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B.C. First Nations Studies documents the history and
cultures of First Nations and Métis people in British

Columbia from before the arrival of Europeans to the
present. It examines the historical foundations of con-
temporary issues and illustrates how First Nations
cultures have adapted to changing world events and
environments. Aboriginal people’s contributions to
British Columbia and Canada are highlighted, and
important leaders and role models are profiled.

The introduction to the book, titled “The Voice
of the Land Is Our Language,” is written in a First
Nations voice and provides you, the reader, with an
opportunity to understand the values and beliefs that
sustain contemporary First Nations cultures. By speak-
ing from within the culture, the introduction expresses
a message about the integrity of a world view that has

much to offer the whole of society.

First NATIONS VOICES

Quotations and excerpts that express First Nations views
about the topics and issues discussed in the text.

Excerpts from historical and contemporary documents
pertaining to First Nations issues.

Biographical information about key First Nations
individuals and organizations, past and present.

CASE STUDIES

More in-depth explorations of particular First Nations
experiences on an issue. The Case Studies are designed
to encourage you to develop parallel examples
pertaining to First Nations in your local community.

Photographs and Maps

Selected photographs and maps from diverse sources
contribute an important visual record of First Nations
history and cultures.

The book is organized into four parts and an epi-
logue. Part One explores the nature of First Nations
cultures before the arrival of Europeans, and in par-
ticular Aboriginal people’s relationship with the land.
Part Two examines what occurred when the two
groups met, how the forces of colonialism shaped Brit-
ish Columbia as it is today, and how First Nations
have resisted those forces. In Part Three, you will come
to understand how First Nations are working through
governments and courts to redress the legacies of co-
lonialism. Part Four demonstrates the creative spirit
which is one of the foundations and continuing
strengths of First Nations cultures. The epilogue by
John Borrows offers an Aboriginal perspective on the
challenges communities face as they regain their place
as self-governing nations.
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Vocabulary
Definitions of terms and concepts that are important to
understanding the text. A glossary at the end of the
book lists the vocabulary for quick reference.

A word about names

In this book we use the terms First Nations and
Aboriginal to refer to the original people who inhabited
what is now British Columbia, and to their descendants.
In the past the name Indian was mistakenly used, and it
is still entrenched in our government, as in the Indian
Act. The names Native, Indigenous, and First People are
also sometimes used.

The term Euro-Canadian is used to mean the large
segment of the early Canadian population with British
and French ancestry. This does not imply that people
from other cultural backgrounds were absent, but
because the majority of early immigrants came from
Europe, the newcomers are collectively referred to as
Euro-Canadians.



The Voice of the Land Is
Our Language

by Carrie J. Reid

irst Nations people in British Columbia have
enduring values and beliefs that are as relevant
today as they were in the past. We have a great
responsibility to protect not only our families, but also
the land in which we live. Families are responsible
for maintaining a connection to the land, to honour
and respect the way we live today, and to remember
our past. First Nations’ histories impart a sense of be-
longing and a way of holding on to the
values that sustain us. Instilled within
our languages are the ties to land, fam-
ily, community, and the great respect
and honour we have for all nations.
Every culture has a world view that
determines a people’s basic beliefs of
how to act in society. These beliefs are
so fundamental that people usually do
not realize that they have them because
they form a piece of who they are. Tra-
ditional First Nations view the world
as an integrated whole, balancing
physical, emotional, mental, and spir-
itual health. These beliefs make up who
a person is and how he or she func-
tions in society and within the envi-
ronment. The life forces that exist in
mountains, rivers, plants, animals, peo-
ple, and spiritual beings are all interre-
lated. First Nations civilizations
recognize the importance of commu-

s Haida poles proclaim the
importance of family histories.

nity—of people working together for the common
good. The group is emphasized over the individual.
Our people live in an oral culture. Our histories
are contained within the oral traditions of our stories
and songs. Our recorded history exists through our
crests, house posts, petroglyphs, baskets, blankets, and
paintings. Children are taught at a very young age to

listen. They are taught to listen to stories as they weave,
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carve, and knit, and as they dance. The whole being
of the child is involved in hearing the story. Stories
are the primary teaching tool in our cultures. The
stories have been told for generations and continue
to be told today:.

There are many significant pieces to oral tradi-
tions. While there is sometimes room for innovation
and creativity, it is important that the people trained
to carry the stories retell them accurately, in order to
pass down the histories, traditions, laws, and the vari-
ous technologies to future generations. The stories are
not just stories. They are our foundation, our iden-
tity, and our culture. Oral history requires a total com-
mitment to culture.

First Nations people have always existed on this
land. Creation stories often speak of a being that com-
bined both human and supernatural characteristics
to bring order to the world and knowledge to the
people.

Agnes Edgar, Nuxalk

Now I want to talk about the creation. In the
beginning there was an ocean covering the en-
tire [Bella Coola] valley. This was as Alquntam
had planned it. But Raven didn’t like it that
way, so he changed it around so people could
get around in the valley. You can still see mus-
sels upriver at Stuie. The ocean that used to
cover the valley left them there. This place was
ready for human beings after Raven changed it
around. The river flowed then and Raven came
poling upriver in his canoe. He put a good sign
on Nuxalk. After he was done, he came drift-
ing downriver playing with his pole. He was
pretending to let the pole slide along side of the
canoe. When he got to the mouth of the river
he threw his canoe pole at the mountain. It’s
the upper part of that mountain that is still now
called “used to be a canoe pole.” (skukutll) !

