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In loving dedication to my father, Gerry Halpin, my editing mentor who modelled honesty, hard work, a love of literature, the importance of history, and having a sense of humour.

			


Note regarding the use of capitalization: As Land is sacred, it is capitalized throughout the book, as are the Traditional Teachings or any reference to the Values of Old or terms that I feel require emphasis from a traditional perspective. You will note the specific interchanging of Elder and elder, Leader and leader. When capitalized, these roles denote the traditional definition rather than the contemporary.

			Note regarding terminology: As the word Indigenous is an all-inclusive, government-imposed term that means Inuit, Métis, and the First Nations, I prefer using Original peoples within the context of specific Land and regions. The word Original is always capitalized, indicating untainted by European influence. I also use the term Native. When I use Indigenous, it means Inuit, Métis, and First Nation peoples. Whiteman is used interchangeably with European and Euro-Canadian.
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Ginawaydaganuc

			There are ethical and honest individuals within every society, just as there are unprincipled and corrupt ones found throughout past and present times. There are also superior and inferior systems of government, values, and belief systems. I firmly state that the belief systems and ethics of the Original peoples were far superior to European belief and value systems because they were based on an inherent understanding and Respect for the Earth and its interconnection to the well-being of the human species. Indigenous belief systems and ethics kept us in place for thousands of years. Within a very short time of the arrival of the Europeans to this Land, the Great Disruption occurred. Yes, we fell victim to shiny objects, like ravens. The raven is a trickster figure known for its attraction to sparkly items as well as being deeply curious about new things. 

			The Whiteman came and was met with hospitality, curiosity, Respect, and an attraction to what material things they had to gift or trade. But greed, deceit, and manipulation were not part of the Original fabric: they were embedded in the mechanics of a society imposed by another people from far away—­mechanics that, since the beginning of the encounter, continue to operate on commercial gain, exploitation, hierarchies, and class division. 

			I am neither an academic nor a historian, and, like the renowned author Thomas King, I will not provide footnotes. Although this manuscript is, and I quote Mr. King from The Inconvenient Indian, “fraught with history, the underlying narrative is a series of conversations and arguments that I’ve been having with myself and others for most of my adult life, and if there is any methodology in my approach to the subject, it draws more on storytelling techniques than historiography.” Any works cited are accredited within the context of the story. Any articles I drew inspiration from while researching the intricacies of Treaty territories, in particular, are listed in the back of the book.

			Information I carry—­and now share with you—­has been acquired by a lifetime of listening, observing, sitting with Elders and relatives, attending gatherings, conferences, and ceremonies; by reading, thinking, and spending much time in deep reflection along the river banks of the Kitchissippi (the Ottawa River), paddling alone in my canoe, wandering atop mountain ranges, and meandering through forests of each season, in traditional unceded, unsurrendered Algonquin territory.

			I use a storytelling circular format, hence the use of subheadings to help bring readers back on track. I weave together history and current reality, while inserting personal anecdotes and content derived from conversations with Knowledge Keepers along the way. Because historical accounts of European-Indigenous relations were recorded by explorers, traders, ethnologists, missionaries, and the like, there is little direct documentation of the Values of the Original peoples. For this reason, it is necessary to delve into historic trade protocols as indicative of social norms and moral codes of the Original inhabitants of the Land now called Canada. Providing this as foundational knowledge leads one directly to the deep reverence all Indigenous peoples have had for the Land. 

			Although the Land Acknowledgement is perceived as a relatively new phenomenon, it prompts mainstream Canadians to reimagine an inhabited world—­a world prior to European settlement, that was unlike any other, and that will never be the same. The descendants of that world are still here, still striving to be understood and to remain connected to a Land that has been drastically altered. And, yes, that connection to the Land is typically perceived as political. That connection remains an ongoing reality lasting for hundreds of years now. 

			However, my aim is to uphold the practice of Land Acknowledgement as a way for Original peoples to celebrate and honour their ancestors’ veritable relationships to the Land as it shaped the inherent Indigenous worldview. This approach brings our collective consciousness back to the Land to remedy all the ways she has been violated. Due to the interrelationship between Land and People, People and Land, those violations align with the human experience across cultures.

