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Capitol Hill: ‘Making the Sparks Fly’

n a fall day in 1957 a car pulled up
at Hill 57, the off-reservation Indian

Drive on Behalf Of Montana’s () settlement located on a windswept

Indians, 1950-1970

by Joan Bishop

Sister Providencia Tolan and Florence Standing Rock of
Rocky Boy’s Reservation (upper left) at a 1966 Democratic
meeting in Great Falls, Hill 57 homes in 1986 (above)

slope several miles northwest of Great Falls,
Montana. Before Lois Murray, a new Great
Falls Tribune staff reporter, could get out of the
car, several of the Chippewa-Cree residents met
her and firmly closed the car door. Later
Murray asked Tribune editor William James
how she could meet the Indians. Only through
Sister Providencia, he told her.!

For more than two decades Sister
Providencia Tolan, a sociology professor at the
College of Great Falls, lobbied on behalf of
America’s Indians. Initially, in the early 1950s,
the plight of off-reservation Chippewa-Cree
groups living on Hill 57 and other areas near
Great Falls triggered her drive to energize “an
impressive cross-section of the Great Falls
community,” many of whom “had resorted to
an ostrich-like attitude when the local Indian
problem proved too difficult to solve.” During
the mid-1950s Sister Providencia worked with
members of the Montana Inter-tribal Policy
Board, Affiliated Tribes of Northwest Indians,
and the National Congress of American
Indians. By the late 1960s she had also served
as tribal consultant for six of Montana’s seven
Indian reservations.’

Subsequently, Sister Providencia
transformed the grass roots movement she had
formed into a campaign directed at Michael ]J.
(Mike) Mansfield, Lee Metcalf, and James ]J.
Murray, three of Montana’s Democratic
politicians in Washington, D.C. Because of
seniority, committee appointments, and party
stature, these three men had the power to
influence federal Indian affairs. Sister
Providencia often acted as intermediary
between local activists and community leaders
in Great Falls and bureaucrats and politicians in
Washington, D.C., where leaders recognized
her “keen sense of political organization.” In
1959 Dr. Catherine Nutterville, Sister
Providencia’s College of Great Falls mentor,
wrote that “Montana in these last few years has
become more aware of the plight of the
Indians, thanks first of all to the work of Sister
Buckskin—Sister Providencia.” Rocky Boy
tribal leader Edward Eagleman described her
as a “fearless, and eloquent sister, and probably
one of the best informed persons in the United
States on the Indians’ economic problem.™
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y the mid-1960s, during the Lyndon

B. Johnson administration, Sister Provi-

dencia and her coalition of community and
Indian leaders and state politicians in Washing-
ton, D.C., influenced federal Indian policy with
increased appropriations through the Bureau of
Indian Affairs and Office of Economic Opportunity
for Indians on or off the reservations.

Ultimately Sister Providencia helped prompt a
rethinking of federal Indian policy and contrib-
uted to substantive changes in those policies con-
cerned with termination and relocation. She be-
lieved that Indian values and pride could only be
perpetuated on the reservations. “As a sociolo-
gist,” she explained in 1958, “I must insist that the
tribe, asub-group, is a strength and areal resource
to the wider group.”™

Sometimes critics viewed her as domineering
and paternalistic—the Catholic sister who dic-
tated what was best for the Indian population.
“That Nun,” some called her. Others considered
her activity ill-advised. Yet, in the balance, Sister
Providencia, with the help of lawmakers and citi-
zens’ groups, elevated an off-reservation commu-
nity with the unusual name of Hill 57 to a national
symbol of urban Indian poverty. The plight and
fate of Hill 57 residents became the case in micro-
cosm for all Indians and contributed to major
federal reform in Indian policy.’

