Living on the Land

lthough varied living environments

created different settlement and life-

stvle patterns, there are some aspects
of traditional culture that are shared by all First
Nations. Every group has a rich oral history
which explamns the origins of the people and their
spirttual relationship to the land, which includes

the responsibility of stewardship of the resources,

Governing systems developed which ensured the
stewardship was maintained from generation 1o
generation.

First Nations people respect and co-cxist
with nature. The resources from the land and
the sea which they use are more than just food
or materials; they are viewed as gifts from the
natural or supernatural realms. As a resule if you
travel to any First Nations community, you are
likely to find Elders who still do as their ances-
tors did. thanking the animals or plants for shar-
ing their gifts with people. This is a dilferent
world view from that typical in western Furo-
pean cultures.

This chapter will examine how First Nations
people harvested resources, the technologies they
developed for preserving and using the resources,

and how resource management was conducted.

Harvesting Resources

With such a diversity of people using an abundance
of different resources throughout British Columbia, a
wide variety of technologies were developed and used

for harvesting and processing the resources. The rich

and varied material cultures of the First Nations of

B.Cshow the high degree of skill the people had o

effectively use the natural resources at hand.
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Jmmm The bark of red cedar is used for weaving baskets.
Here, Gwen Point of the $to:16 Nation is collecting bark.

Stewardship

Stewardship is the care and management of the local resources. |t
implies a responsibility to respect and protect the resources in
return for using them

Material culture

Material culture refers to abjects that are made and used by a
group of people. As a field of study, it includes the techniques for
making objects, how they were used, and how they connected
with the daily lives and beliefs of the people.




36

BO FHST MNATIOMS STUDIES

Gathering Plants

Plants were an important raw material for many as-
pects of First Nations” daily, ceremonial and spiritual
life. Hundreds of different plants provided food. as
well as materials for medicine tools, dyes, containers
oball sorts, fuel, and fibre.

Most plants could be easily harvested by hand or
with simple tools. Berries were picked and placed in
woven baskets. Digging sticks were made 10 collect
root vegetables and trees were felled by chopping with
adzes or controlled burning around the base. In some
areas, plants were tended to ensure a better crop; for
example, on southern Vancouver Island, where camas
liclds were maintained by controlled burning.

Sometimes materials were harvested from living
trees. One cedar plank might be split off a standing
tree. Barks were gathered in the spring when the sap
was running, making it easier to separate bark from
wood. Cedar bark was pulled off in long, narrow, ver-
tical strips, and in the interior, the bark of trees such
as birch and pine was cut off in sheets. Long roots
were dug and pulled from the ground.

Harvesting certain plants was often a group activ-

ity, especially when they had to be picked in the short

Dave Elliot, Saanich

My people never killed a tree unnecessarily.
Once in a while the need was so great they
would cut a tree. When this had to happen
they would speak to the tree. It had a sacred
name. Every living thing had a sacred
name——streams, lakes, trees, flowers; birds,
everything. When your need was great you-
had no choice. You would stand before the
tree and talk to it and tell the tree how sorry
you were to take its life. When we took the
life of a tree, we used every scrap, every
shred right down to the last bit. We used it
all. It was wrong to waste something that
had been provided for us by this intelligence
we didn’t quite understand. '

pertod when they were ripe, or were collected in large
quantities.

The harvesting of plants usually involved a spir-
nual element. Many groups celebrated a First Fruit
ceremony in which the first berry of the year was
welcomed and thanked in a ritual. Whenever they
took aresource, First Nations people thanked the plant
lor giving ol 1ts bounty. Today many First Nations
people continue this practice when they gather plant

materials.

Fishing Techniques

Many skills were required to catch and preserve a good
supply of salmon, whether they were caught in the
ocean, at a rivers mouth, or in the fast-moving waters
ol ariver canyon far inland. Usually catching the lish
was a cooperative effort involving a family group op-
crating a lish trap. People needed 1o have an intimate
understanding of the ways of the water, to be able 1o
read the tides and winds on the ocean, or the currents
and eddies on the river so they could successtully
harvest the salmon.

some salmon were caught in the open ocean us-
mg trolling hooks or nets, but most were caught in
the tidal waters near the shore. Beach seines were large
nets setout parallel to the shore from a canoe. When
enough fish had congregated between the net and the
shore, men on the beach hauled in the net. pulling
the fish onto the shore, where they could be gath-
ered. In Coast Salish territory, off the shores of south-
ern Vancouver Island, a reef net was suspended
between two canoes with stone anchors holding it in
place on the ocean bottom. At the right moment it
was hauled up to the surtace and the trapped fish were
removed.

