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Sharing the Land and Resources

he First Nations of British Columbia were self-
sufficient and used the resources of their ter-

ritories to produce the goods they needed.
However, they did not live in isolation. They traded
with neighbouring villages and with more distant na-
tions, exchanging surplus food and matenials for items
they could not obtain locally. Through trade, people
were also able to interact culturally with their trading
partners, exchanging knowledge and ideas. Often,
trade was strengthened through marriage.

This chapter looks at trade economies, the im-
portance of the potlatch in sharing resources, and how
First Nations education taught each generation the
uses of the resources from the land.

Trade Economies

The First Nations of B.C. are believed to have been
the most active and expert traders of their time in
North America. A number of factors contributed to
their highly developed trade economies, which have
existed for thousands of years. The wealth created by
the salmon harvest allowed many tribes to participate
in trade. Because the resources available on the coast
and in the interior were significantly different, demand
for items unavailable locally led to trade.

The First Nations trade economy involved more
than gathering the resources. Considerable labour
went into many of the products that were traded. For
example, cedar canoes, an important trade item for

ammmm Oolichan fishery at Ts'im K'ol'hl Da oots'ip or Fishery Bay, on the Nass River, circa 1884. The Nisga'a and their
neighbours have fished oolichans and processed oolichan grease here for untold centuries. Here the small fish have been
caught in funnel-shaped nets and are being packed in large bentwood boxes and transported by sled to the cooking bins to

be made into valuable grease.
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coastal people such as the Haida and the Heiltsuk,
required agreat deal ol work from the felling of the
tree and the steaming of the hollowed-out shape, to
the Tindshung ol the surlace. Likewise, Tibres were wo-
ven o baskets lor trade, and Turs had 1o be treated
helore they could be exchanged.

One ol the most important trade items that was
carvied Troru the coast 1o the interior was oolicharn
grease. which was extracted Trom the fish in a lengthy
process. Because ol s importance, nwjor trading
routes were called Grease Trals. People travelled in
large numbers over the rails o trade Tor the TCASC,
e recagnition ol therr importance. these trails were
constantly maimtamed and were olten two metres or
more wide.

Coods were olten traded Trom group 1o group
through one or more mtermediaries, so @ products

fimal destimanion was often o long distance Trom its

oriain. Forexample, the secwepeme who lived along

=mmm | andmarks such as this "trading rock” near Hazelton
marked places where First Nations people met for trade.

Microblade Core

Microblade

mmm Microblades are thin, sharp blades created from
obsidian, agate or other hard stone using a sophisticated
technology. A chunk of the stone, called a core, was struck
in just the right way to break off a thin wafer 2 to 3 cm
long. This technique produced two extremely sharp edges,
and was the most efficient way of making blades. The
blades were set into grooves in wood, bone, or antler to
make cutting tools or hunting spears. People stopped using
microblade technology several thousand years ago.

the Fraser River south ol Williams Fake were able o
produce a great guannty ol dried salmon and salmon
otl They traded the salmon with neighbouring
seewepeme tribes who lived farther to the cast. These
people murn traded the dried salmon with the Cree
ol the Plains.

One wique trade good, obsidan helps us un-
derstand the age and extent of the trade economy.
Obsidian s a glass-like voleanic rock which was highly
prized i ontting tools. Tiny, razor-sharp pieces ol
obsidian, called microblades, were lixed in handles
ol wood, bone, orantler to make ellicient knives and
projectiles. What makes obsidian such a useful marker
lorunderstanding the pastis that there were only three
main sources ol obsidian available 1o the First

Nattons ol British Columbia. Two are in British

Obsidian

Dbsidian s a volcanic glass, prized for its ability to be hone

foan

extremely sharp edge. it was used for knives, anowhedads, and

other tools. Each obsidian source s unigue, so scientists can

identify the source of an artifact wherover it is found. Today it s

sometimes used as the blade for
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Columbia: Mt. Edziza in Tahltan territory and Anahim
Peak in the Ulkatcho. The third is in Oregon. Scien-
tists can analyze obsidian samples and identify the
source of obsidian found in archeological sites. With
carbon dating, they can tell when the rock was traded
and how far it travelled. The study of obsidian tells us
that goods have been traded throughout British Co-
fumbia for 8,000 years.