Christened Denise Hortense Tolan, Sister
Providencia was born in Anaconda, Montana, Feb-
ruary 24, 1909, to former Deer Lodge County
attorney John Tolan and Alma Deschamps Tolan.
Denise’s maternal grandparents, a pioneering mer-
chant and ranching family in Missoula, influenced
her as a child. She absorbed her grandfather’s
tales of Montana’s early days, frequently laced
with accounts of settlers’ depredations to the In-
dians. Of her grandmother, she wrote “‘Church’
is a word I associate with Grandmother Des-
champs. One day when the lilacs were blooming,
mother drove Grandma, my brother Jack, and me
to the St. Ignatius Mission in the Flathead valley.”
For the rest of her life Denise remembered that
visit, seeing the impressive interior paintings and
especially watching the black-robed Sisters of
Charity, who “let her play with their large black
rosary beads.”®

1. Lois Murray, S.P., conversation with author, October 11, 1990,
Great Falls.

2. Victor O. Reinemer (hereafter Vic Reinemer) to Max Gubatayo,
January 5, 1959, James E. Murray Collection (hereafter Murray Collec-
tion), Toole Archives, Mansfield Library, University of Montana,
Missoula (hereafter UM); Lois Murray, S.P., Good News Sisters of
Provid St. Ignatius Province, 1 (October 1990), insert, n.p.

3. Vic Reinemer, conversation with author, September 18, 1990,
Helena; Catherine Nutterville to Robert McCormick, February 2, 1959,
Murray Collection; Great Falls Tribune, May 7, 1964.
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In 1914 Denise moved with her parents to Oak-
land, California, where she attended Lakeview
Elementary School and graduated from Holy
Names Academy in 1927. That summer she re-
turned to Montana to be with her cousins at their
grandparents’ Grass Valley Ranch near Flathead
Lake. At one point, alone with grandmother
Deschamps, Denise confided that she wanted to
become a nun and teach the Indians. “Never,” my
grandmother said calmly, ‘You like boys too much.’
Good psychology,” commented Sister Providencia
in 1976. “This was the challenge I needed.”

After two years of study at Holy Names College
in Oakland, Denise took her professional vows as
a Sister of Charity of Providence in Seattle, Wash-
ington, in 1930. Over the next decade she taught
at Providence elementary schools in Moxee, Se-
attle, Yakima, and Tacoma, Washington; De Smet,
Idaho; and Des Plaines, Illinois. Sister Providencia
also spent several summers earning college cred-
its from Washington and Oregon universities to-
ward a bachelor’s degree in sociology, which she
received from the College of Great Falls in 1944.
At the same time, she received a less formal but
no less important education in politics by follow-

4. Sister Providencia to Frank Morrow, February 21, 1958, Cas-
cade County Community Council Records (hereafter Cascade Council
Records), Montana Historical Society Archives, Helena (hereafter MHS).

5. Great Falls Tribune, August 5, 1979.

6. Sister Providencia, conversation with author, April 13, 1983,
Spokane, Washington; Sister Providencia, “Biographical Information,”
n.d., and Sister Providencia to her family, “Christmas Greetings,” 1976,
Sister Providencia Tolan Papers (hereafter S. Providencia Papers),
Sisters of Charity of Providence Archives, Mt. St. Joseph, Spokane,
Washington.




Sister Providencia, christened Denise Hortense,
stood with arms around her siblings when
photographed (left) c. 1917 with her father, John
Tolan, Sr.; mother, Alma Deschamps Tolan; and
grandmother Tolan. Denise posed again in
Missoula at age five playing the grand lady
(below) and as a young woman in 1928 (right).
(All photos, Archives, Sisters of Charity of Providence, Spokane)

ing the career of her father, John Tolan, who,
beginning in 1934, was elected to six terms in the
United States House of Representatives from
California’s Seventh Congressional District cen-
tered in Alameda. Tolan chaired the House Com-
mittee Investigating Dust Bowl Migration during
the 1930s and in 1941 testified as amicus curae
before the United States Supreme Court in oppo-
sition to a California ruling that sought to halt
immigration. Neither Tolan’s dedication to poli-
tics nor his efforts on behalf of disadvantaged
migrants was lost on Sister Providencia, and de-
cades later, after she had lobbied effectively on be-
half of off-reservation Indians, journalists pointed
to her father’s influence on her. Yet Sister
Providencia also seems to have inherited some of
her drive from her mother, who managed her
mur Deschamps, Jr., telephone conversation with author,
August 8, 1988; Great Falls Tribune, August 5, 1979.

8. Catholic Review, February 7, 1941.

9. Great Falls Tribune, August 5, 1979.

10. Sister Providencia to Lee Metcalf, January 26, 1973, Lee Metcalf
Papers, MHS (hereafter Metcalf Papers).

11. D’Arcy McNickle, “Hill 57,” Indians at Work, February 1, 1937,
2

.12. Joseph Kinsey Howard, Strange Empire, A Narrative of the
Northwest (New York: William Morrow, 1952), 588.

husband’s six successful political campaigns and
chaired several government war bond drives dur-
ing World War II in addition to her duties as wife
and mother.