Atrver mouths and estuaries, where salmon wait
belore heading upstream, people used the tide to their

Atool for cutting away the surface of wood, fike an axe with an
arched blade at night angles to the handle.




advantage by building stone traps. Al high tde the
salmon could swim over the cireular stone walls. hut
as the dde wentour, they were stranded and could be
sathered by hand . The vdal (s or rocky shores
the mounths ol most salmon rivers along the coast had
such stone rraps, and the remaims ol some of them are
stll visible today:

Dilferent techmeues were used once the salmon
entered the rivers: Groups worked ogether 1o build

and use wenrs, fence-like structures which allowed

wmam Fish traps from the Hazelton area,
showing a sophisticated technology, were
lowered into rushing water to catch
salmon.

water to How throngh but blocked
salmon on their relentless journey up-
stream. Wers could be built across a
small river o stop the salmon. which
could then be gathered by spears or dip

nets.

More elaborate structures could guide
the Tish into traps. Basket raps were
large circalar traps placed in the water
that funnelled the salmon into the 1o
pered end. More solitary methods us-
mg dip nets and spears were often used
i faster water. Platorms and stages were built ou
over the river on rocky promontories. Sull in use 1o-
davithese are usually buli in precarious spots where
towonldd be oo dangerons stmply (o lish from the
shore: Gl nets, which catch the aills of hish in the
mesh ol the netas they attempt w swim through. also
remam i use today at age-old lishing sites on rivers.
mm This fishing weir on the Cowichan River on
Vancouver sland was photographed about 1867. First
Nations fishers tailored their weirs for specific locations.
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Another method involved fishing at night from ca-
noes using torch lights to attract the fish. One person
held a burning torch over the water, while another
speared the salmon or trout.

Many technologies were used for catching other
varieties of fish. Oolichan arrived in rivers in such
large quantities that they could be caught in long, fun-
nel-shaped nets, in dip nets, or with rakes. These rakes
were also used for herring. Halibut, which live on the
ocean bottom, were caught with highly specialized
hooks which were anchored in groups near the ocean
floor. Two different styles of halibut hook were devel-
oped. On the south and central coasts, they were made
of one piece of hard wood, usually yew bent with steam
to form a U shape. On the north coast, two pieces of
wood were lashed together to form a V shape. One of
these pieces had an elaborate carving.

Freshwater fish were caught with similar meth-
ods to those used in the salmon fishery: hooks, spears,
and gill nets. Ice fishing was common in the interior
during winter, when fine fishing lines of sinew were
dropped through a hole in the ice with a baited stone
or bone hook attached. When a fish was caught it
was hauled through the hole, or if it was large, speared
first. The largest fish in B.C.s rivers, the sturgeon,
grows up to six metres in length and can weigh as
much as 600 kg. Sturgeon were usually fished from

. A collection of halibut hooks. Those from the north
coast are more elaborate.

canoes. Sometimes they were speared with large,
double-headed harpoons and sometimes trapped in a
large trawl net.

Hunting

Moose, caribou and deer were the primary sources of
meat for many nterior people. Hunters required
highly developed tracking skills, as well as an inti-
mate knowledge of the vast territories where the ani-
mals travelled. They needed to understand animal
behaviour so they could attract the animals using
sounds that mimic those made by the deer or moose.

Sometimes individuals hunted these animals us-
g bows and arrows, but more often, people worked
together to hunt whole herds of caribou or deer. Some
groups worked in hunting teams, where a line of men
would close ranks and encircle the deer, allowing the
best archers to shoot them. Some groups used fences
or corrals. Fences were built along travel routes in the
mountains, while corrals were built at small lakes, ei-
therin the water or on the shore where the deer would
come out of the lake.

