying. The meat 
was cut into thin slabs, about Vi-inch 
thick. The slabs were draped over 
poles that were fastened between two 
small tripods or to the poles of one 
large one. Underneath it a fire was 
built to dry the meat. Grandma said 
the fire was made with non-resinous 
wood, like Cottonwood or Poplar. The 
meat was smoked all day this way, 
and the fire was kept going until late at 
night. By the next morning the meat 
was usually dry and ready to be 
pounded. Grandma had a special 
stone slab, which she laid on top of a 
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tanned hide. The meat was crushed on 
this slab with large stone pestle. That 
way it took up the least space when it 
was packed into bags for storage.

Large storage bags were made from 
the part of an old tipi - waterproofed 
from all the smoke of fires below. 
Other bags were made from whole 
fawn-skins or from pieces of rawhide. 
Down in the Bitterrroots these bags 
were often cached on platforms of 
branches built in large trees. Roots 
and Berries were stored this way, 
along with the meat.

Grandma used to do a lot of beading 
and sewing to keep her Louis in style 
for celebrations. The traditional man’s 
outfit had lots of beadwork in it. There 
was a pair of leggings - often made of 
red or green wool cloth - that needed 
beaded panels to go around the bot
toms. There was an Eagle feather 
headdress - adopted from the Plains 
tribes - that needed a beaded band. 
There were fully-beaded gauntlets 
and arm-bands, a belt, and fully- 
beaded moccasins. And, there was a 
vest that was covered with beads in 
the designs of colorful, blooming flow
ers. The beadwork on all these arti
cles was often matching. Few Flathead 
men wore the fancy buckskin suits, 
seen on the Plains, since the end of the 
old days. Every notable warrior used 
to have one to wear into battle.

Grandma still dresses about the 
same way she did as a young girl, back 
in the Bitterroot Valley. Only then her 
family was so poor that she often wore 
all the clothes that she owned.

She always wears buckskin moc
casins made in the “one-piece style." 
They have seams along the outsides 
and high tops that cover her ankles. 
On her head she often wears a scarh 
tied behind the head, in the Flathead 
style. Her dresses are all made from 
old-fashioned kind of calico prints - 
with little colored flowers and geo
metric figures all over. Sometimes she 
wears a second skirt of a different 
color, and an apron of another color, 
yet. On top she always wears a calico
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