B Ancient stone
carvings were created
many centuries ago.

Among First Nations, stories carry different mean-
ings as an individual journeys through the stages of
his or her life. Stories also have many historical com-
ponents. In stories we find references to ancient his-
tory, recent history, and modern times. Stories tell
about the importance of the land and stewardship, as
well as about leadership responsibilities and the phi-
losophies of governance.

Governance

All First Nations cultures have organized governments
with different governing systems, some hereditary and
some appointed. In these systems, a leader is recog-
nized for his or her ability to take care of the people
through the stewardship of the land and its resources.
The sharing of accumulated wealth raises the esteem
of a leader and his or her group.

Every First Nations culture has a word that de-
scribes its own laws, and these words are generally
complex, encompassing more than one concept. In
Nisga'a, for example, the word is Ayuuk, and it refers
to the system of justice that people must follow from
birth to death. Within these legal dictates there is a
constant goal of balance and harmony within the com-
munity. This is governance.
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Spirituality
First Nations have an important tie to the land that
goes beyond the need for food and shelter. The land

and its forces contain the belief systems and world
views of First Nations cultures. The relationship

W A hat with
potlatch rings and a
crest-bearing
Chilkat robe signify
hereditary rights.

between the living world and the spirit world is vital
in First Nations cultures.

Spirituality exists in every aspect of life—from
stewardship to everyday practical matters. Prayer is
not something one does at a certain time or that one
needs to stop one’ job to do. The concept of spiritu-
ality is to be always mindful and grateful for life and
what it provides.

Feasting and extreme physical challenges accom-
panied by sacred rituals provide methods of connect-
ing to the spirit world. These rituals are not taken
lightly; specialists are trained in these fields from birth.
First Nations cultures acknowledge that individuals
can be trained to receive special power from animals,
plants, the spiritual world, or other life forces.

In many First Nations traditions, dreaming is a
connection to the other world. In Tahltan culture, for
example, hunters often dream into the future in order
to discover things about their next hunt. Dreams can
contain messages from late ancestors, provide teach-
ings, warn of danger, and bring together the many
psychic realms of our existence.

Aku, of the Dunne-za culture

One time I dreamed about a Trail to Heaven.
I went halfway up and someone met me.
The person gave me something white.
He was one of my relatives.

I knew him a long time ago.

I was worrying.

How could I sing as well as he did?

He sang this song to me in the dream.
The next morning I woke up.

I had this song.

I could sing it the way he did. ?

Aku talks about honouring and maintaining his rela-
tionship with his ancestors and learning songs that
he will in turn teach to his children. He is humbled
and grateful in receiving his gift.
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ues and beliefs that emerge from this perspective guide
the behaviour of the community in relation to the sur-
rounding environment and in relation to each other.

Despite cultural differences within various First
Nations, there is one principle that unites all people:
a respect for the surrounding environment, from the
land to the sky with its heavenly bodies, to the waters
with their many creatures. Respect, created and main-
tained by social customs, rules, and beliefs, is preva-
lent throughout First Nations cultures.

Everything is connected and nothing exists in iso-
lation. Consider, for example, gathering mountain goat
wool. For it to be collected at the right time of the
year, there must be a thorough understanding of eco-
systems. If there isn't, then blankets aren’t woven and
people are cold. If people are cold, more wood must
be cut. If more wood needs to be cut, more tools are
needed. To build new tools takes time and resources
... and on it goes.

Knowledge of natural resources involves more
than simply understanding a single piece of informa-
tion. It is necessary to understand the whole and the
interrelatedness of the parts. It is necessary to under-
stand that all work is important and to trust that the
community will come together for the greater good.

s Spindle whorls, the disks used for spinning wool,
carry powerful images.

mmmm Traditional knowledge teaches the purposes of every
plant.

Looking Back,
Looking Forward

Can you think back to an earlier time in our world?
Can you think back far enough to imagine the lush-
ness of the land, uninterrupted by highways and build-
ings? Can you imagine the silence that was possible?
Do you think, that, even for a minute, when Maquinna
met Cook, he thought that their values would be so
different? Can you understand that First Nations peo-
ple could not even conceptualize that “giving is wealth”
was not a universal concept?

What happened next in our world has taken our
people to places that were unexpected and at times
unbelievable. The balance of this book will take you
from our past into the present. Our history is ancient,
abounding, and real. We have complex, dynamic, and
evolving cultures that have adapted to changing world
events and environments. We face new and varying
conditions and circumstances yet retain key values
and beliefs within our cultures. Our values and be-
liefs are diverse, durable, and relevant. They are elo-
quently expressed in our languages and through our
ties to the land.

Carrie J. Reid is mostly Salish and works as a private contractor,
primarily in the fields of justice and education. She lives with her
son Xwulq'sheynum on lands reserved for Indians in Qualicum
Bay.
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