Deadfalls were used to trap other mammals, from
large game like bears to mink and otter. These are
traps which drop a heavy log when triggered by ani-
mals entering them. Some people dug pits along the
animals’ paths, covering the holes with light vegeta-
tion. The unsuspecting animal would break through
the covering and be trapped in the pit.

Preserving and Using
Resources

First Nations people developed highly efficient and
sometimes quite sophisticated technologies to proc-
ess the resources they harvested. Much of their la-
bour was spent preparing stores of food for the winter,
Many of the tasks requiring time to create a product,
such as weaving a basket, making clothing or carving
a mask, were done in the long winter months.
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Preserving Food

In the past, the most common wiy used to preserve
the large stock of food needed 1o last through the win-
ter was drying. Sometimes meat was dried by wind or
sun. and sometimes by the heat and smoke [rom lires.

The meat, whether it was from salmon, deer, or other

animals, had to be expertly cleaned and prepared for
drying,

Usually some kind of structure was built 1o dry
or smoke the meat. In the Fraser Canyon, you can
stll see dozens of open air racks along the shores where
salmon are hung to let the dry, hot summer winds
remove the moisture. In most First Nations commu-
nities throughout the province you will find
smokehouses, small structures used generation after
generaton to hang salmon or meat over a fire. From
community to community methods of cutting and dry-
ing differ, with a variety of finished products. Some-
times salmon is dried completely, resulting in a light,
nutritious food that is casy to store and to pack when
travelling. At other times, it may be half-cried, letting

the smoke do most of the curing,

2 Hagwilget
Village was strate-
gically located near
Hagwilget Canyon on
the Bulkley River, An
abundance of salmon
was harvested with
nets and traps and
preserved in these
smokehouses. By the
time this photograph
was taken, the people
had moved their
dwelling to land above
the canyon. The
original longhouses
had fallen or been
adapted, but four
totem poles remained.

People on the coust stored food in bentwood boxes
heneath the raised floors around the sides of their
longhouses. In the interior, where people were more
mobile, raised caches were built, These were small
storehouses butlt high above the ground so that ani-
mals could not invade them. In other interior villages,
where people lived in pit houses for the winter, dried
salmon, deer, and other foods were Kept in under-
ground pits.

Hides

The hides of animals such as deer. moose, and elk
were valuable for clothing and footwear and were also
used to make shelters such as tp1s. Sometimes the
raw hide was used, such as for making cord and
drums, but frequently the skins needed to be tanned.
Tanning was a complex technology. requiring a great
deal of skill and knowledge. First, it was essential 1o
skin the animal and scrape the hair and fat off without
making any cuts or tears, and secondly, knowledge of
the chemical process of tanning, as well as the critical

timing of all the steps was necessary. A common

oA A o
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Making Textiles and Baskets

Plant fibres were woven into clothing, mats,
and baskets, and used in twine and rope.
Women usually had the role of gathering and
processing the necessary plants. They had
specialized knowledge of where and how
to gather the plant materials, and the skills
to process them and create a finished
product,

For example, making traps or nets for
fishing took considerable time-—sometimes
as much as a whole winter—as well as re-
sources. On the coast, the most common
plant used to make nets was the stinging
nettle; in the interior it was “Indian hemp”
(Apocynum cannabinum). The strong fibres
were removed from the stems of these plants
and twisted into twine.

A dog team pulling a toboggan made from hide. Other products made from plants required simi-
larly sophisticated technology: Baskets woven trom ce-

tanning solution was made from the brains of the deer dar bark, spruce roots, reeds or grasses came in many
or moose, which were boiled with bones and mar- different styles depending on their purpose. Some were
row. Part of the processing of hides could also include made watertight for carrying liquids, usually by weay-
hanging them over smouldering fires to smoke them. ing them very tightly, or sometimes by applying a seal-

3 A collection of coiled baskets,
photographed near the Fraser River,
probably in St'at'imc territory, about
1902. Most of these baskets are in
the Lillooet style. They are made
from a root, usually cedar or spruce,
which is coiled, first to form the
bottom, then the sides. As each
layer is built up, the root is wrapped
with bark or grass, concealing the
root. Designs are created with a
technique called imbrication, in
which dyed bark or grass is
incorporated into the wrapping
process. Typically, Lilloet style
baskets have the major design on
the top section of the basket.
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Jmm A Haida woman making a
spruce root hat, using techniques
that are still practised today. In her
lower lip she is wearing a
decorative ornament known as a
labret, a sign of prestige among
many Northwest Coast First
Nations.

ant such as resin. Others were
loosely woven to allow water 1o
drain out. Throughout much of
the province, birch bark baskets
were common. The waterproof
and rot-resistant bark was sewn
with spruce roots to form wa-
tertight containers.