			As the majority of Inuit remain in their beautiful Homeland regions across Inuit Nunangat (the Arctic), whether in the territory of Nunavut, or the regions of Nunatsiavut (Labrador), Nunavik (Québec), or the Inuvialuit Settlement Region (Northwest Territories), they do not need to acknowledge they are on their Original Land. However, they may want to embrace this current movement to acknowledge their own Truths in the face of reconciling with Canada. They may want to stand up to acknowledge the story of their Homeland and their relationship to it. I am sure any guests settled or visiting their territory or regions will have a lot to learn.

			It is my hope, my dream, my prayer, that every type of Canadian—­from bureaucrat to environmentalist, from school child to senior, from settler to new arrival—­along with Inuit, First Nation, and Métis peoples, do all that we can as intelligent, insightful, progressive, multicultural, heartfelt innovators to save the planet from further destruction. 

			We All Go Back to the Land is not only a guide as to how Land or Territorial Acknowledgements should be done and by whom, but why they should be done. Land Acknowledgements should be done to bring awareness and Truth to Canadians, and foster relationships between Canadians and Inuit, First Nation, and Métis peoples. Land Acknowledgements should be done to help heal the Land so it will sustain us and those who come after us.

			Everything comes back to the Land—­as our common denominator and most perfect unifier for Reconciliation. But first, there must be Truth. Get ready. 

			Ginawaydaganuc: We Are All Connected.

			



			1 
Original Land, Original People

			The Original Agreement 

			Original peoples’ trade protocols illuminate the moral codes, ethics, and values in place prior to and at the time of Contact. The impact and influence of the foreigners’ wares and ways of being highlight the vast differences between Western and Indigenous norms across what is now the Canadian landscape. 

			On the surface, from an Indigenous perspective, the purpose of the newcomer’s encounter was to offer a gift in friendship or make a trade, but the intention of their visit was not always honest and transparent. For all the Christian biblical tenets that preach against passing judgement on others, the missionaries, trappers, and governors misjudged the Indigenous peoples of this Land as primitive and simple, who knew not what to do with the riches of the Land, the Earth Mother and her natural resources. In fact, the Original peoples across the Earth Mother were—­and are—­so much more inherently advanced because of a deep understanding of humankind’s well-being as dependent upon the relationship with the Land and water, flora, and fauna. 

			Our ancestors kept all living entities in pristine condition for the benefit of all, including future generations. There is no greater Wisdom than that. In fact, it is not simply an understanding or worldview. It is traditionally referred to as an Original Agreement of sacred proportion: to not only Honour and Respect the Land and all living entities, but to revere the Earth Mother. Not all Indigenous peoples directly adhere to their ancestors’ Original Agreement, because of colonization, assimilation policies, and those imported morals and foreign value systems that cause greed, insecurity, and fear. 

			Pre-Contact protocols consisted of an understanding that we were (we are) territorial people—­a different concept than owning Land either individually or as a “nation-state.” Traditionally, we abided by our Original Agreement and adhered to the Natural Law. You may have heard “We are Connected to the Land.” We hold (or once held) the Literacy of the Land. By sheer observation and cohabitation, we learned how to thrive and coexist with what our Knowledge Keepers refer to as our Animal Relatives, Sky Relations, Plant Families, Tree Nations, and Water Kin—­all great Teachers to the lowly, and dependent, Human Being. Because we adhered to the Laws of Nature, we were, in fact, highly advanced peoples, not the primitives our ancestors were accused of being. Advanced, because we knew and respected our Original Agreement to Live as One. To Live in Health and Harmony. To Live in Balance and Beauty. In this Way of Life, we celebrated mino bimaadiziwin, the Good Life due to our mino mashkiki, Good Medicine: clean air, pure waters, rich soil, and abundant plants and animals to sustain us all and our future generations.

