




The traditional historic languages of the ancestral Little 

Shell Tribe of Chippewa Indians of Montana both refl ect 

and encode their culture, history, and geography over 

time and place. Language is inseparable from culture, 

history, and geography.  The name “Chippewa” comes 

from “Ochipwa,” which is a dialect-form of Ojibwa/
Ojibwe. This word refers to a cultural identifi er from 

ancient times of our people wearing “puckered-toe 

moccasins.” The more inclusive ancient term used 

to describe our ancestors is Anishinaabe, meaning 

“original people.”  Our fi rst historic language is called 

Anishinaabemowin, i.e., the language of the Anishinaabe. 

The history of the Little Shell Tribe is enwombed in that of 

the Pembina Plains Ojibwa. Up to 89 percent of Little Shell 

tribal members today trace their ancestry to the Pembina 

Plains Ojibwa. The word/name “Pembina” means “a low-

bush cranberry.” In Little Shell history, it refers to a place 

named Pembina, the region ranging from the Pembina Hills 

(today’s Walhalla, North Dakota) to the confl uence of the 

Pembina River and Red River of the North, where Canada 

and the United States share a border at the intersection of 

today’s North Dakota, Minnesota, and Manitoba.



The Pembina Plains Ojibwa originate 
from primarily the Anishinaabe/
Ojibwa and New France 
mixed-heritage Aboriginal 
peoples of the Great Lakes region 

(often called Saulteaux/Soto, meaning 

People of Sault Ste. Marie) who, as a 

consequence of European westward 

expansion in North America, began 

moving from their traditional historic 

homelands to the Pembina 

region from the 1650s, and increasingly 

so following the American Revolution 

in the 1780s. The language of these 

ancestral Ojibwa and polyethnic mixed 

Indian/French heritage Aboriginal 

peoples from the Great Lakes was 

both Anishinaabemowin and a form 

of “country” French.  The Ojibwa/

Chippewa/Saulteaux peoples came to 

the Pembina region because it was a 

geographic gateway to the northern 

Great Plains within the old French 

Regime and the last open range within 

the British sphere after the American 

Revolution. Here, a quasi-independent 

life with liberty yet existed and new 

economic opportunities were possible. 



The First Peoples already in the Pembina region were 

the Cree and Assiniboine. Those distinct peoples 

were originally allied in the late 16th century in that area, 

following the collapse of the Great Cahokia Mississippian 

Empire that reached north into Minnesota, northeast up 

the Ohio River and the Great Lakes, and northwest up 

the Missouri River into Montana. They were known as the 

Nehiyaw Pwat Confederacy (meaning “Cree Assiniboine”). 

They were also called the Iron Alliance (referring to their 

control of the iron goods market from the Hudson’s Bay 

Company to tribes of the continental interior from the 

1680s until the 1820s). They were deeply integrated through 

economics and politics, as well as closely intermarried 

across family, band, and cultural lines. Included among 

them initially were the Cheyenne, an early band of the 

Cree peoples who moved farther west as the Great Lakes 

emigration of Algonkian and Siouan peoples occurred. The 

name “Cheyenne” comes from a French rendering of the 

Dakota (Sioux) word “šahíyena” (“š” is pronounced “sh”). 

This is the regular diminutive of šahíya, what the Dakota 

called the Cree. Applied by the Sioux, it means “little Cree.” 

Much as the Assiniboine/Nakota (who split from their 

Dakota peoples) joined with the Cree, the Cheyenne split 

from the Cree and joined with the Dakota in their westward 

expansion. On all sides, extended family relationships 

continued. Many people of today’s Little Shell are 

intermarried within the Northern Cheyenne. The Cree and 

Cheyenne languages are mutually intelligible to this day. 



Ojibwa/Chippewa/Saulteaux peoples 

were formally brought within the 

Nehiyaw Pwat Confederacy/Iron 

Alliance shortly following the great 

smallpox plague from 1775-82, caused 

by the American Revolution in the 

Northeast, to wash over the continent

 

like a blanket of death, especially 

for Aboriginal peoples. It spread 

throughout the Northern Plains up 

to Hudson’s Bay during the years 

1781-82. It took from “over half,” to 

“seven out of every ten,” to “three-

quarters” of all native peoples in the 

North American West. From this 

event came the diminished condition 

of native peoples, giving rise to the 

interloper’s upper hand in the fi ght 

of Aboriginal peoples to maintain 

control of the continent. From then it 

was the declining spiral through war 

and resistance, until treaties became 

a thing of the past, whole tribes were 

dispersed and “fractionated” from 

traditional geographies and family-

based communities, cordoned off 

within reserved lands that felt more like 

corrals than homeland, and executive 

decrees that were the order of the 

day, profi t motivated, and martial law 

enforced. 



Following the epidemic, to boost their viability as 

independent players in the rush for survival, the Ojibwa/

Chippewa/Saulteaux/Michif/Métis/mixed-heritage peoples 

were asked by the Nehiyaw Pwat to ritually be brought 

into alliance with their Cree and Assiniboine cousins, and 

to live out on the Plains with them fulltime. This occurred 

at the Pembina Hills (now Walhalla, North Dakota). Ojibwa 

Chief Peguis, a contemporary and peer of the fi rst Chief 

Little Shell, told that, “after smoking and feasting for two 

or three days . . . [we] were formally invited to dwell on 

the plains – to eat out of the same dish, to warm ourselves 

at the same fi re, and to make common cause with them 

against their enemies the Sioux.” In the ceremony the Cree 

and Assiniboine said to their younger bothers and sisters 

from the Great Lakes that, “[y]our presence will remove 

the cloud of sorrow that is in our minds and strengthen 

us against our enemies.” It was then, in the 1780s, our 

ancestors became Plains Ojibwa and formally entered 

the Nehiyaw Pwat Confederacy/Iron Alliance. It is from 

these ancestral peoples the Little Shell Tribe of Chippewa 

Indians of Montana is directly descended: a people who 

share a common polyethnicity that includes tribal family 

lines from across the belt of the continent, and the earliest 

generations of westering Euroamerican men (mostly Gallic 

French and Gaelic Scot), and whose broad cultural identity 

includes the spectrum of those who self-identify culturally 

with “drum dance” to those who hold “fi ddle dance” Indian 

mores, customs, and languages (i.e., Chippewa/Cree and 

Métis, and, Midewin/Thirsty Dance and Christianity). 