Most trade was probably between neighbouring
nations lor items that were less accessible or unavail-
able in their home territories. For example, the Nuu-
chah-nulth traded dried halibut, herring, and cedar
haskets to the Coast Salish of Vancouver Island in ex-
change for camas bulbs and swamp rushes for mats.
The soapberry or soopolallie, a common plant in the
mterior but non-existent on the coast, was {requently
traded. The berries can be whipped into a froth that
makes a treat sometimes referred to as “Indian ice
cream.” The berry and other parts of the plant are
also important herbal medicines. So soapberries were,
and still are, traded by interior people for foods from
the sea, such as dried cockles or herring spawn.

The plant called “Indian hemp” or hemp dogbane
was the most important source of fibre for people of
the interior. It was spun into a strong twine used [or
nets, traps, baskets, and many other purposes. It is
not, however, a common plant. It grows in dry cli-
mates such as the Okanagan and the East Kootenay.
Thus, it was a valuable trade item throughout the
southern interior. The Okanagan people traded it with
the Nlaka'pamux for salmon and animal skins and
also made trading journeys to the coast where they
traded the libres for items such as seafood and
dentalium.

Medium of exchange

A medium of exchange is something that people agree has a
value and can be used to exchange goods and services. It affows
people to trade without the limitations of bartering. Today money
5 the most common medium of exchange.

With such complex trading networks and diverse
commodities, the process of trade among First Na-
uons went heyond simple barter. In some situations,
mediums ol exchange were used as a standard for
trade. For instance, on the North Coast and the Skeena
region, groundhog skins and elk skins were a kind of
currency. The shell dentalium was widely used as cur-
rency across what are now western Canada and the
United States.

Trading for Status Goods

Trade goods can be divided into two types, items of
provision and items of prestige or status. Prestige items
required great wealth to purchase. While all goods

ammm Dentalium, shown here on a Haida blanket, is a
small, cylindrical mollusc that only grows in deep water off
the west coast of Vancouver Island. Because it is rare, it
was highly sought after for decoration and as a form of
currency.
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thatwere unavailable Tocally had some prestige asso-

crated with them there were cortam objects whose

value made themvdesiable as svmbols ol wealth One

such object was dentalioom, a small tisk-like shiell
which s Tound only i sub-tidal waters on the wes
coast ol Vancouver Island in Nua-chah-nalth and
Kwalkwakawakw terrory For thousands ol Ve Il

has heen traded o people as T away as the sub-Are-

teand the Plains. Dentalivn was olien sirng on (wine
m hwo-metre lengths: sometimes the whole shell was

used as decoration. which would demonsiraie orea

wealth, Maore olten, the shells were sliced (o ma

NS

sl beads.

Copperwas arare and extremely valuable resouree
because it is solt cnough 1o he casily shaped. There
was, however, only ane source for B.C Fivst Nations

and that was the ¢ opper Riverin the mterior ol Alaska,

m— Copper was the
key symbol of wealth on
the Northwest Coast.
Shield-like ohjects called
coppers, seen here in
objects 1-4, were
onginally hammered out
ol copper nuggets. Later
they were made from
copper sheets manufact-
ured in Europe.

Fhe S het who live onthe Aliskom patthandle were
the intermedimies i the copper rrade alone the cons
Pheoresccnlled natve copper becanse i can be taken

ontolthe sronnd and weed wairlionr beine Provessed

Teowassed o decorate camvimes snch s niske oy -

everats anostmportnt wse was o the Lo shicld-
hle abjects called coppers These were the alinmare
svimbolobwenltholor the Northwest Coast ribes. | hey
wore displved and pven ey ar potlarehes,

slaves were part ol the TuehIv simennred sociceties

o the coast They added 1o the abowr Toree and in

ninycses contibinted o the wealth ofcchiel 1 hey
alfovwed the Tngheclass members ol a conmumimii more

the Tor preparing Tor e many social activines such

s potlatches feastsand winter ceremonils. Slves
woere captuved during warkare, and somctimes the

shves acquned this wav were traded |
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Controlling the Trade

Some groups became well known as traders rather
than producers. They could spend less time gather-
g and processing food and materials than most
groups. Those with access to large quantities of salmon
had an advantage. This included most coastal people
and some strategically tocated intertor groups. For
instance, the four Secwepeme bands who lived on the
tower Chilcoun River had avery rich supply of salmon.
Ther key tocation at the border between Seewepeme
and Tsithgotin werrtories gave them control of trade
between the two nations. They developed a special-
1ized rote as intermediaries in the rading networks,
Fhey were also known as peacemakers between two
groups when contlict threatened o disrupt the trade.