			The Original Agreement and our Natural Laws shaped our philosophies, our value systems, our governance structures, our spiritual beliefs, our languages, our stories, our relationships, and our distinct cultures. Indigenous peoples of the world are connected by the common ideology of living by the Natural Law. Distinct arts and cultures of Indigenous peoples arose from the very landscape inhabited. From sea-faring peoples to snow-trekking, river-travelling, prairie-pounding, mountain-dwelling, seed-planting, forest-hunting peoples, Indigenous cultures were born of the territory their peoples knew and loved—­like their mother. 

			As Human Beings, there were challenges, hardships, disasters, and conflicts to endure, but we could survive what came our way because our values held us in place, until circumstance shook our place loose from beneath us.

			This book aims to determine who the Land Acknowledgement is for, how it should be done, and who is responsible for delivering it. It is about how Customary Law and Natural Law—­which have shaped the Indigenous worldview, Indigenous governance and societal structures, ways of being and knowing—­provide the foundation for developing contemporary Indigenous protocols so we all get the Land Acknowledgement right.

			The Law of Hospitality 

			Métis historian extraordinaire Dr. Olive Dickason surfaced details of newcomers’ observations during the 1600s. In her phenomenal work, Canada’s First Nations, she references missionary accounts that Mi’kmaq of the Gaspé Peninsula (Lands End People), like many Original peoples across these lands, adhered to the Law of Hospitality. If this law was broken, it was deeply offensive—­and often met with consequences. 

			Adhering to the Customary Laws of one’s people was of utmost importance for the social stability of the community. Codes of Ethics were in place. Hospitality and the offering of gifts was a standing rule upon the arrival of a visitor. This custom served as a form of social security. As long as one was honourable (not perceived as a threat), one was taken care of, no matter where one roamed, for we are (were) naturally hospitable peoples. It’s like the Inuit inuksuk (inukshuk) indicating where the cache of meat is—­a gift from the successful hunter to the unknown unsuccessful hunter—­or the permanent shelters of the migratory Nakoda (Stoney) of the plains, known to all but belonging to no one, for use by travellers requiring temporary residence. The clan system of the Anishinaabeg was not only a way to keep bloodlines strong and healthy (unlike in Britain, where Charles Darwin discovered it was not genetically sound to marry a first cousin), it was also a social code to care for anyone of the same clan as an immediate family member. 

			Unknowns took care of each other. It was communal safekeeping, and it maintained social harmony and good governance. Interestingly, the use of locks and keys was an unknown concept across nations. Chief John Snow of the Nakoda explains in These Mountains Are Our Sacred Places that they were “unnecessary in our communities because we were taught honesty and integrity. … We were taught to respect other people’s belongings.” Only when there were violations of these Codes of Ethics were there consequences that impacted the whole. 

			Knowledge Keeper and Language Holder Kamiyo Kîsikan Kîsikâw Pimohtêw, or The Spirit of the Day that Guides Me (Joseph A. Naytowhow), Nêhiyaw (Plains Cree) from Sturgeon Lake First Nation, Treaty 8, told me there are different ways to define a disciplinary action in his Nêhiyaw culture as, in many Indigenous language constructs, there is no direct translation of the English word punishment. It’s the concept of punishment that doesn’t translate. For example, banishment from the community was the most severe penalty for those considered “broken spirited.” Banishment would occur only if communal attempts to heal the broken one causing disruption to the whole were unsuccessful. Banishment meant fending for oneself in a natural world that otherwise required cooperation to not only survive but thrive. Social isolation is known to have profound effects on the human brain and body. (We have all experienced the abrupt self-isolation of the COVID-19 pandemic.) In the Old Days, self-isolation was punishment in itself. No prison cells, no whipping, no cutting off of hands for theft, no beatings, beheadings, or executions required. 

			Relationships Built on Trust

			A good gift, offered and accepted, was the beginning of a good friendship. Good friendships are relationships built on Trust. Festivals and feasts were part of the Law of Hospitality and one was expected to show appreciation by full participation. If one could not accept open generosity, something was out of place. It created suspicion and a bond was not easily formed, if at all.