Weaving and basket-making
were developed into complex
and highly sought-after arts, almost always carried out
by women. As well as making utilitarian objects,
women created fine textiles from both plants and ani-
mal hair spun into thread. These were most often made
into robes that signified great power and social status,
or had spiritual significance.

The expertise of Coast Salish women in creating
valuable textiles was highly regarded. They raised a
breed of dog especially for its soft hair, which was
spun using a spindle whorl, a unique tool which
helped the spinning process. The thread was woven
using a special type of loom with free-floating roller
bars.

Mountain goat wool was also widely used in weav-
ing blankets. Because it was relatively rare and diffi-
cult to obtain, it was reserved for ceremonial robes of
high-ranking people. On the northern coast, two types
ol ceremonial robes known as the Ravens tail blanket
and the Chilkat blanket were created using complex
weaving processes. The Coast Salish wove their own

style of blanket from mountain goat hair.

Making Tools and Household Goods

Winter offered an opportunity 1o replenish the tools
that would be needed for the coming year. Usually
everybody knew how to make the tools they would
require, and men and women were responsible for
making the implements they used. In some cases ex-
perts might be called upon 1o make very sophisticated
iterns,

Nothing was wasted: people made use of practi-
cally every part of the resources they harvested. For
example, when a moose was killed. those parts that
were not used for food could be used in other Ways,
The skin, of course, was tanned for many uses. The
antlers were used as moose calls. imitating the sound
ol a moose rubbing its antlers against the trunk of a
tree. They were also shaped to make knives and scrap-
ers. Other bones were fashioned into tools such as
awls and needles. Sinew Irom the muscles made a
tough thread, while the stomach was cleaned and used
as a bag.

Ahunters most important equipment was his bow
and arrows, and the skill with which he could make

41
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them determined, to a degree, the success of the hunt.
Bows were made from a strong supple hardwood such
as yew or maple, while the string might be made from
sinew or the fibre from Inditan hemp. The construc-
tion of arrows varied according to their purpose. One
type might simply have the shaft sharpened 1o a fine
point for small prey like birds, while others had large
detachable stone points for killing large game.

Great expertise was required in using the materi-
als. For instance, it isn' a simple matter to shape a
stone into a projectile such as a spearhead or sculpted
form like an anchor. To make a sharp projectile, you
must understand the structure of the stone and know
how shards will flake off when you strike it a certain
way. To sculpt the stone, you must have the knowl-
edge and the patience to grind, pierce, and smooth
the material, creating a tool of great utility as well as
beauty.

Woodworking, too, required great skill, and of-
ten men specialized in building large items such as
canoes. One of the most use-
ful household items made on
the coast, but also traded into
the interior, was the cedar
bentwood box (sometimes
known as a kerfed box).
Highly sophisticated tech-
niques enabled the wood-
worker to make the sides of a
box out of one piece of wood,

2 A pit house located in the
territory of the Nadleh Whut'en,
about 130 km west of Prince
George. These large houses,
usually circular but sometimes
rectangular, were excavated out
of the deep soil, covered with a
sloping roof of timbers and grass,
bark, or pine boughs and topped
off with a thick layer of earth.

using steam to bend the wood after the corners had
been carefully notched or kerfed. The hent wood was

Joined with pegs or lashing and a tight-fitung lid and

bottom were added 1o make a tightly sealed container.
These boxes were made in many sizes and used to
store any manner ol goods, from foods such as dried
salmon and oolichan grease, 1o fishing gear, to chiefs’

ceremonial objects. They were also used [or seating.