In some parts of the provinee, the trad-
ing systems became quiu‘&com plexas certain
chiels ganed controb of trade routes. They
were able 1o merease theirwealth, power, and
prestige by controlling the flow of goods.
sometimes this control meant that neigh-
bouring people had to pay for passing
through a chiels territory. In other cases,
however, control was exerted by building an
armed fort at a river canvon or mountain
pass. frade alliances were also formed, some-
times through marriage. In other circum-
stances, two tribes might agree on a trade
monopoly. This was the case, lor example,
with the Tsimshian and the Gitssan. These
two nations are neighbours who share the
Skeena River watershed. The Tsimshian have
territories on the ocean, near the mouth of
the Skeena, and also along the lower reaches
of the river. The Guxsan occupy the upper
Skeena River in the interior. The most pow-
criut Tsimshian chiel, Ligeex, and his tribe
the Gispaxlo'ots, held a monopoly on trade

with the Gitxsan. However, another Tsimshian

group, the Kitselas, controlled a strategic

narrow canyon on the Skeena at the border of Tsim-
shian and Gitgsan territortes. Ligeex was forced o
maintain a parinership with the Kitselas people to

ensure his sate passage through the strategie canyon,

Education: Learning About
Values and Resource Use

First Nations education was part ol the fabric of the
society through which values and skills for using and
preserving the aind and its resources were transmit-
ted. Children were regarded as gifts 1o the commu-
miy and keepers of the culiure. In order for the whole
community to prosper, it was & communal responsi-

bility to pass on collective knowledge. The commu-

Matthew Johnson, Gispaxlo'ots
tribe, Tsimshian

Well now, Ligeex he was the one who had the power
all along the Skeena and there was no one who would
go up the Skeena without first getting the permission of
the chief Ligeex. Now it was the Gispaxlo'ots (gis-pac-
lawts), Ligeex's tribe, who were the ones who could go
up the Skeena. And if they did so they most certainly
gave a gift to the chief for going up the Skeena. It was
he who was the chief over all the Skeena River. And if
any other tribe, any relatives of the Gispaxlo'ots tribe
went in the canoes of the Gixpaxlo'ots they first gave a
passage fee to the chief- And when they returned then
they gave a trading fee for anything they had been able
to get while upriver. And if they didn’t do so then
Ligeex's spokesman went to demand payment. And all
of the different tribes greatly respected the powers of
the chief of the Gispaxlo'ots. Although there were
many tribes living along the Skeena downriver from the
Canyon, none of them had ever gone upriver beyond
the Canyon, and there was not one of them who traded
with the Gitxsan. Only Ligeex. He was the one who
made the law that he alone should trade with the
Gitxsan. And all the tribes knew this. '
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nity worked together to support each member, and
thereby, the whole group.

As the 1996 Report of the Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples stated, “In Aboriginal educational
tradition, the individual is viewed as a whole person
with intellectual, spiritual, emotional and physical
dimensions. Each of these aspects must be addressed
in the learning process. Holistic education is the term
used to describe the kind of education traditionally
used by Aboriginal peoples.™ *

For First Nations people learning is viewed as
cyclical and a life-long endeavour. Training begins at
birth and proceeds through the stages of life. As peo-
ple mature, they take on more responsibilities in teach-
Ing.

The extended family took responsibility for car-
ing for children and encouraging them to discover
and learn about life. In most First Nations societies,
children were raised in an atmosphere of tolerance,
without criticism or direct control of the child’s be-
haviour. In this way, young children learned to think
independently and become self-sufficient.