The weaving of varied threads from such a
background with Sister Providencia’s special af-
finity for Native Americans was perhaps best illus-
trated by a newspaper article and photograph
appearing in early 1941. During summer months
in the 1930s, the sister organized several women’s
cooperative craft guilds on Idaho’s Coeur d’Alene
Indian Reservation, and in 1939 arranged an ex-
hibit of their work at the San Francisco World’s
Fair. In a Catholic Review article appearing Feb-
ruary 7, 1941, Sister Providencia is shown display-
ing crafts from nine Northwest tribes at the House
Indian Affairs Committee Room in the United
States Capitol. Standing beside her is her father,
Representative John Tolan, and on her other side
is a smiling first lady, Eleanor Roosevelt, looking
down at the beaded moccasins and gloves. The
newspaper caption reads: “First Lady of Land
Lauds Work of Nun.”®

Sister Providencia joined the faculty of the Col-
lege of Great Falls, a Catholic coeducational lib-

eral arts college, in 1948, as alecturer in sociology.

13. Verne Dusenberry, “Montana’s Displaced Persons: The Rocky
Boy Indians,” Montana Magazine of History, 4 (Winter 1954), 12, 13;
Verne Dusenberry, “Waiting for a Day That Never Comes,” Montana
Magazine of History, 8 (Spring 1958), 37-38; Denton R. Bedford (as told
by Mary Rego), “First Thunder of the Rocky Boys,” The Indian Histo-
rian, 10 (Winter 1977) 37; Jeanne Marie Oyawin Eder, “Chief Little
Shell’s Tribe of Landless Chippewa Indians of Montana: A Question of
Recognition” (master’s thesis, Montana State University, Bozeman,
1983), 53; Sister Providencia, “People Without Place,” n.d., S. Providencia
Papers. See also Cascade County Community Council, “Inter-Group
Committee Report on Landless Indians of Montana,” 1952, Cascade
Council Records.
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She came to Great Falls, an agricultural center of
approximately 39,000 residents, disappointed. “The
whole idea behind my vocation as a sister,” she
said, was to work with the Indians at St. Ignatius
Province. Nevertheless, with thoughts of the Flat-
head position behind her, Sister Providencia took
on two jobs that fall, teaching and social work.
Soon she became a familiar figure in downtown
Great Falls. Jack Albanese, Jr., awell-known Great
Falls resident who assumed the nickname “Father
Jack,” described her constant movement “from
the hospital to the city jail, to the county jail, to the
bars, to the lower south side, and to the west side
in search of and on behalf of human beings in
need.” Frequently she befriended Indians who
lived in the city or in fringe settlements on Wire
Mill Road, Black Eagle, Mt. Royal, or Hill 57.°

Sister Providencia left Great Falls in 1951 for a
study break in “the most exciting place in the
world, Washington, D.C.” By June 1952 she had
earned a master’s degree in sociology from the
Catholic University of America.!

When she returned to her teaching duties at the
College of Great Falls in September, she resumed
her daily rounds in Great Falls and renewed her
friendships with Indians, including those subsist-
ing on nearby Hill 57. Art Hinck, a pickle sales-
man, named it in the late 1930s for his Heinz 57
product line, advertising it by writing the name in
eight-feet-high numbers with white-washed boul-
ders. The Indians had settled there in the late
1920s, after city officials ordered their tent camps
along the Missouri River burned because they
were camped near the westside sewer discharge.
In 1937 D’Arcy McNickle, the novelist/adminis-
trator from Montana’s Flathead Reservation, vis-
ited the Hill and described his first impressions.
McNickle, then administrative assistant in the
United States Office of Indian Affairs, wrote:

We left town, crossed the river and went up the
slope toward the bluffs which mark the river’s
ancient bank. There, scattered in the snow, were
the flapping tents and patchwork shacks of some
of Montana’s homeless Indians. The situation is
wholly exposed. It is windy, always windy, and
treeless and grassless. Barren as a rock.!