Creating Shelter

Most First Nations used different architecture for sum-
mer shelter than they did for winter Many houses
were light and portable, as people moved 1o ditferent
resource sites in the summer. In some areas. such as
the northeast, tipis were the principal type of shelter,
as they were on the Prairies. These tall conical tents
covered with moose or caribou hides were light and
easily transported.

The people of the southern interior developed a

unigue winter home that is usually called a pit house
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hecause a pit was excavated in the ground to create a
living space. They were usually cireular with a coni-
cal root butlt of beams and posts. People entered
through the central smokehole, which held a ladder
made from a log. As many as thirty people lived in
these structures over the winter. The earth acted as
msulation, and the houses were comfortable and easy

to heat.

Coastal people constructed a different type of

house that suited their climate and social organiza-
tion. They used the readily available cedar trees (o
construct large plank houses known as longhouses or
big houses. Distinct architectural styles were used in
diflerent regions of the coast. Haida houses had six
heams which projected out from the roof. while most
other types used two roofheams. In the north, the

cedar planks forming the wall were placed vertically

A frame of poles covered
with woven mats was a common
form of summer housing in the
interior, as it allowed for easy
movement.

in grooves. The Coast Salish
houses used planks set horizon-
tally. This construction made it
possible 1o add extensions., and

some Coast Salish houses truly

450 metres. The planks of the
longhouse could be removed
and transported by canoe 1o be
used in the buildings at seasonal
camps.

The longhouse was an im-
portant cultural entity It was a
part of the Northwest Coast so-
clal organization, and long-
houses were named and decorated
with crests. As well as providing

caily living space. they were

usc for all the important events such as potlatches.

Transportation

Throughout the interior, people usually walked as their
main moce of transportation, until the arrival of the
horse in the early 17005, They developed extensive
and well-maintained networks of trails. Where trails
needed 1o cross rivers, people built bricges. usually
simple log structures. However. the Gitxsan developed
a unique technology Tor constructing cantilevered
bridges over deep river canyons, During the winter,
people used snowshoes 1o travel between villages or

to work their traplines.

A cantitevered bridze is budt with beams projecting out from the

fanks and supported by girders.

were long, reaching lengths of
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WM This suspension bridge built by the Hagwilget people across the Bulkley River near their canyon village is a marvel of
engineering technology. This, the second bridge here, uses sawn timbers, but the first bridge was built entirely of poles

lashed with cedar bark and rope.

On the coast, transportation was mainly by ca-
noe. Cedar was used almost exclusively, except for
some small river canoes which might be made of birch
or spruce. The cedar canoes, which reached a size of
cighteen metres, had a remarkable streamlined design,
wete able to travel great distances on stormy seas, and
could carry a large cargo or as many as twenty pas-
sengers. Fach one was made from a hollowed-
out tree that was steamed to stretch the gunwales
to a broader shape.

In the interior, where cedar was not so plen-
tiful, birch bark canoes were the most common
type. Dugout canoes made from cottonwood, ce-
dar, or ponderosa pine were also used. Skin ca-
noes were most common in the far northern
reaches of the province, although they were
sometimes used as hunting canoes in the south.
ammmm Constructing a canoe out of spruce bark. This
photo was taken in northeastern B.C. in 191 4: it is
believed to be in the Nelson River region.

A [rame ol light wood was covered with the skins of
caribou or moose, sewn with sinew, and sealed to make
1 watertight.

Gunwale

The upper edge of the side of a boat or ship. The name comes
from when guns were supported there.
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Managing the Resources

gathered. For instance. the Tsimshian call June
First Nations people’s traditional way ol lite integrated

“Salmonberry Month™ and July “Sockeye Month.”

soctal, economic, and spiritual elements, and the natu- Special spiritual ceremonics often celebrated the

ral world and the human world were all one dtas  arrival of key resources. These included First Salmon,
Important to understand what is meant by the spir- First Fruit, and First Root ceremonies. Some were quite
nual o realize its significance in First Nations’ rela- simple, showing reverence and thanks, while others

tonship with the land and their views about resotreewere complex: For instance, the First Sal

management. The 1996 Report of the | Royal Commis-

ston an Aboriginal Peoples defined it clearly:

mon cer-
cmony of the St'ar'ime people began when a special
nan, the seer, received the first sockeye from the
Spirituality, in Aboriginal discourse, is not « SV~
tem of belicfs that can be de lefined like a religion:
1tis away of life in which people acknow edge
thatevery element of the material world is in some
sense infused with spirit, and all human beheay-
iowris affected by, and in turn has an effectin, a

non-material, spiricaal realm.*

One example of this view of nature is in First
Natons' celebrations of the carth’s annual rebirth,
People showed thetr respect and appreciation for the
new season by addressing plants and animals
mg entities.