As soon as they were physically able, children par-
ticipated in the activities ot daily life, learning by ob-
servation and practice. As they grew older, more {ormal
training might be given in specific skills and knowl-
edge. For example, a child learned about trapping by
being involved in the entire process. Play around the
camp gave way to assisting in setting up and cleaning
tools, then helping to scrape the skins. As soon as the
child was ready, he or she accompanied the parents
on the trapline and was trained to recognize the tracks
and other signs of the ditferent animals.

Youth was a time of apprenticeship when young
people prepared to take on the jobs and responsibili-
ties of adulthood, They learned their specific roles and
understood the value of the unique contributions men

and women made to the community. Having been

active participants in daily life from infancy, they had

by this time internalized the morals and behaviours
that were expected of them.

The transition from adolescence into adulthood
was marked by special ceremonies and rites. An im-
portant step in the education of young people from
most First Nations societics was the vision quest.
Young men moved away from the community for days
or weeks, surviving on their own and seeking spir-
itual guidance through visions or dreams. In many
societies, the person on the vision quest acquired a
spiritual guardian. Usually this was restricted 1o young
men, but in some societies women could also seek a
spiritual guide. More often, teenage girls received im-
portant teachings about womanhood when they be-
gan menstruation. They were secluded from the rest
of the community at that time for several days or even
weeks, while they were nurtured and instructed by
their close relatives or Elders.

Young men faced rigorous and disciplined train-
ing for roles that required strength, stamina, and spir-
itwal power. To be successtul hunters or warriors, they
learned to fast and follow the rituals that connected
them with the spiritual dimension of their endeav-
our.

Another crucial area of knowledge for all mem-
bers of a group was full understanding about the land
and its resources, including which territories belonged
to their family and which belonged to others. Along
with this came the knowledge of who your ancestors
were, and how their connection with the land was
passed down. Children learned much about the land
and resources by experience as they travelled with their
families between the seasonal camps. This informa-
tion was repeated year after year and was also rein-
forced through oral traditions, where Elders passed
on the history of the extended family through stories.
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People at the Borders

Borders between territories were not hard and fast lines
in the way that national boundaries are today. There
were regions of overlap and shared territories. For
example, the Nlaka'pamux people of the Fraser Can-
yon and the Tait group of 5to:16 shared a lrontier at
the lower reaches of the Fraser Canyon. Each group
had its own salmon fishing sites which could only be
used by those tamilies who inherited them. However,
the mountainous areas looking down on the river were
used by people from both nations. Even though they
spoke different languages and had different cultural
customs, the Sto:10 and Nlaka'pamux sometimes mar-
ried each other. Some people were bilingual.

The customs in villages in the heart of one na-
tion’s territories and those at the borders were some-

times quite distinct, because the people at the borders

usually showed the influence of their neighbours. The
Stat'ime, tor example, occupied the mountains and
the lakes on the eastern side of the Coast Mountains,
north of the top end of Harrison Lake. Their neigh-
bours were the Halg'emeylem of the lower Fraser and
the Secwepemc of the interior. The Statime people
living nearer the coast had winter houses different from
those living closer to the interior. The more interior
villages used the pit house that was common through-
out the interior, while those closer to the coast used a
style of longhouse that they adapted to their needs.
Coastal houses were large open spaces, with no per-
manent dividers. The Stat’imc did not have the feasts
and winter ceremonials of the coastal people, so they
didn’t need the open space. They divided the space
with permanent partitions.

Archaeological evidence shows that cultural shar-
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whale hunter's family so I'll talk about

d firgihing;'[wfas'ieamfngtofnéké tool
18 implements, be

ing goes hack thousands of years. One case is Nanu,
on the central coast in Heiltsuk territory. People have
lived in this bay for nearly 8,000 years. All that is left
ob the most ancient people are the remains of their
stone tools. Archaeologists discovered that these
people used two dilferent technologies 1o make their
tools. They used the microblade, a servies of small
blades set into whandle, and they also used leaf-shaped
spearheads. Microblades were used mainly by the
people of the north coast. The spearheads were only
used on the south coast. But both types were found at
Namu, suggesting that people living on the borders
of two cultures were influenced by both.

