Mistoric St. Peter’s NMission:
Landmark of the Jesuits and the
Ursulines Among the Blackfeet

by (Wilfred P. Schoenberg, S. J.

PPROXIMATELY 15 miles from Cascade, Montana, which is half-way between

Great Falls and Helena on U. S. Highway No. 91, lies historic old St. Peter’s
Mission. Once a thriving hub from which Jesuit missionaries worked out, like
spokes into a wide Montana wheel, the mission now appears to be abandoned, a
mere relic of the past, a sobering reminder of a long struggle which was finally lost.
An original hewn log church still stands in contrast with the crumbling ruins of
more pretentious stone buildings which decay around it; and, if the ruins suggest

the irony and fickleness of history, they also glorify what remains.

They say that on warm sunny days
there are rattlesnakes in the grass
spreading over the ruins. No doubt
they are right. It is what you would
expect. The snakes have come to claim
the stones quarried from the bluffs and
mountains surrounding the mission. The
Indians and nuns and priests of the
mission have long since departed, al-
lowing the grass to spread where once
busy feet trod and the snakes to multi-
ply where once multi-storied buildings
filled the little valley. Only the path to
the church is still open. Worn down
with pious regularity by a few Catho-
lic families who worship there, it pre-
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sents interesting evidence of living man
in a melancholy scene of ruin and de-
crepitude.

St. Peter’s has enjoyed a violent past
as well as a thriving one. With its
roots in ground jealously guarded by
the Blackfeet, “of all tribes the most
numerous and most fierce,”! with its
struggle against poverty, starvation and
fires, and its final destruction by the in-
difference of a government policy, it
must not be imagined that its past could
be anything except violent. Perhaps if
the Indians had not wanted it that way
the missionaries would have. There
is nothing more glorious for missions
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With this first issue of Volume XI, 1961, MON-
TANA the Magasine of Western History de-
parts from its regular format to bring you a
special second decade section beginning on these
pages with the scholarly account of historic St.
Peter’'s Mission. On page 86 may be found
another utterly new feature for this magazine

DECADE BONUS SPECIAL . ..

. . a short old West vignette, in this case the
story of the famous Justin boot. Via this added
section each issue, we will share with our read-
ers some of the many succinct, offbeat and epic
facets of Western history which have come to
our files complimenting the long-established bill
of fare.

and missionaries, in retrospect at least,
as opposition. From the historians’
point of view the mission’s violent his-
tory is even more acceptable because
it casts over the remains the morbid
pall of tragedy, a quality which as-
sures his account of a reading.

The mission’s founders could foresee
the violence. They came to live among
the Blackfeet but a brief time after the
tribe had been decimated by smallpox.
This fact was not lost on the Jesuits.
When the first Jesuit to live among
them arrived in the autumn of 1846,
he estimated the number of the tribe
at “about 1,000 lodges or 10,000 souls.
This is not half what they were be-
fore the smallpox was introduced
among them.” And of the whole num-
ber, “the women constitute more than
two-thirds if not even three-fourths.”?
At this time the Blackfeet nation com-
prised three large divisions, having dif-
ferent names but speaking the same
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FR. PIERRE JEAN DeSMET, great Jesuit missionary, was
painted wearing the decoration of the Knight of the Order
of Leopold, presented by King Leopold of Belgium. At
the insistence of his family, DeSmet allowed his portrait
to be made wearing the distinguished decoration. After
that time, nothing more was heard of it, and the in-
domitable missionary continued his labors in the frontier
West. (Historical Society of Montana photo.)
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language: the “Siksikana” or North Pie-
gans who were the Blackfeet proper,
the “Pikuni” called South Piegans by
whites, and the ‘“Kaenna,” also called
the Bloods. The Siksikana inhabited
the high plains along the eastern slope
of the Rockies on both sides of the U.S.-
Canadian border. When the border line
dispute was finally settled, they with-
drew to the northern side. Catholic