s as liv-
They thanked them for sharing them-

mm Because of the importance of salmon as a food

source, the beginning of the salmon season has traditionally
been celebrated by many First Nations.

selves, and also explained 10 them in what ways the
people would make use of them. Further respect was
shown for the resources. es-

pecially the major meat
sources such as salmon or
moose, by tollowing certain
rituals when disposing of the
unused portions. Often
bones and guts were hurned
or placed in water so scav-

enging animals could not eat it lives an go emed

them.

Almost every First Nation
named the months alter the
major seasonal activity that
was carried out during that

tume, or the actual resource

system of the Wet' suwet’en j

s clan
dur d }f so my chiidm‘ are als in the

7 - the Wet'suwet'en system are Kl/fer Whale (i_ahk~san
us-u), Caribou (Iahk-seel-u) Beaver (Tsa-u) and Frog (Grhl-tse—u) The
 land and resources are di wded accordmg to the clan system thraugh
, the potiatch system '

' Because we —Iive off the fand we must also prdiect the land.? =
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fisherman who caught it. The seer and another Elder
setthe salmon on a lx:d ol boughs and they presented
tortaseries ol wooden rods which were mdividually

marked and decorated. These rods represented the

Elders of the village, and through the rods, cach Flder

was introduced to the salmon. | faving been welcomed.,
the salmon was boiled and shared among the whole
communuy: Evervone who took part in the ceremony
later gave one salmon 1o the seer. Fhese were all
cooked and caten by everyone durmg acdleast tha in-
cluded dancing led by the seer

Fhe wavs that resources were admanistered v
led Trom place to place. Generadly a band would hold
certam rerrttories mocommon, but other hands were
pernutted o share these areas. For st mee, amony

the statime a family held r]ghh to spectlic fishing
CHAPTER SUMMARY

Tlu Frrst Nations ol Brivish Columbia have alw. avs
had aclose and spectal relationship with the L |
which is narked by respect. 1t rellects a different world
view from that of western Furopean culiures. one thay
sees the natral world and haman CXPETICNCe a8 INte-
grated and unilfied.

Fhie macerial cultures of the Firs Nations of 1the

to clliciently and cllectively harvest and process the
plants and animals which made up the nuural re-
sources. A high dearee ol skill was required to make
and uttlize the varied technologics.

Fhe way that people managed their resources in-

Muenced therr social oroamization. Tnterior people, on

spots. but once they had caught all the fish they

needed. others were permitted 1o use the same places.

Hereditary chiels were responsible for the pros-
perity and salety of their groups. 1 hev organized their
SIOUPS CCononyic activitics, maintained its prestige and
soctal position throngh feasts and potlatches, and acted
as leaders of spiritual pursuits. However, they required
the support ol the resource-nse units members. Deci-
stons were made by consensus through a council of
Elders and chicls: Al members of the Lroup gave some
ol their Libowr and food and materials for the com-
mon good ol the group and the chiclvised this wealth
m his potlatch. Thus it was requured of evervone in
the resonree-use unit to manage the L and resOUrCes

ol therr particular terrivorics.

the whole, had relatively large and open areas within
tharrterntores. and travelled extensively to reach dit-
[erentsites. Their social organization was llexible and
democratic, withow a pronounced hicrarchy or rank.
Coastal people, however, divided their teriiorics nto
smaller units which required less travel. Their sea-
sonal rounds Tollowed a strict pattern and a corre-
sponding structured social orgarization was the
resul

As you will see i a Laer chapter, as a result ol
lanc claims and a number of landmark court cases
dealing with Aboriginal tights and resource base is-
sues, today First Nations are reclaimimg their roles as

stewards ol !ht‘”‘ erritories,
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