Some Hill 57 residents belonged to one or
another of Montana’s Indian reservations but had

14. Joseph Cottrell, “Interview with James Parker Shield,” sound
cassette, 1984, Critical Writing Project, C. M. Russell High School,
Great Falls. Daniel Jarvey, conversation with author, November 11,
1988, Great Falls; Mary Louise Jarvey, conversation with author, Oc-
tober 31, 1988, Great Falls; Edna McGillis, conversation with author,
October 31, 1988, Great Falls. See also Milton Colvin, “Hill 57: The
Problems of Off Reservation Indians,” Montana Opinion, 1 (June 1957),
15-18; Great Falls Tribune, February 21, 1954; Sister Providencia, “The
Indian Villages on Hill 57 at Great Falls, Montana, A Report for the
Second Annual Northwest Regional Indian Youth Conference of Mon-
tana State University, May 1-3, 1964,” Metcalf Papers.
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Sister Providencia and Eleanor Roosevelt admire
Indian beadwork in Washington, D.C., in 1941.

come to Great Falls to look for work because their
home areas could not support them. Others, re-
ferred to as landless Indians, were of Cree and/
or Chippewa descent. In the mid-1880s these
bands had sometimes intermingled with the Ca-
nadian Métis (of Euro-Canadian and Indian ances-
try) to hunt on the northern plains. Their Montana
landless designation grew out of several migra-
tions into the territory in the 1880s. Cree followers
of Little Bear had first fled southward from Canada
with some Métis in 1885, after the Riel Rebellion.
Sister Providencia translated portions of their
history from Latin and French texts in the mid-
1940s for Great Falls writer Joseph Kinsey Howard,
who was documenting their history for his book,
Strange Empire. Also moving into Montana in the
late nineteenth century were a Chippewa band led
by Chief Rocky Boy (Sun Child) and Chief Little
Shell’s Chippewa group, disenfranchised from
their North Dakota Turtle Mountain Reservation.!?

From the 1880s to 1916 these Indians traveled
over the state feeling “inferior and unwanted” by
many Montanans, including other Indian tribes
such as the Blackfeet with whom they had shared
allotments temporarily. For these Chippewa and
Cree tribes United States government officials

15.  William D. James, conversation with author, January 12, 1990,
Great Falls; Lois Murray S.P., conversation with author, October 11,
1990, Great Falls.

16. House Concurrent Resolution 108, Congressional Record (here-
after Cong. Rec.), 83d Cong., 1st sess., 1953, 99, pt. 8:10815. See also
Christine Bolt, American Indian Policy and American Reform Case
Studies of the Campaign to Assimilate the American Indians (London:
Allen & Unwin, 1987), 132-33 and Donald L. Fixico, Termination and

Relocation, Federal Indian Policy, 1945-1960 (Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1986), 33, 60, 98-101.
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finally, in 1916, carved “a sterile reservation” of
56,035 acres called Rocky Boy’s out of the old Fort
Assinniboine Military Reservation in central Mon-
tana, one hundred miles northeast of Great Falls.
With limited enrollment, however, not all appli-
cants were accepted. Ultimately Rocky Boy’s
Chippewa and Chief Little Bear’s Cree bands,
allies in previous years, predominated, and the
Little Shell group was again left off tribal enroll-
mentrecords. This group represented some of the
off-reservation “people without place,” as Sister
Providencia called them, who numbered several
thousand in Montana in the late 1940s. Their
plight would remain one of the sister’s major
concerns into the 1960s.%

In 1952 Sister Providencia met about two hun-
dred residents who were crowded together in
makeshift shelters. They grouped themselves
according to earlier tribal affiliations, mainly Turtle
Mountain Chippewa with some Great Lakes
Chippewa, Rocky Boy’s Chippewa and Cree. Many
family groupslived a seminomadic life. Each spring
they left Hill 57 hoping to get haying contracts
near Fort Benton or Augusta or pick hops in
Washington state. Everyone worked. James Parker
Shield recalled driving a tractor when he was eight
years old. Each fall they returned to the hill where
as many as fourteen or fifteen people sometimes
crowded into a room. As a child, Shield sold rags
and metal scrap that he scavenged from a nearby
dump. Residents shared one water pump. Without
telephone or bus connections they were virtually
isolated, even from the nearby community of Great
Falls."