Gatherings

Throughout the province, people gathered to-
gether at central locations 1o trade goods and
ideas. Some gatherings were meetings of family
groups who were related to ecach other: others
brought together people from different natons.
Gatherings were important socially and eco-
nomically, and were usually festive and greatly
anticipated throughout the year, Competitions
were often held at these gatherings, mcluding
challenges of physical strength and races. Gam-
bling was a major component. Lahal was the
almost universal gambling game plaved But the
opportunity to exchange resources and objects
and to share ideas and knowledge was most im-
portant. These interactions also gave young peo-
ple the opportunity to meet cach other and scek
out future mates.

Olten such gatherings were associated with
tood harvesting. For mstance, different
Okanagan groups gathered each year at a few
key fishing sites such as Kettle Falls, Okanagan
Falls, and shuswap Falls. These gatherings
could last throughout the salmon season, some-
times from June to Octoher. As well as catching
and drying the fish, people traded and competed in
games such as lahal and horse or foot racing.

tahal (slahal, bone game, stick game) is a game of chance played by
many First Nations of British Columbia. Two bones are hidden
behind the back or beneath a cloth. One is marked, the other is
plain. The player brings his closed hands forward, a bone in each
one. A player from the opposite side tries to guess which hand has
the unmarked piece. Special sticks are used to keep score. A player
who guesses wrong gives one of the sticks to the hider's side,

Teams face each other with the captain or guesser in the
middle. The sticks are divided into two equal groups, half given to
each team. Different people take tums being the hiders. The hiding
side drums, sings, and tries to distract the guesser. In the past some
people had individual gambling songs. There could also be a spintual
aspect to the game. In some cultures people believed their guardian
spinit helped them win the game.
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mmwm Today, some people still hold gatherings to share and build a sense of community. This is a gathering of Ulkatcho

people in 2001.

Other gatherings had trade as their primary fo-
cus. Every year many different tribes journeyed long
distances to Green Lake in Secwepemc territory, near
where 70 Mile House is today. Here many Secwepemc

groups gathered, as did St'at'ime, Tsilhqot'in, and
Okanagan. A similar event took place in Nlaka'pamux
territory at Botanie Mountain. Both Green Lake and
Botanie Creek are provincial parks today.
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The Potlatch

The potlatch integrates the spiritual, political, eco-
nomic, and soctal dimensions ol a community’s life.
[tis a complex institution based on the idea of giving.
In fact, the word potlatch comes from the Nuu-chah-
nulth word meaning “to give,” which in turn was bor-
rowed by the Chinook language. Each First Nation
has 1ts own word or words to describe its ceremonies.
While different nations conduct potlatches in ways
unique to their cultures, they have some common fea-
Lures.

A potlatch is always initiated for a specific pur-
pose, usually to mark an essential milestone in the
lite of the lamily or clan, such as a boys first kill, a

mmmm Household and other goods are assembled in preparation for a potlatch in Alert Bay in approximately 1910. When a

marriage, the completion of a canoe, or the raising of

atotem pole. Depending on the purpose and the im-
portance ol the host and the guests, some potlarches
included just the extended family while at others, one
clan or kin group would invite all the others who
shared the same winter village. The most impressive
and costly potlatches were those where chiefs from
neighbouring villages or nations were invited.

A potlatch is never an individual endeavour. Once
a person has decided to hold a feast, he or she calls
the kin groups, extended family, or clan which will
assist. The host explains to the gathered relatives the
purpose of the potlatch and asks for their agreement
in going ahead with the event. Once they approve,

planning and preparation begin. This may take sev-

chief distributes gifts, he is publicly repaying his debts, while at the same time he is investing for the future. A chief who
gives away resources can fully expect to receive the same value back with interest at another feast held in the future.
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eral weeks or months, or in the case of a memorial
feast to a high-ranking chiel, several years. The feast
will draw upon the cconomic resources of the kin
group, especially if the guests will include chiefs from
other villages or nations. They pool the food and ma-
terial goods which they have collected from their ter-
ritories, or which they have carned in rade. (Today
many family members contribute money as well as
food ) The success of the potlatch and the esteem ol
the host and kin group will depend on the wealth
that they are able 10 give away.

When the time of the potlatch is nearing, guests
are formally mvited. People are delegated 1o travel 1o
the guests” homes, be they in the village or at a great
distance. This s an important step with strict atten-

tion to protocol.