1 Father DeSmet, S.J., in manuscript notes regarding the

Blackfoot Mission, to Fathers Roothan, S.J., General of
the Society of Jesus in Rome. It may be observed that
DeSmet’s comment was not intended to be complimentary,
probably because of Blackfeet hostility toward the Flat-
heads, his favorites. Later his attitude changed and in his
writings subsequent to the Blackfoot-Flathead alliance of
1846 he reserved such sharp remarks for other tribes.
2 Quoted by Palladino, L.B., S.]., Indians and White in the
Northwest, First edition. Baltimore, 1894, p. 172.
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missionaries who worked among them
were members of the Congregation of
Oblates of Mary Immaculate of whom
the most renowned was Father A. La-
combe, O.M.I. The South Piegans
dwelled exclusively in Montana, a ter-
ritory which was also occupied by two
other tribes, the Gros Ventres and the
Assiniboines who were a distant branch
of the Dakota or Sioux.? Sometimes
observers on the early frontier spoke
erroneously of these two latter tribes
as members of the Blackfeet nation.
Actually they were inveterate enemies
of the Blackfeet and when missionaries
first attempted to Christianize either
tribe they were caught in tribal wars.

The first Jesuit to meet a Blackfoot
was Father DeSmet who had the great
pleasure of speaking with several on
his first trip to the west in 1840. So
far as records can produce evidence,
he was also the first to baptize a mem-
ber of the tribe. In a letter to a com-
rade-in-arms this very energetic, globe-
trotting Black Robe described the long
ceremony which cost him, among other
things, his Christmas dinner. “There
was an old chief of the Blackfeet na-
tion, in the camp, with his son and his
little family, five in all, who had been
hitherto very assiduous in their attend-
ance at prayers and catechism. The
day succeeding my arrival I commenced
giving three instructions daily, besides
the catechism, which was taught by
the other Fathers. They profited so
well that, with the grace of God, 115
Flatheads, with three chiefs at their
head, thirty Nez Perces with their chief,
and the Blackfoot chief and his family,
presented themselves at the baptismal
font on Christmas day. I began my
masses at seven o’clock in the morning;
at five o’clock P. M. I still found my-
self in the chapel.”*

The Laptism was a tangible begin-
ning if an unpredictable one. DeSmet,
his zeal for more Christians now greatly
aroused, conceived a bold plan for pre-
venting Blackfeet raids on the property
and maidens of his cherished Christian

70

Flatheads. He would convert the Black-
feet (it was as simple as that) and fos-
ter an alliance between the two tribes.

In the autumn of 1845 he undertook
one of his most adventurous journeys
hoping to find the Blackfeet in their
high altitude haunts. Though he trav-
elled as far east as Madison Forks on
the Missouri, he failed in his purpose
and was forced to return to St. Mary’s,
his head already buzzing with plans
for another search. A chance presented
itself in autumn of the following year.
Compelled to return to St. Louis to ar-
range for mission supplies, DeSmet
boldly chose a course through Blackfeet
country which was ordinarily avoided
if possible. Father Nicholas Point, S. J.,
who had accompanied him to the Rocky
Mountains in 1841 and who was now
somewhat disillusioned in his first en-
thusiasm, left St. Mary’s with DeSmet
on August 16th.® They headed directly
into Blackfoot territory. After an In-
dian battle or two and a little more
excitement, which one might consider
appropriate in view of his objective,
DeSmet had the satisfaction of bring-
ing together the chiefs of the two tribes
at Fort Lewis on the Missouri river,
which was about three miles above and
on the opposite bank of its successor
fort, called Benton.® He spent four

3 “The Sioux of the Mountains,” says Father Palladino, “As-

sini, in their tongue, standing for mountains or rocks, and
Boines for Sioux.” Ibid. p. 170

4 This letter is included in Chittenden, Hiram Martin and
Alfred Talbot Richardson, Life, Letters and Travels of
Father Pierre-Jean DeSmet, S.J.. New York, 1903, Vol
I. p. 338. Ewers states that the first Protestant missionary
among the Blackfeet was “the Reverend R, T. Rundle, a
Methodist, who worked among the Assiniboine and North
Blackfeet for eight yvears following 1840.” cf. Ewers, John
C., The Story of the Blackfeet, Lawrence Hashell Insti-
tute. 1944, p. 42, The first Protestant missionary among
the Piegans was the Reverend E. D. Ma~hev, who was sent
to Fort Benton in the summer of 1856 by the Presbyterian
Church. The Reverend Machey returned East after one
month because of the illness of his wife who accompanied
him. Also cf. Ewers, John C., The Blackfeet, Norman,
1958, p. 194 sq.