With dispatch Sister Providencia planned ways
to alleviate Hill 57’s poverty, soliciting donations
from friends, and urging volunteer groups, such
as the Mother Gamelin Club of Columbus Hospi-
tal, torepair and donate clothing. William D. James,
retired Great Falls Tribune editor, recalls provid-
ing firewood and receiving a follow-up call from
Sister. The truck needed a new battery. Would he
provide that also? James noted what others have
corroborated: it was impossible to refuse Sister
Providencia. One who tried was the Columbus
Hospital cook, who took the common view that the

17.  Table 4.1 Tribal lists, Policy Statement, March 25, 1947, in
Office File of Assistant Commissioner John H. Provinse, reprinted in
Bolt, American Indian Policy, 133; Sister Providencia to Lee Metcalf,
July 11, 1954, Metcalf Papers; Russell Gardipee testimony, “Joint Hear-
ings Before Subcommittees of the Committees on Interior and Insular
Affairs,” 83d Cong., 2d sess., on S. 2750 and H.R. 7319, Part 7, Flathead
Indians, Montana, February 25, 26, and 26, 1954, p. 947 (hereafter
Flathead Hearings). Comments by tribal council chairman Walter
McDonald are in Don Matt, “Tribal Government, How We Got To
Where We are,” (Flathead Reservation) Char-Koosta (Confederated
Salish Pend d’ Orielles, and Kootenai Tribes newspaper), December 1,
1976; Earl Old Person, “Indians As Human Beings,” Integrated Educa-
tion, (April-May 1967), 18.

poor could find work and were only lazy. Over the
cook’s protest, however, Sister Providencia com-
mandeered leftovers, filled coffee cans, and set up
tables outside the hospital’s back door for the
needy. She continued her campaign to increase
donations of food, clothing, and fuel, yet at best in
the 1950s she knew that even major community
volunteer efforts were merely palliative. Bureau-
craticimpediments exacerbated the economic void
surrounding off-reservation groups. County offi-
cials denied aid ordinarily because they consid-
ered all Indians the responsibility of the federal
government, while the federal Bureau of Indian
Affairs refused assistance because the Indians
lived off the reservations.”®

eanwhile two federal Indian poli-
cies of the early 1950s—termination and
relocation—impelled Sister Providencia
into the political arena. Through their implemen-
tation she envisioned even more disastrous con-
sequences for Montana’s Indian population.
The federal termination policy originated with
House Concurrent Resolution 108, passed by Con-
gress on August 1, 1953. Related to earlier drives
for Indian self-determination in New Deal legisla-
tion of the 1930s, Resolution 108 or the “Termina-
tion Resolution” sought federal withdrawal from
Indian affairs. The resolution directed the secre-
tary of the Interior to present to Congress by
January 1, 1954, a list of tribes that could “as
rapidly as possible end their status as wards of the
United States.” Congress would then pass indi-
vidual tribal termination bills. Initially some tribal
groups backed the measure. Yet when Interior
officials and a nucleus of congressional leaders
actually moved “as rapidly as possible,” using out-
dated 1947 statistics, and pressured hesitant In-
dian leaders to comply, more tribes rallied to-
gether against termination legislation.'®
In Montana Sister Providencia communicated
with leaders of the Flathead, Blackfeet, and Rocky

18. Kenneth R. Philip, “Stride toward Freedom: The Relocation of
Indians to Cities, 1952-1960,” Western Historical Quarterly, 16 (April
1985), 189; “Indian Project—Business and Professional Women'’s Club,
1956-1957,” unpublished report, Cascade Council Records; Peter Red
Horn in “Notes From Fifth Annual Institute of Indian Affairs-Montana
State University,” April 9-11, 1958, Murray Collection.

19. Dorothy Bohn, conversation with author, October 25, 1984,
Great Falls; Great Falls Tribune, December 10, 1953, February 21, 1954.
See also Dorothy Bohn, “Liberating’ the Indian, Euphemism for a Land
Grab,” The Nation, February 20, 1954, 150-51. Citizens Research Com-
mittee members were James J. Flaherty, Sister Providencia, Robert S.
McCleery, LaVerne Kelly, Stanley Deck, Cleveland Hall, Catherine