			From this practice of hospitality comes the Teaching of Honour. One’s gifts must be of excellent quality. The habit was to offer one’s best. In return, something equally worthy would be received. Furs, tools, foodstuffs, seeds, soapstone, sinew, robes, and shells, for example, or a combination of items, were offered up. Anything special or unique from one’s region like salmon, flint, blueberries, oil, or corn made a good and necessary impression as gifts or items of trade. Any essentials that humankind needed for sustenance and survival, adorned with decorative (and culturally significant) artwork, including moccasins, mitts, kamiit (sealskin boots), bow holders, blankets, paddles, parkas, and medicine bags made excellent and ethical offers. 

			In today’s world, a universal custom is to present one’s host with a gift emblematic of the guest’s home turf (e.g., maple syrup from Québec, lobster from Prince Edward Island, smoked salmon from British Columbia, arctic char from Nunavut, saskatoon jam from Saskatchewan) in recognition of the friendship, or in appreciation of the spare room, or the dinner invitation, or the tour of the area, or the drive from the airport. Other common gifts are artisanal fares, such as an Irish knit sweater from Galway, beer steins from Germany, chocolate from Switzerland, cheese from Holland, wine from France, leather from Argentina, or silk from China. This type of gift is an offering derived from one’s ancestral Land. It’s a link to how a proud people both tend to their Land and cherish its bounties: they wish to share those goods as a statement to others. A healthy Land and clean waters produce ample gifts to proudly share. 

			Traditional Algonquin Law

			Algonkin Knowledge Keeper Larry McDermott of the Shabot Obaadjiwan First Nation in unceded Algonquin territory (Ontario) informed me that according to traditional Algonquin Law, all rivers were open for travel by all nations and the fish within provided sustenance while along that highway. The shoreline offered rest for guests of any nation; however, any small or large game harvesting required permission from the people of that territory. These negotiations and agreements were established in advance at annual gatherings held between peoples such as the Anishinaabeg and the Haudenosaunee (typically depicted as archenemies in Canadian historical accounts). They met for trade, negotiations, and shared ceremony. Although from distinct linguistic groups, Leaders either learned one another’s language or used sign language (not restricted to peoples of the plains, or to the deaf) for effective communication. 

			At these ceremonies, the pipe would be smoked and gifts would be at the ready. A feast would follow the discussions and terms of agreement would be settled—­for example a request to hunt or harvest in the other nation’s territory. Natural Law drove the ultimate decision and it was mutually agreed upon to accept the Laws of the Land, solidified by the pipe. Often wampum or other forms of symbolic literacy would document the most sacred agreements for posterity. If these laws and agreements between peoples were violated, there would be repercussions. Skirmishes, raids, and tricks would ensue. And, if left unresolved—­without compensation through gifts or without renewed agreements—­they would intensify with time and there could be conflict. 

			The Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) have historically been documented as the fiercest warriors of all. Yet, in her doctoral dissertation, “A New People in an Age of War: The Kahnawake Iroquois, 1667–­1760,” Gretchen Lynn Green states that previous to European military influences “the aim of warfare was to display one’s bravery. Surprise was everything, to frighten—­not kill—­the enemy. Causalities were low.” Another misconception was the supposed annihilation of the Wendat (Huron) by the Haudenosaunee. In actuality, Haudenosaunee raids on Wendat villages were primarily to take captives to compensate for the many lost due to European diseases. The Haudenosaunee replenished their populations by adopting Wendat and integrating them into Haudenosaunee society, so much so that the community of Kahnawá:ke (near present day Montréal) in particular is genetically related to the Wendat. Adoption and integration into society, as opposed to keeping “prisoners of war,” was common among various Indigenous peoples, even at the time of the Great Disruption (Contact).