3 Father Point, in a letter to the Jesuit General in Rome,
dated April 14, 1845, requested to be transferred to a
new_mission in Eastern Canada. The General. answering
on February 18, 1846, gave Point the permission he re-
quested, but Point did not receive this letter until spring
of the following vear. For further details cf. Garraghan,
Gilbert J., S.J., The Jesuits of the Middle United States,
New York. 1938. Vol. II. p. 450 sq.

¢ Established in May, 1847, Fort Benton was first called Fort
Clay. Its name was changed to Benton in 1850 to honor
the man who had often rescued the American Fur Com-
pany from disaster. cf. Chittenden, Hiram Martin, Fur
Trade of the Far West, New York, 1903, Vol. III. p. 963,
and Father Garraghan’s corrections of Chittenden’s ac-
count. ‘“Nicho'as Point, Jesuit Missionary in Montana of
the Forties,” in Willard and Goodykoontz (eds.), Trans.
Mississippi West, Boulder (University of Colorado), 1930,
p. 51 sq., and The Jesuits in the Middle United States,

Vol. 11, p. 446 sq.




OLD ST. PETER'S CHURCH, with the log cabin nuns' quarters to the right, are shown in this early picture from the His-
torical Society of Montana archives. Surpliced altar boys are pictured, along with a Jesuit priest in the background.
This old log building, reverently preserved and boasting a new bell tower, is all that remains of the mission. More
impressive stone buildings once at the site are in ruin.

days at this American Fur Company
post and after his departure on Septem-
ber 28th, both tribes smoked and
danced far into the night to celebrate
their newly-made peace.

DeSmet left more than peace smoke
behind him. Father Point, quite re-
luctant to leave the mountains after
all, remained at Fort Lewis to take
advantage of the Blackfeet’s more fa-
vorable dispositions toward Chris-
tianity. His winter was not wasted.
Having won over the Blackfeet with
the magic of his paintings, he was able
to baptize 667 of them before his own
departure in the following May. Though
all but 26 of them involved children,
the mission was firmly established in
the hearts of the Indians, at least, if
not in buildings and debts.”

The buildings did not appear for ten
troubled years. Jesuits in the interim
occasionally visited the Blackfeet at
Fort Benton or in their summer camps,
and more often families or bands of
Blackfeet crossed the Rockies to visit
the Jesuits at St. Mary’s and St. Igna-
tius. Father Adrian Hoecken, S. J,
founder of the latter, described the ar-
rival of Chief Little Dog in a letter to
DeSmet: “Last spring, and during the
summer following, we had several

Black-Feet here. They behaved ex-
tremely well. Among others, the Little
Dog, chief of the Piegans, with some
members of his family. They entered
our camp with martial music and an
innumerable quantity of little bells.
The very horses pranced in accordance
with the measure, and assumed a
stately deportment at the harmony of
the national hymn.”$

Just one month after this letter was
written, (May, 1857) an Indian agent,
Major Alfred Vaughan, proposed to
Father DeSmet that a Catholic mission
for the Blackfeet be established on the
Judith river. Since Vaughan was not
a Catholic, his recommendation carried
more than ordinary weight with the
Jesuits and DeSmet lost no time in for-
warding it to Rome. Two months later
Colonel Alexander Cummings, head of

7 Jesuit literature of the period abounds with references to the
Blackfeet and their conversion. Various reasons are given
for their desire for Christian baptism, for example Point’s
influence over them and the good example of whites at
Fort Lewis. The principal reason given by both DeSmet
and Point was that the Blackfeet, by nature very super-
stitious, wanted Christian Baptism as a medicine more
powerful than their enemies’. Thus, though many Blackfeet
adults pleaded with Point for Baptism, he reluctantly con-
sented to baptize them only after solid assurances their
motives were purged of superstition.