BCE to 1780s: 
Ojibwa/Ojibwe 
(Anishinaabemowin)

Language of the ancestors, 
carried from the Great Lakes 
over the land, lakes, and 
rivers to the Northern Plains. 
This is the root Aboriginal 
language that connects 
today’s Little Shell with 
the dawn of creation in 
North America. 

1750 to 1870: 
Gaelic Language of 
the Highland Scots

The secondary European 
infl uence on the Great Lakes 
Algonkians peoples who 
migrated to the northern 
Great Plains. Resulting 
from the Clearances of 
the Highlands, following 
the Battle of Culloden 
in 1746, Gaels turned to 
the New World and the 
fur trade of the northern 
reaches to reestablish their 
clan system. They found 
accepting friends and lovers 
among the Algonkians, New 
France refugee denizens, 
and especially the Nehiyaw 
Pwat as a new native 
society. Gaelic has mixed 
with and been part of the 
amalgamated languages 
of the Nehiyaw Pwat from 
this time. It has mostly died 
out within the native usage 
since the reservation period, 
although a few words remain 
in Michif. 

1620s to 1940: 
French 
(Français)

Language of France, 
the primary European 
infl uence on the Great Lakes 
Algonkians peoples who 
migrated to the northern 
Great Plains. French has 
mixed with and been part of 
ancient Anishinaabemowin 
from this time. 



1780 to 1890: 
Assiniboine 
(Nakota)

Language of the Nakota 
(Assiniboine), the secondary 
Aboriginal cultural and 
linguistic infl uence on the 
Great Lakes Algonkians 
peoples who migrated to 
the northern Great Plains. 
The Assiniboine were 
separated from the Nehiyaw 
Pwat as an active strategy 
to diminish the power of 
the Iron Alliance. From the 
time the Fort Peck Agency 
was created, in 1871, the 
government actively culled 
out the Cree, Ojibwa, and 
Michif from the Assiniboine 
bands, forcing them across 
the border to Canada. Since 
then Assiniboine usage has 
been in decline among the 
ancestral Little Shell.

1780 to 1940: 

Cree (Nehiyawak)

Language of the Nehiyawin 
(Cree), the primary 
Aboriginal cultural and 
linguistic infl uence on the 
Great Lakes Algonkians 
peoples who migrated to the 
northern Great Plains. Cree 
was the lingua franca of the 
continental interior fur trade. 
At home ancestral Little Shell 
spoke Anishinaabemowin, 
though “in the world,” Cree 
was in general usage.



1960 to 2015

Very few Little Shell Tribe 
members today under age 
55 have any memory of 
Chippewa, French, Cree, 
Assiniboine, or Michif being 
spoken naturally within 
the family context. Of the 
Pembina Plains Ojibwa in the 
United States and Canada 
there remain the Turtle 
Mountain Chippewa Cree 
in North Dakota, and the 
Rocky Boy’s and Little Shell 
Chippewa Cree in Montana, 
and small bands on reserves 
throughout Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, and Alberta. 
Among these relatives, 
who have reservation and 
reserve homelands, language 
and cultural retention 
(while suffering great 
privation) has persevered 
with concentrated effort. 
For the Little Shell people, 
being dispersed throughout 
Montana in small enclaves 
as displaced persons since 
the 1892 Ten Cent Treaty– 
that illegally dis-enrolled us 
from our Pembina Treaty-
guaranteed Turtle Mountain 
Reservation, and the 1917 
debacle dis-enrolling us from 
the Rocky Boy’s Reservation 
– we have endured 
generations of federal 
negligence, our linguistic and 
cultural heritage suffering 
extensive loss.

1780 to 1960: 
Michif 

Language of the Nehiyaw 
Pwat. “All four groups (Cree, 
Assiniboine, Ojibwe, and 
Métis) spoke Cree as their 
fi rst or second language, 
stimulating the use of Cree 
in the hunts and winter 
camps. The result … [was] 
a Cree-French mixture with 
an Ojibwe substrate, and 
the Ojibwe would fall into 
disuse” (Bakker, 1998). Michif 
is the “God-given” historic 
language of the Michif/Métis 
peoples and today’s Little 
Shell Tribe. Once the main 
language of a new Aboriginal 
society, the Nehiyaw Pwat, 
now there are but a small 
few speakers remaining in 
Montana. A concerted effort 
to protect the language in 
Canada, subsidized by the 
Métis national and provincial 
governments, as well as the 
federal government, 
is currently a national 
priority. The Little Shell 
Tribe is working with 
our Canadian cousins to 
protect and encourage this 
endangered language.





Little Shell Tribe Language Preservation Program
Little Shell Cultural Center

Hill 57
1529 Stuckey Road

Great Falls, MT 59404 

This project was funded by the State of Montana through 
the Montana Indian Language Preservation Pilot Program

www.speaklittleshell.org