			Wendat historian and author Dr. Georges Sioui, in Pour une histoire amérindienne de l’Amérique (For an Amerindian Autohistory), includes an account of a French woman taken by the Wendat, granted full citizenship within the nation, and treated with Respect. By the time negotiations were taking place for her return to Euro-Canadian society, she refused to leave the Wendat. Apparently, the French woman spoke of the equitable, if not superior, role Wendat women held in their society in comparison to her European counterparts. The practice of these abductions was to adopt rather than enslave a rival’s people, unlike European practice. (Educated coureur de bois Baron de la Lahontan wrote extensively of the superiority of First Nation peoples’ culture, and he also preferred to remain among them instead of returning to France.) 

			Hunting partnerships were formed among kin and beyond. The sharing of hunting territories protected against the impact of overharvesting food sources. Entire groups would agree to use a specific area within a greater designated territory one year, then shift to another section the subsequent year. This is much like how agricultural crop rotation is practised today, but, in this case, it involved territories rich with wild game. Agreements such as territorial sharing often included obligations to distribute meat from the hunt. 

			Some territories had stretches of overlapping lands. In overlaps of two hundred kilometres or so, it was understood that each nation or clan assumed cooperative responsibility for the protection and nurturing of the Land by adhering to the Natural Law to Respect the Earth Mother and all of Creation. There were regular, typically annual, Council meetings held to discuss whatever may be impacting productivity—­such as drought or extreme cold—­and to mediate any necessary terms and conditions peacefully. 

			The historic community of Métis-sur-Mer situated on the south shore of what the Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) called Kaniatarowanénhne or Big Waterway, now known as the St. Lawrence River in eastern Québec, was once a traditional summer gathering place for various bands. The site at the mouth of what is now called Rivière Mitis (Great Métis River), where water flows in from the mountains of the Gaspésie and meets the tidal waters of Kaniatarowanénhne, provided a choice setting for large seasonal gatherings. It offered an abundant supply of trout, eels, salmon, and wild game and was an easy place to meet for all travelling along the great highways of river. The seasonal gatherings were not only social occasions, but times for Elders to hold Council to discuss all matters pertinent to trade, hunting territories, governance, and marital unions. Marriage between persons from different communities softened traditional hunting boundaries as kin secured these opportunities for sharing in times of need. 

			The Indigenous economic paradigm was based on the simple tenet—­or Natural Law—­to never consume more than can be replenished through the natural renewal cycles in a particular ecosystem. It simply did not make sense to overexploit an ecosystem, rendering it incapable of producing enough to sustain the people. This principle also pertained to expending human energy. Not every community had access to, for example, a cranberry bog or shallow bays and sandbars where wild rice grew—­hence, the need for collaboration and agreements between kin groups and other nations. If a neighbouring territory had ample resources, it would not make sense to trek extremely long distances to avoid that territory to forage or harvest food. So, because it was not ethical to trespass, agreements to share (while ensuring abundance for all) were necessary and reciprocal. 

			It was an environment of survival, yet rich with worldview to keep the natural coexistence of animal, human, water, and plant life in balance. Ginawaydaganuc, in the Algonquin language: We Are All Connected. 

			Larry spoke about the present day’s Edge of the Forest Ceremonies, where permission is sought to gather from those whose ancestors are from that Land. All those who gather follow protocol by lighting a fire, taking out the pipe, and having gifts at the ready. Cultural ceremonies such as the Feast of the Dead, Giveaways, and, on the west coast, the iconic Potlatch constituted a thriving economy.

			Gift distribution was a form of social welfare and a deeply embedded tradition. Gretchen Lynn Green explains that even among the Catholic converts of the Haudenosaunee residing at the Jesuit mission named St. Xavier des Praiz (or de Près), called Kentake by the Haudenosaunee, in what is now La Prairie, Québec, the custom was sustained, although they were prevented from any form of traditional practice. “Traditional reciprocity seems to have survived the conversion intact; in fact the mission Iroquois were famous for this, to the point that the Jesuits in the community were distressed at the amount of food and other commodities which were freely offered to any comers to the village, even to groups as large as eight hundred, which seemed to pauperize the inhabitants.”

			Foreign oppression outlawed this traditional gift economy. Only when the banning of cultural expression was lifted in 1951 did the latter gatherings resurface—­albeit more for adherence and cultural sustenance than for economic necessity and social welfare. 