S DeSmet, Rev. P. J., S.J., Western Missions and Mission-
aries, New York, 1859, p. 316. Unfortunately this delight-
ful chief Little Dog was killed in June 1866 by younger
members of the tribe, according to Deputy Indian Agent
Hiram D. Upham, because he was too friendly to the whites,
Little Dog and Big Lake, of all Blackfeet chiefs the most
friendly to the whites. were both greatly influenced by the
Jesuit missionaries. There is no doubt that this influence
protected the lives of countless whites during the restless
sixties.
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A facsimile of the first page of Father
Francis Xavier Kuppens' history of St.
Peter's Mission, the original of which is
preserved in the Oregon Province Ar-
chives of the Society of Jesus, is repro-
duced here. Written in 1914, Father
Kuppens' history was dedicated princi-
pally to correct certain errors made in
the first edition of Father Palladino's
“Indian and White in the Northwest.”
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the Western Superintendency of Indian
Affairs, one time companion of Isaac
Stevens in his treaty-making and more
lately Governor of Colorado territory,
made a similar proposal to Father De-
Smet, adding waggishly that Jesuits
were his favorite missionaries. If he
had baited a hook, DeSmet swallowed
it. Writing to the Jesuit General in
Rome he repeated the Colonel’s re-
marks and urged compliance. Rome,
reputedly slow to move, took action
immediately. By the spring of 1859
Father Nicholas Congiato, S. J., Su-
perior of the Rocky Mountain missions,
dispatched Father Hoecken with orders
to select a mission site.

After he arrived among the Black-
feet in April, Father Hoecken spent the
summer months travelling extensively
with the trike, always alert to the ad-
vantages of a mission on any site
visited. He finally selected a spot on
the Teton river, “just close to where
the town of Choteau is to-day [sic]
and the Butte, but a short distance off,
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received as a landmark of the Mission
site, the name of Priest’s Butte, which
still retains to the present day.”® Upon
this first site Father Hoecken and his
Jesuit companion, Brother Vincent
Magri, built three small log houses.
Having finished this heavy chore, they
simply settled down to a winter of
hard labor learning the Blackfoot lan-
guage—a task almost as distasteful to
them as being scalped. In October,
Father John B. Imoda, S. J., arrived to
share it.*?

The long winter revealed more than
Blackfoot prefixes and verbs. The site,
though delightful in other respects as
all present residents of Choteau will
happily agree, was found to be unsuit-
able fer a mission. So, on March 13,
1860, the three missionaries gathered
their frugal poscessions and moved to a
new location on the kanks of the Sun

% Palladino, op cit., p .176.

1 Father John Baptist Imoda, S.J., born in Turin, Italy, on
November 29, 1829, entered the Society of Jesus on April
22, 1854, He came to the U,S. in 1858 and arrived at
the Blackfoot mission in 1859, He died in Helena on
June 18, 1886.




FR. JOSEPH GIORDA, S. ]., second founder of Jesuit Mis-
sions in Montana, was born in Italy in 1823 and re-
nounced his considerable inheritance to become a Jesuit
in 1845. He arrived in the United States in 1858 and
with Father Imoda and Brother de Koch chose the site
for St. Peter/s in 1862. He died at Sacred Heart Mission
in the Coeur d'Alenes in 1882.

river, a short distance from the future
site of Fort Shaw.'* Here they built two
more cabins of logs like the first.
Lacking the necessary farm implements
and seed, they were unable to make a
garden —a matter of grave concern.
They understood well what it meant to
live “on the county,” as the Indians
lived: on fish, buffalo, roots, moss and
berries. They had existed this way in
the old mission for five months.

In August, while rumors of Black-
feet depredations filled the little valley,
Father Congiato, S. J., the Superior, ap-
peared at the new mission. He promptly
ordered the project abandoned; prob-
ably, because the Indians did not like
the site. He dispersed the small com-
munity’s occupants, sending Father
Hoecken to St. Louis and Father Imoda
and Brother Magri to St. Ignatius, “294
miles by the great road.” Thus the sec-
ond mission came to naught and the
Jesuits were as far as ever from their
objective.

