
Bitter root feast observed at Longhouse An age-old tradition was repeated 
once more last week with the annual 
blessing-of-the-bitter-root feast April 
29 at the Longhouse in St. Ignatius.

About 40 Tribal elders joined Tribal 
department heads the Salish Culture 
Committee, and Two Eagle River 
School students for a luncheon that 
featured a variety of modern-day and 
traditional food. i *

In addition to the speAc>w\ Gf 
course, which had been dug just 
that morning, the traditional part of 
the menu included Indian carrots, 
sarvisberry gravy, and deer meat.

Culture committee director 
Clarence Woodcock led everyone in 
the Salish version of the Lord’s Prayer 
before inviting them to enjoy-the meal. 
Other speakers included John Peter 
Paul, who said he hoped the young 
people would continue the tradition 
after their elders are gone; and Tony 
Incashola, who said that as a 
youngster, he thought the annual 
bitter root gathering was a chore. 
Now, though, he said he realizes what 
a privilege it was, and is.

Tradition says the bitter root can’t 
be dug each spring until the Creator 
is thanked for providing it, and for 
preserving the people through 
another winter. In the old days, the 
bitter root was one of the first fresh 
foods to be enjoyed after a winter of 
meals featuring various dried foods 
preserved months earlier.

The plants, which grow in dry, rocky 
soil from British Columbia south 
through Montana, California and 
Colorado, are dug with a special tool 
called a pece7 The roots are ready for 
harvesting when the skin peels easily, 
which is in late April and early May 
before any blooms appear.

The heart of the plant is always 
returned to the ground to provide the 
next year’s harvest. It’s said that there 
are fewer plants today than in times 
past because people have taken whole 
plants home, leaving nothing behind 
to re-seed. Also, the best gathering 
grounds in the Missoula and Bitter 
Root valleys have been overtaken by 
the development of various towns.

Legend has it that the tears of a 
woman whose family was starving 
formed the roots of the plant and gave 
it its bitter taste.

Credit for its English name is given 
to explorer Meriweather Lewis, who 
noted in his diary that it was 
“unpleasantly bitter”. Lewis’ name 
also ended up as the plant's scientific 
label: Lewisia rediuiua.

Non-Indians have added to the 
bitter root’s honor by naming it the 
state flower of Montana.
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