The form of the potlatch itsell varies from place
to place, ol course, bur usually a potlatch begims with
welcoming ceremontes followed by a meal where food
from the hosts” terrnories is shared with the guests.
Following this, what might be termed the business
sicke of the potlatch takes place. The hosts validate
them inherited rights through dances, songs, and oral
histories. Often names wilt be passed on or certam
ceremonies related to the reason for the potlatch wall
he conducted. Speeches related to the purpose of the
potlatch will be given in grand oratorial style by trained
speakers. Theyv will often tell what territories the dil-
ferent foods in the meal came from, and who pro-
vided them. Then the collected wealth of the kin group
is given away to the guests in the lorm of material
goods such as furs in the past and blankets today.
Higher-ranking people receive more valuable gifts. The
giving and receiving of gilts is a key event in the pot-
latch. Not only is the host group giving away its pos-

sesstons, the guests are accepting them. By doing so,

Protocol

-t

> rules, formalities, ete. of any pracedure or group, formality

and etiguette observe > OCCASIONS

they acknowledge the validity and correctness of the
proceedings which they have witnessed. This is real-
firmed by concluding speeches made by the guests,
who respond o the speeches, gifts, and food shared
by the hosts.

There are many reasons why the potlatch is so
crucial to the cultures which practice it It can be a
bank, hfe inswrance, and a pension fund combined.
Business i1s conducted in a very tormal and open way
and will be remembered by all who witness it

The potlatch also serves a function i managing
the resources ol the kin group’s territory by reinfore-
mg its hereditary rights 1o use the vanous lands un-
der s control. Stories and songs are performed about
the groups connection with the land, and robes,
masks, and dancing paraphernaba illustrate the sto-
ries and songs.

Potlatches also have a broader social purposc.
Fhey bring people together, strengthening the bond
ol unity between kin groups and their neighbours.
Fhey are times where lood, humour, and deeply held
cultural values and heliefs are shared, and the impor-

tance of this sharing 1s remforced.

Conflict between Nations

First Nations people value their relationships with cach
other, but conflict among nations is mevitable. Wars
were fought for preservation ol traditional territories,
to expand upon existing territories, and to acquire
goods or slaves.

Every First Nation was prepared to defend sell
with trained warriors and spectal hattle gear, How-
cver, some groups were much more aggressive than
others, and were grealy feared. The Haida were known
to travel great distances down the coast n therr large
canoes to raid villages for plander, revenge, and the
capture of slaves. Some people argue that these raids
were not truly warlare, as their motivation was ob-

taining wealth rather than domination. The southern

Kwakwaka'wakw group, the Lekwiltok, however, were
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definitely war-like, as they battled for territory with
the Comox people, who originally inhabited central
Vancouver Island from Salmon River to Cape Mudge.
The Lekwiltok drove the Comox out of these territo-
ries, expanding southwards as far as Cape Mudge.

Before they went to battle, warriors often fasted
and puritied themselves, and while they were away,
the women, children, and Elders supported their mis-
sion by keeping themselves pure, and in some socie-
ties, acting out a mock battle.

Wooden helmets and protective armour made of
pleated elk skin, which was extremely resistant, were
worn by some people. Many groups built defensive

sites as places of refuge during attack. These were
sometimes erected on high banks along a river or ocean
coast, on an island, or on a hilltop. Some were forti-
fied with log walls and had defensive weapons such
as rocks, spears, or logs which could be dropped on
the enemy.

When peace was finally negotiated, in many na-
tions, the one that lost the fewest people had to make
reparation to the other nation. Upon their return
home, warriors underwent long periods of prepara-
tion for peace. To be fully integrated into society again
they had to be clear of the psychic energy required
for war.

F irst Nations groups used surplus resources to trade
with other nations. Vast trading networks were

established for thousands of years, utilizing trails that
linked the coast with the Prairies and the sub-Arctic.
Because oolichan grease was one of the most valuable
resources carried on these trails, they were often re-

ferred to as grease trails. Through trade, people ex-

changed not only goods, but also ideas, knowledge,
and skills. The potlatch traditionally played a key role
in resource distribution, as well as having broader
social purposes. First Nations education was funda-
mentally about passing on values and teaching the
skills for using the resources of the land.
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