			Gift giving, Larry said, is never about ego. “A typical gift exchange is to recognize that all gifts come from the Great Mystery of Creation. The exchange is an acknowledgement of our mutual spirituality,” he said. It’s about the relationship, not about the deal. When I attended a traditional Algonquin wedding, the couple gave individual gifts to each of their invited guests. At the ceremony, each guest was identified, and the gift presented with a story about why the guest was important to the couple and what the gift the couple had to offer signified. At this particular ceremony, every gift was a beautiful, traditionally crafted item made from birchbark. No two gifts were the same as no two guests were the same and each spiritual connection was unique. Naturally, gifts were also given to the newlyweds.

			The Anishinaabeg were part of the Dish with One Spoon Council Agreement made with the Haudenosaunee. This agreement was based on a concept originating several hundred years ago among those inhabiting the territory now recognized as the Great Lakes region and northeastern North America. The Dish with One Spoon symbolizes how a vast terrain can be shared to the mutual benefit of all its population. It was often referenced in treaty negotiations of the past, both pre- and postcolonization. The “dish” represents the bounties of the fertile Land that is to be shared and the “spoon” represents those mutually cooperative peoples dependent upon the gifts of those lands. The shared responsibility is to ensure the “dish” remains resplendent with what the Earth Mother has to offer—­that is, to keep the abundance of food sources in good health within a balanced ecosystem. 

			When the Foreigners Arrived 

			When the foreigners arrived and sought the natural resources of these vast territories, they quickly learned to follow the protocols of the peoples, but not without ulterior motives. Their way of “doing business” tipped the delicate balance of intertribal practices and ways of being in place since time immemorial. It was more than the introduction of a new economy: it was a new way of thinking, a new way of treating other Human Beings, and, of course, a new attitude toward the Earth Mother and her resplendent gifts.

			In the north, trade came upon Inuit more slowly due to the remoteness and conditions of the environs, and the opinion among Europeans that there was nothing valuable to trade. (This has since changed due to climate warming and the melting of permafrost, making underground resources more readily accessible for extraction.) The intensity of European whaling, beginning in the 1700s, was the onset of the devastation of Age Old Inuit customs, traditions, and lifestyles. As European overharvesting of whales and other mammals became unsustainable, whalers turned to the fur trade. They exploited one life-giving force that had sustained Inuit for millennia, then moved on to the next. The economy and culture of fox trapping developed in the 1920s as Europeans provided steel traps and training to Inuit to supply pelts in exchange for guns, ammunition, and other European specialties. According to the Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada’s volume on Inuit: “The whalers, the fur traders who followed the whalers, the missionaries and then the government all wanted something from us in return for what they were prepared to give.”

			This was not gift exchange. This was a new economy that generated a vicious cycle of manipulation, both subtle and overt, with a complete disregard of the impact upon the very peoples that were making the foreigners rich. Good trapping was not necessarily in areas where there was good hunting, which increased Inuit reliance on trading posts to obtain food and resources. The fur trader “controlled Inuit through his power to issue credit and to collect debts.” When the fur trade died and colonial traders abandoned the north, Inuit were left with guns—­with no ammunition and no game—­and the aftermath of being distanced from their traditional livelihood. 

			Bewildered Guests

			In 1710, “Four Kings,” as depicted in the portraits of London-based Dutch artist John Vereist, who were Haudenosaunee or Wendat Leaders, crossed the Atlantic on a tall ship for a diplomatic visit to Queen Anne. They went to present wampum (a symbolic agreement) for the rights to their lands and unfettered trade—­for which, according to Keith Jamieson and Michelle Hamilton’s Dr. Oronhyatekha: Security, Justice, and Equity, “the exchange of presents during and after diplomatic treaties also symbolized loyalty and friendship.” They were treated as royal guests, wined and dined and outfitted with the best.