Nutterville, John Gedeon, Dorothy Bohn, named in Citizens Research
Committee to James A. Haley, September 7, 1955, Metcalf Papers.
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Boy’s reservations. She noted apprehension, divi-
siveness, and a lack of leadership among tribal
groups. “They are wobbly about standing on their
own feet, financially unsupported,” she wrote to
Montana’s congressman Lee Metcalf. One cause
of the tribal leaders’ anxiety, she explained, was
their concern that if they spoke out against termi-
nation, the Bureau of Indian Affairs would retali-
ate. Flathead tribal leaders, for instance, who had
experienced bureau funding cuts for financial and
law-and-order services on the reservation since
1952, were apprehensive about sustaining further
reductions. Sister Providencia also noted that
Montana Indian groups feared abrupt termina-
tion. Blackfeet leader Earl Old Person later wrote
“Itis important to note that in our Indian language
the only translation for termination is to ‘wipe out’
or ‘kill off. We have no Indian word for termina-
tion. Why scare us to death every year by going
to Congress for money and justifying the request
on the grounds that money is necessary to ‘termi-
nate the trust relationship of the United States to
the American Indian’?”"

Besides the termination resolution, Sister
Providencia also targeted the Bureau of Indian

20. Gertrude Lindgren, conversation with author, October 11, 1985,
Great Falls; Great Falls Tribune, February 9, 21, 1954.

21. Stephen DeMers, Flathead Hearings, 974-75; David Higgins,
Flathead Hearings, 998; Larry W. Burt, Tribalism in Crisis: Federal
Indian Policy, 1953-1961 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press, 1982), 38; Sister Providencia to Lee Metcalf, July 11, 1954,
Metcalf Papers.
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In 1954 College of Great
Falls student Agnes
Connors instructed
children of Hill 57 at
weekly religion classes
conducted by the

| college’s Confraternity of
w Christian Doctrine unit.

Affairs relocation program. Since 1952 the agency
had offered reservation Indians stipends to relo-
cate and work in large urban centers. The bureau
frequently failed, however, to give workers and
their families prior job training or preparation for
the harsh realities of urban life, so that between
1950 and 1960 the approximate national average
return rate to the reservations among relocated
Indians was 40 percent. Sister Providencia had
met with families who left the Rocky Boy’s Reser-
vation, moved to Los Angeles, and then returned
to Montana destitute and discouraged. Speaking
at the Fifth Annual Institute of Indian Affairs held
April 9-11, 1958, at Montana State University in
Missoula, Blackfeet leader Peter Red Horn
summed up the situation for some Montana In-
dian groups: “While we are being relocated, reha-
bilitated, and educated, we have to live. Presently
there is a recession throughout this country.
Employment is next to impossible for Indians.
These programs are all right to talk about, but
don’t forget—we have to live in the meantime.”
In fall 1953 Flathead tribal leaders fighting ter-
mination contacted Sister Providencia and Dor-
othy Bohn, Cascade County Community Council
22. VicReinemer, conversation with author, October 1990, Helena;
Sister Providencia to James E. Murray, October 11, 1955, Murray
Papers; Sister Providencia to Lee Metcalf, July 11, November 5, 1954,
and Washington Notebook newsletters, both in Metcalf Papers. See also
Charles Eugene Hood, Jr., “China Mike’ Mansfield: The Making of a

Congressional Authority on the Far East” (doctoral diss., Washington
State University, Pullman, 1980).
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Indian Affairs chairman, who had already joined
seven others as the Citizens’ Research Committee
on Indian issues. They promptly scheduled the
first of two open forums in a Great Falls district
court chamber on December 14, 1953. Although
Paul Fickinger, Bureau of Indian Affairs director
in Billings, presented the advantages of ending
federal trusteeship, the majority of speakers, in-
cluding K. W. Bergan, Montana Coordinator of
Indian Affairs, and representatives of the Montana
Inter-tribal Policy Board supported the Flathead
tribal leaders’ opposition to termination.*

A second forum held on February 8, 1954, dealt
with off-reservation Indian poverty, characterized
as “one of the city’s most pressing problems.”
Sister Providencia and Bohn organized the forum
around participation by key Indian residents and
city and county officials. More than a year earlier,
Sister Providencia, with the assistance of her Great
Falls Chippewa friends, had started religious
classes on Hill 57 among the Turtle Mountain
Chippewa, many of whom were already Roman
Catholics. This religious bond and her relief ef-
forts had created a rapport that enabled the Sister
to convince Indian spokespersons to address health
and education issues publicly. Acting as modera-
tor, Bohn concluded the meeting by pinpointing
“the real stumbling block of Great Falls’ citizens
indifference to the problems of the landless Indi-
ans.” The forums and William James’s special
February 21 Tribune feature describing living
conditions on Hill 57 chipped away at what Bohn
identified as community “indifference.” The fo-
rums also focused attention on the prospect of
increasing Indian destitution among Montana
tribes if termination bills passed and forced other
Indian groups to seek livelihoods in cities and
towns throughout Montana.®

