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T he art of m aking baskets by the older women of 
the W intoon tribe is fast disappearing and it does 
not seem as if the women of the younger generation 
were attem pting  to keep up the work, for the m aking 
of basketry has decreased. A great m any years ago 
every one of the older women knew how to make bas­
kets, while today there are about one out of every ten 
who understand the art, and I believe that the women 
of the younger generation ought to learn how to make 
baskets and teach their children, so they can in turn 
teach their children and so on from generation to g en ­
eration.

Todav a basket is high priced because few are made 
and the women realize how hard it is to obtain the 
m aterial and how long it takes to make one. The d if­
ferent m aterials used are the roots of a pine tree, the 
maiden hair fern, and the green fern, the willow, and 
a long, sharp , w hite grass called peelee, bv the 
Indians. This grass grows to a heighth  of from three 
to four feet. W hen dry the long, w hite grass is very 
sharp ; it would cu t your hand if you placed it along 
the  edge. T his grass is qu ite hard to obtain, for it 
grows in the rockiest parts of certain m ountains. Be­
fore it is ready to use it has to be kept moist in a 
dam p cloth over n ight, or until it becomes soft and is 
no longer sharp-edged.

'l'he next fiber, the roots of the pine tree, are also 
very hard to obtain. The Indian woman has to get a 
pick and go out into the woods and lo^k for the roots 
of the pine. She is very particular about the kind 
she gets, for some roots of pines are hard and not 
pliable and these are unsuitable.

T he way to tell good roots is that some are above 
the ground and they start in to dig if they are satis­
fied with them . Some of the roots grow very deep 
into the ground and the poor woman has to dig almost 
all day before she has enough for her supply. Some­
tim es she gets the roots ot two or three different pines, 
for it makes no difference.

Then after she has taken the roots home there is 
another long process: She builds a fire outside and 
cooks the roots, as we say; that is, she holds the roots 
over the flame which cooks the outside bark and ren ­
ders it easy to take off. The inside is nice and white. 
T ile root is round and she now has an old, sharp  
knife, with which, she cuts the roots into four parts, 
and keeps on dividing it until she can get very thin 
pieces off of it. Then that is all for the present. She 
then puts them out in the sun to dry. After they are 
dry , she pu ts them away, if she is not inclined to use 
them  right away. These roots have to be moistened

in a dam p cloth over n igh t before being ready to use. 
The roots are about the most needed m aterial for bas­
ket m aking.

A very plain basket can be made from ju st the roots 
and willow, but to make a p retty  basket the other 
m aterials have to be used, especially maiden hair fern. 
Some maiden hair ferns grow near m ountain springs, 
and are very difficult to obtain, besides being scarce. 
These ferns have to be split in two and also moistened 
when made ready for use.

T he green fern also grow s in the m ountains, but it 
is more com m only seen than  maiden hair fern. These 
ferns are picked when green. T he first process after 
getting  them home is to pound the stems cf the ferns 
with a rock un til they get very soft. A fter pounding 
there is a long w hite fiber inside the fern which is re ­
moved. T his is w hat she w ants.

After she gets these w hite fibers out, she dyes them  
a light pink with the bark procured from an alder tree. 
To obtain the  pink this bark has to be pounded very 
fine and put into a bucket with some w ater, and then 
the w hite fibers are put into the dye and left for a day 
or so, then they are taken out and dried in the sun. 
Then after they are dried she has the pink ferns ready 
for use. They also have to be m oistened before they 
are used.

N ext is the willow: T here are two k inds—the 
Pussy willow is not used— but the o ther kind which 
grows bunchy, some grow ing tall while o thers are 
short. T he limbs are taken off these willows and 
great care is taken to get the slender limbs all the same 
size. The sm allest limbs make the sm allest baskets 
and the larger baskets need very large willow lim bs 
for m aking. Before these limbs are used the bark has 
to be taken off with a knife. After it is taken off they 
are spread out in the sun and also dried. W hen ready 
to use, the ends are put into a can of w ater.

T he Indian wom an, when she sits down to start in 
to make a basket, has m any articles around her— the 
roots of a pine tree, the black fern, and the green 
fern, a long sharp w hite grass, and the willows.

T he first m aterials used in a basket are the roots of 
the pine and the willows, and the roots woven in and 
out of the willows form the bottom of the basket. As 
the top is formed, the design is woven in w ith the 
different colors.

T he Indian women make up the ir own designs, 
each design having a special m eaning. These designs 
are woven into the basket accurately and w ithout any 
mechanical aid. It is an art that should be cultivated 
and fostered by all Indians whose tribes excel in 
basketry .
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