Jessie Donaldson Schultz
and Blackfeet Crafts

by Anne Banks /

History had come full circle in
1964 when Swedish nobility,
eminent Blackfeet, a museum
curator, and an anthropologist
gathered in Browning, Montana,
to participate in the return of a
sacred object to the Blackfeet
Indian Reservation. One of the
original participants in 1939
could not be present on that
summer day in 1964. Jessie
Donaldson Schultz Graham, who
had been so much a part of ‘
Blackfeet Reservation life in the
1930s and played such a Jessie Donaldson Schultz in Blood/Blackfeet
personal role in this unusual costume, ca. 1931

chapter of Blackfeet history, rarely

stepped forward to claim her part in events. She had always played
the role of catalyst. In a lengthy letter, University of Montana
anthropologist Verne Dusenberry, her long time friend, described for
her the scene in 1964 at Browning and commented on how much
she was missed at the ceremonies. “You have carefully covered your
tracks,” Dusenberry wrote, and indeed she had. Few knew how
much she had contributed in those years.
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Dearest Jess,

Friday afternoon, September 11. It was five o’clock
and the last tourist had been hustled from the
Museum of the Plains Indian. A few chairs had been
arranged in a semi-circle with their backs to the out-
side doors. A podium stood in the center of the half-
moon design made by the chairs. The murals of Vic-
tor Pepion, still looking fresh and daring after their
twenty-one years! seemed to look down on the
hallway entrance of the museum. Claude Shaeffer
paced nervously back and forth, the editor of the
Browning paper stood with his camera in his hand.
Earl Old Person, chairman of the tribal council of the
Blackfeet, entered the room, striding in in all the ma-
jesty of a fully-dressed Blackfeet of yesteryear;
behind him came Darryl Blackman, likewise dressed
in all the magnificence that only the Blackfeet can
portray.

1 paced back and forth. 1 had posted my companion
on the trip, John Fryer of Livingston, at the locked
door to check the arrival of the Bernadotte party. I
had been upstairs in the workroom and had alerted
the women that the party would soon arrive, now
rather nervously, | awaited the outcome. What would
be the reaction, 1 asked myself. How would these
people react to the homecoming of the iniskums? I
talked briefly to the editor and the curator and gave
them a little background. Presently John appeared
and said the party had arrived. Once more I ran
upstairs and told the women that it was time to come
down.

The Countess Estelle-Bernadotte av Wieberg walked
into the room smiling. Following her were her son
and daughter-in-law, the Count and Countess Folke
Bernadotte. Carrying an aluminum suitcase was the
financial advisor of the Countess, Mr. Erick
Ekstrand. The Countess looked around the room in
her gracious and charming manner, but before she
could say a word she looked to the doorway to the
west and immediately rushed toward that corridor.
Just before she reached the doorway, there was Nora
Spanish, dressed in Indian clothes. The women em-
braced, not in a formal manner, but each displaying
the genuine love and affection that each has for the
other. No sooner had they disengaged their arms
than Cecile Last Star, that most handsome and
dignified of all Blackfeet women, walked into the
room. Again a dramatic and sincere meeting, an em-
brace. Tears came to that Piegan woman, stately,
handsome, beautifully garbed. The Countess started
to walk with her into the room when her attention
was directed to still another entrance. For now walk-
ing into the room, somewhat stooped with the years
but still with grace and dignity, came Mary
Grounds.? The Countess cried out, “My dear friend
Mary, so good of you to be here.” The old lady smiled
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and with tears in her eyes and a sob in her voice
answered, ““So good for you to come home,” and the
women embraced.

While the Countess had been greeting her friends,
Mr. Ekstrand opened the suitcase and brought out
the medicine bundle and handled it gently, un-
winding some of the knotted fringe. He handed it to
the Countess, who took it and said very simply that
she wanted this bundle to come back to the Blackfeet.
She recounted the experience of that other time,
1939, when the bundle along with the tipi had been
transferred to her husband. She told of the assistance
given by Jess Schultz, whose absence on that day in
1964 she deeply regretted. When she had finished her
direct and honest and simple statement of why she
had returned the bundle she held it out. Nora
Spanish replied by saying she believed that the chair-
man of the tribal council should accept it. Earl
stepped forward and the Countess handed the bun-
dle to him.

Earl spoke eloquently and deeply about the
significance of the bundle. He touched briefly on the
meaning of the bundles to the Blackfeet in times past.
He mentioned how Yellow Kidney would feel were
he to know of the generosity of the Countess. In the
end, he stated that he believed the older people of the
tribe should be consulted as to the bundle’s final
disposition. Nora and Cecile and Mary agreed that
the bundle should be given to the museum for
safekeeping. Earl then turned to Claude Shaeffer,
who stepped forward and received the bundle.

The curator spoke well. He expressed his apprecia-
tion in receiving the bundle for the museum and con-
cluded by saying that the bundle had a remarkable
record, for he had known and admired its original
owner, Yellow Kidney; that it had the distinction of
having been in the custody of a great family—great to
the Blackfeet, great to Europe, and great to the world.
The formalities were over, the pictures taken. The
Countess gave gifts to the women and treats to the
others, and the visiting began. Finally after six
o'clock the doors were again locked and the museum
emptied. The transfer had been completed and the
little iniskums were home again.

That was it, Jess. We missed you. All of us. Nora was
especially distressed, but Estelle explained the situa-
tion, which she fully understood. But your presence
was there—the free soul, at least—for each one of us
felt your presence. Had it not been for you, there
would have been no museum, no craft shop, no bun-
dle transfer in 1939 and no return in 1964. You have
carefully covered your tracks. . .how I'm ever going
to unearth all that you did on those Indian reserva-
tions I'll never know. One of these days I'm going to

kle it. . .
tac ! Love,

Verne
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