In Washington, D.C., meanwhile, Flathead lead-
ers confronted their termination bill, which the
Bureau of Indian Affairs had hurriedly drafted. On
February 27,1954, Flathead spokesperson Stephen
DeMers testified before a joint congressional
hearing that the tribe would “need a minimum
period of ten years in which to fully prepare its
people to take over full management responsibil-
ity, including a complete analysis and survey of all
assets.” Blackfeet leader David Higgins, reiter-
ated Bohn’s concern that “communities in Mon-
tana could not bear the burden.” That spring the

23.  Andre Deligdisch, conversation with author, c. 1986, Great
Falls; Sister Providencia to Lee Metcalf, July 11, 1954, August 6, 1955,
Metcalf Papers.

24. George Engstrom and Sister Providencia, “City and Reserva-
tion Indians,” Social Order, 5 (February 1955), 59-65. See also Lee
Metcalf, “Threat to Americans, Termination in the 83rd Congress,” and

James J. Flaherty, “The Obligation of Federal Trust,” both in Social
Order, 5 (February 1955), 57-58, 66-68.

combined opposition of Mansfield and Metcalf,
the Montana Inter-tribal Policy Board, and other
vocal non-Indian citizens forced committee lead-
ers to drop the proposed legislation.?!

Sister Providencia’s drive to sidetrack termina-
tion assumed a partisan political character. She
became an enthusiastic Democratic party sup-
porter who corresponded frequently with Mon-
tana’s Democratic legislators in the national capi-
tal. In several instances she was renewing ac-
quaintances, for she had met Senator James E.
Murray through her father in 1941. Montana’s
junior senator, Mike Mansfield, had grown up in
Great Falls and had served in the House for ten
years. Sister Providencia’s mother, Alma Tolan,
knew Mansfield’s wife, Maureen. Lee Metcalf, the
third correspondent, was elected to Congress in
1953. In the 1950s these three leaders worked
together closely, writing their Washington Note-
book newsletter jointly for western constituents.?

o gain their support, Sister
Providencia sometimes exaggerated the
magnitude of Great Falls’s “ground swell”

of citizen support. Yet through her example as a
crusader against Indian poverty (including direct-
ing the 1950 airlift to the snowbound Blackfeet
Reservation) and her planning of the recent open
forums in Great Falls, she had generated a grass
roots movement. Sister Providencia focused on
Washington’s politicians because, as she wrote
Metcalf, “only at the federal level can the moral
obligation to protect Indian ownership and Indian
rights be sustained.” She envisioned Hill 57 as a
national symbol of off-reservation poverty, writing
to Metcalf in November 1954 that the “strongest
argument lies in what is happening to the Indians
who are terminated.” In her mind that included
Montana’s landless Indians as well as other termi-
nated reservations such as those of Oregon’s Kla-
math and Wisconsin’s Menominee tribes.?
Sister Providencia’s college students, several
of whom were from the Blackfeet and Fort Peck
reservations, learned sociology by studying con-
ditions on Hill 57 and played important roles in her
lobbying efforts. In summer 1954 Sister
Providencia initiated a comparative study of res-
ervation and city Indians and included other north-
ern Great Plains settlements similar to Hill 57. She
and her students collected and analyzed statistics
on a variety of topics, including education, hous-
ing, and voter participation. Findings of the study
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Congressman Lee Metcalf, Senator James E.
Murray, and Senator Mike Mansfield (left to right),
Montana’s three “M’s,” in Washington, D.C., in 1956

confirmed their views on the value of reservations:
Although Indian families who moved away expe-
rienced “a slight rise in economic opportunities,
there was a loss in group status and individual
attainment.” The study was published in her
friend Father Joseph Corley’s Jesuit journal, So-
cial Order, under the heading, “Threat to Ameri-
can Indians” with two campaign pieces written by
Lee Metcalf and Great Falls Paper Company en-
trepreneur James J. Flaherty. Pleased with the
results of the study, and especially by compli-
ments from Murray and Joseph M. Gilmore, Bishop
of Helena, Sister Providencia mailed copies of the
magazine to Montana tribal leaders and distrib-
uted others in Great Falls.*