The roaring sixties which followed
were hard years in Montana Territory
whether one lived at Fort Benton or
somewhere else. The discovery of gold
immediately attracted swarms of
whites, not all of them graduates of a
finishing school. Hot-bloods among the
Indians (especially the northern Pie-
gans who swooped down from Canada)
greatly itched to annihilate the alarm-
ing influx as they would any pestilence.
Inter - tribal wars also flourished.
(Whatever the distractions there was
always time to steal an enemy’s scalp.)
Most Blackfeet, Father Kuppens was
informed by a wag from their winter
camp, considered Black Robes as whites
and therefore subject to liquidation, if
need be, like all other whites. Other
tribes conveyed the same general idea
to the Jesuits, so the latter had no mis-

givings about their fate should they
fall into hostile hands.

It was under these circumstances that
three Jesuits, eager to establish a mis-
sion once and for all, returned in the
autumn of 1861.'> Fathers Joseph Gi-
orda and Imoda and Brother de Koch
arrived at Fort Benton on October 25th
with the following instructions:

“l. Proceed to Fort Benton, pass
the winter studying the language of the
Indians and attend to the spiritual
wants of all the people in the vicinity.

2. Select a suitable site for the per-
manent location of the mission.

3. Once located, the new mission
was to be called after St. Peter the
Apostle.”3

1 Father Francis Xavier Kuppens, S.J., corrects the account in
Palladino’s first edition of Indum and White in the North-
wcst m a manuscript entitled, “Notes on St. Peter’s Mis-
sion.” This is in the Oregon Province Archives of the
Society of Jesus. Written principally for the benefit of
Father Palladino, the manuscript effectively produced cor-
rections in the second edition of Indian and White in the
Northwest.

12 Father Joseph Giorda, S.J., was born near Turin, Italy, on
March 19, 1823. The son of a wealthy noble family, he
renounced his inheritance to enter the Jesuit Order on
March 29, 1845. He came to the U.S. in 1858. Full of
virtues, if not also in years, he died at Sacred Heart Mis-
sion among the Coeur d’Alenes on August 4, 1882. Brother
Fran-is de Koch, S.J., was born on November 11, 1827.
He entered the J'esult Order on July 3, 1855 and died after
sixty years on May 17, 1917,

13 Kuppens manuscript, p. 11 This is the first authenticated
reference to the name of the Blackfeet mission and it cer-
tainly indicates that the previously established missions did
not bear this name. Palladino states that the dedication to
St. Peter was intended to honor the Jesuit General in
Rome, Father Peter Beckx, S.J., a Belg‘an who was e'ected
General on July 2, 1855; he died on March 4, 1887 at the
ripe old age of ninety- three.
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Father Giorda followed his instruc-
tions to the letter. Throughout the
long winter, with Imoda and two
brothers accompanying him, he scoured
the country, finally deciding in favor
of a location on the banks of the Marias
river.'* This, too, seemed to have a
voodoo cast upon it, for the tribal chiefs
strongly objected to the Jesuits’ occupy-
ing it.

“. .. but several of the chiefs strongly
objected to having the Mission located
there, and insisted with Father Giorda
that it be established elsewhere. As the
Father discovered before long, the In-
dians were quite diplomatic and reason-
able about the matter. The Marias re-
gion {eemed with buffalo which, the
Indians feared, would be exterminated
by the whites who were sure to follow
in the wake of the mission. Hence they
did not want it located in that section.

“Lest they should become alienated,
Father Giorda thought it advisable to
vield to their wishes. Accordingly, he
and Father Menetrey, who a few
months before had been called to work
in this new field, started out again in
search of a suitable Mission site.”®

Father Giorda, with his pious en-
tourage, again took up the search. This
time he chose a site “on the left bank
of the Missouri River, about 6 miles
overland above the mouth of the Sun
River, and the Indians true to their
promise, followed and camped all
around the mission.”!®

Father Kuppens composed a descrip-
tion of the exact place:

“When the location of the mission
had been determined upon, in a general
way; The Father preempted a small
peninsula formed by a prolonged bend
in the river. It contained about 175 or
200 acres of land. The neck was not
more than 14 mile wide; A short fence
at this place would enclose the whole
property. On the east a wide fringe of
heavy cotton wood trees occupied about
40 acres. The remaining, about 150
acres were level, good loam, sufficiently
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high to be safe from the spring floods
and were good for farming or pasture.
And it seems to me that opposite the
extreme Southern end of the peninsula
a small creek flowed into the river. At
the north just outside of our fence the
ground rose, gently at first, then steeper
and steeper until at a height of about
100 feet it terminated in a heavy layer
of rock. This was the edge of a high
plateau. To the west perhaps 14 mile
beyond our preempted claim, a dry
ravine with a gently ascent offered an
excellent wagon road to the top of the
plates. This we used to go to Fort Ben-
ton or to Helena.”'"