Sister Providencia’s Social Order paper was
only one of several Indian studies she compiled in
the mid-1950s and provided to Montana lawmak-
ers in Washington, D.C., as “ammunition” against
termination. Earlier, in July 1954, she had sent a
four-page paper on Utah termination to Metcalf
and to Murray, then chairman of the Senate Inte-
rior and Indian Affairs Committee that ruled on
Indian appropriations. The following April, after
she attended the University of Minnesota’s Con-
ference on Indian Tribes and Treaties, she dis-
seminated information on the controversies sur-

25.
Papers.

26. In 1955 Representative Metcalf introduced H.R. 7433 and Sena-
tors Mansfield and Murray introduced a companion measure, S. 2556,
Cong. Rec., 84th Cong., 1st sess., 1955, 101, pt. 9:12166, 12168; press
release, August 4, 1955, Metcalf Papers; Sister Providencia to Lee
Metcalf and Mike Mansfield, August 6, 1955, Metcalf Papers.

27. Great Falls Tribune, September 8, 1955; Sister Providencia to
James E. Murray, October 11, 1955, Murray Collection.

Sister Providencia to Lee Metcalf, January 19, 1955, Metcalf
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rounding the Menominee tribe’s termination,
duplicated her letters and reports, and mailed
copies to congressmen, tribal leaders, and friends
who were officers of both the Association of
American Indian Affairs and the National Con-
gress of American Indians.?

In summer 1955, Great Falls residents who had
rallied around Sister Providencia and Bohn, hoped
for the passage of emergency aid bills for the Hill
57 landless Indians, which Metcalf and Mansfield
introduced into Congress in July. The proposed
legislation directed the secretary of the Interior to
provide immediate relief and welfare services to
people living on the hill. In August, however, the
legislation failed, in part because Interior spokes-
men testified against the measure in the Interior
and Insular Affairs Committee. Afterwards the
Montana delegation sent a joint press release to
the Great Falls Tribune expressing their frustra-
tion over the Interior’s role. “The Department
says it cannot help the Hill 57 Indians,” the press
release said, “because Congress has not given it
specific authority, yet when Congress acts to give
it specific authority, the Department vigorously
protests.” Sister Providencia’s reaction to what
some called the “Hill 57 Heartbreak” differed from
most. “I do not mind too much that the bills did
not pass,” she wrote, because “attention is now on
the long-term answer” and hinged on national
publicity about off-reservation settlements such
as Hill 57.%

An opportunity to educate Washington’s law-
makers came that September when Sister
Providencia welcomed Metcalf, Montana Con-
gressman Orvin B. Fjare, and other members of
the House Subcommittee on Indian Affairs to Great
Falls. She had persuaded Hill 57 resident Peter
Gopher to invite them to his home where he
showed them a prized possession, a hand-sewn
American flag that had belonged to his tribal fam-
ily for five generations. The next day Sister
Providencia chaired hearings in the mayor’s coun-
cil chamber. Later she conveyed her satisfaction
with the congressional visit and the issues dis-
cussed. “I thank God that the 3 Ms from Montana
have already thought in the direction of services
to all Indians,” she wrote Murray in October.?

Encouraged by the congressional tour, Sister

28. Sister Providenciato Mike Mansfield, October 29, 1955, Metcalf
Papers; Sister Providencia to Mike Mansfield July 22, 1955, Michael J.
Mansfield Collection (hereafter Mansfield Collection), UM; Sister
Providencia, “Wardship of Hill 57 Indians,” n.d., Metcalf Papers. Sister
Providencia, “Population of Hill 57—Tribal Affiliation,” October 6, 1955,
and Andre Deligdisch and Ethel La Rock, “The Student Committee at
the College of Great Falls, “summary—Hill 57 Census from July 1, 1954-
June 30, 1955,” Cascade Council Records.

29. Sister Providencia to Mike Mansfield, October 1955, and Sister
Providencia to James E. Murray, November 16, 1955, Metcalf Papers.



