The Jesuits took possession of this
site on February 12, 1862. Two cabins
were erected immediately, then a third
for a chapel, and finally the three were
joined together into an “L” shape by
the simple expedient of building two
more cabins in between.

“All the buildings were well
matched,”’” says Father Kuppens, “all of
the same material, green cottonwood
logs, of the same degree of finish, they
were not squared, and the bark had
not been removed. The walls were 715
feet high, the interstices and chinking
were plastered with clay. The roof was
made of rails laid close together, with
a heavy layer of clay. There was no
ceiling in any of the rooms: and as for
floor we had, when the buildings were
new, a most delightful velvet carpet of
a very dense sod. When the carpet was
worn out as the very best will do in
time, we walked on a clay floor. There
was a porch, about five feet wide along
the whole length of this incipient rec-
tangle. In after life I have often won-
dered that there could be so much in-
terior peace and consolation in poor
surroundings. These were all the ac-
commodations of St. Peter’s in Dec.
1864.718

14 Brother Lucian 1)’Agostino, S.J., joined the group after
their arrival.

15 Palladino, L. B., S.J., Indian and White in the Northwest,
2nd edition, Lancaster, Pa., 1922, 1. 193. This corrected
version follows Kuppens’ manuscript account.

18 Kuppens, op. cit., p. 18.

1 Ibid., p. 23 sq. Page 24 was left blank by mistake.

¥ Ibid, p. 27, sq.




CHIEF WHITE CALF (third from left) and members of his Piegan Blackfeet band are pictured at the Badger Creek
Agency in 1888, six years after White Calf and others had been baptized by the zealous Father Prando in his little

log hut mission on Birch Cresk. Abandoning surplus wives, the Indians received the sacrament from the Jesuit who was
carrying on a personal war with Indian Agent John W. Young at the time.

A curious detail of this palatial fron-
tier establishment was a corral for
horses directly outside the guest room.
“Horses were borrowed sometimes dur-
ing the night,” says Father Kuppens
almost apologetically, ‘“to the great an-
noyance of ourselves and of our guests.
By this arrangement each guest could
keep his eye on his pony.” This is
doubtless one feature of St. Peter’s that
was little understood in Rome.

The Missouri was still frozen over
when the mission was being built. This
circumstance led to a grave mishap and
a solemn vow which assured the Black-
foot nation of at least one friend among
the Black Robes. One evening, so the
accounts say, Father Giorda rather fool-
ishly attempted to cross the ice on
foot. It is not surprising that he fell
through, since it was late February.
When the ice gave way he had the pres-
ence of mind to extend his arms, and
there he was, dangling in icy waters
up to his arm pits, his feet carried by
the current to the under-surface of the
ice. His shouts for help were slower to
attract the mission brothers than they
did an Indian who lived near the mis-

sion (despite his un-Christian weakness
for keeping a spare wife in his lodge).
Bigamy fortunately did not prevent this
redskin Casinova from casting a quick
lariat to the precariously situated Black
Robe. Saved from the Missouri’s
treacherous grasp, Giorda was con-
vinced he owed his life to this Indian—
which certainly cannot be denied. He
solemnly made a vow to spend the rest
of his life for the Blackfeet, at least
insofar as Superiors allowed it. For his
part the Indian, too, was thankful.
Henceforth he took great care that
every guest at the mission should be
acquainted with all details of the rescue
and should never forget them.

As if this were not enough adventure
for one fortnight, Giorda fell into an-
other equally dangerous and less digni-
fied one, but not without an element of
humor. Father Palladino, as usual, re-
iates the details with a moral lurking
somewhere:

“Father Giorda,” he wrote, “set out
with his interpreter to visit the Gros
Ventres, and fell in with a war party
belonging to the camp of Bull Lodge,
one of the chiefs of the tribe. Both he
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