			This visit was documented in Samuel Gardner Drake’s 1857 publication, Biography and History of the Indians of North America: From its First Discovery, which included the account of an English observer that “the sachems, those petty kings who were in England in the late Queen’s time should have been so strongly affected in seeing the grandeur, pleasure and plenty of this nation, that when they came to their own countries, would have tried to reduce their people to a polite life; would have employed their whole power to expel that rude barbarism, and introduce arts, manners, and religion; but the contrary happened; … though they had seen this great city [London], when they came to their own woods, they were all savages again.”

			What was not documented in any British record was the chiefs’ perspective of their experience while abroad. This information was shared by way of oral history in a Circle I attended with a Knowledge Keeper whose name escapes me, as it was long ago. When those Leaders came home, they did not speak about the opulence of British society or how well they were received. They commented on how the English did not take care of their own. The Four Sachems witnessed the social divide between those who have and those who have not. The poverty of the street urchins, beggars, and prostitutes of London’s urban life, juxtaposed with the grandeur of nobility, was a foreign social structure to the Haudenosaunee. Although the Native travellers were treated extremely well as guests—­as to be expected—­they were bewildered by the inequity found within British society and could not understand why the English monarchy allowed poverty among community members to exist. Even among the “royal families” on the west coast of what is now Canada, there were no poor or destitute community members because it was understood that such inequity would surely lead to the detriment of all. The Potlatch ceremony was about gift distribution to equalize wealth.

			I have attended Giveaway ceremonies in Algonquin territory where the host gathers items she deems in excess to her needs and offers these to her guests, asking them to select what they need or find attractive as a memento of their friendship. The ceremony is then followed by a feast. 

			In his book Bush Runner: The Adventures of Pierre-Esprit Radisson, which presents excerpts from the Radisson’s historic journals, Mark Bourrie includes the account of a Wendat fellow, Savignon, who travelled with Champlain to France in 1610. According to Radisson’s writings, Savignon “despised the public violence, the sight of men bickering in the streets, and the grotesque economic inequality. … He commented on the abuse of women and children by husbands and fathers, the exploitation of young people, and what he saw as a lack of a real community.”

			Wendat historian Georges Sioui states in his book Eatenonha, “When the French people and other Europeans arrived here in our land, we, the Indians, were, as we still are, peaceful and generous people.” At the time of Contact, his people were “responding to the offer of inclusion and to the smiles of the peoples who had first come down to the shores, ready to welcome and exchange in order to live even better, all together.” Exchanging goods made for special alliances and abundant living across cultures. This was the standard Ethic of Trade across what many refer to as Turtle Island (North America). (Turtle Island, by the way, is a term that not all Indigenous peoples within Canada use.) The Ethic of Trade was an economic paradigm that functioned with moral code.

			Pimadaziwin

			Socioeconomic equality was not restricted to traditional Wendat culture or the Haudenosaunee Confederacy of Nations. For the Odawa-Anishinaabeg, as described in Cecil King’s Balancing Two Worlds, the “achievement of good health and a long life was regarded as the highest good for our people. In our communities, we held in highest esteem those who had knowledge ‘conducive to that end.’ For our people, pimadaziwin, the art of living a life free of hunger, illness and misfortune was the most important aspect of life. In our ceremonies we articulated and gave thanks for pimadaziwin.” 

			Natural Law—­that is, the abundance of the forests, tundra, shorelines, open waters, and plains, and the delicate balance of the ecosystem—­dictated Codes of Ethics pertaining to the bounty of ancestral terrains. The need of descendants of those ancestors to protect the very Land that sustained them and their future generations remains the very essence of the meaning of Life. A Good Life, in the Odawa dialect—­pimadaziwin—­for the benefit of all.

			Further northwest, the traditions across Denendeh or the Land of the People (Northwest Territories) varied from the traditions of the Original peoples of the east, likely because Dene populations were smaller: the socioeconomic practice of these northwestern (Athapaskan) peoples blurred lines of territorial reign. Like other nations, the Dene recognized that both Land and resources were intended to be shared responsibly by all. However, according to Philip R. Coutu and Lorraine Hoffman-Mecredi, authors of Inkonze: The Stones of Traditional Knowledge, in such a vast territory with abundant resources “there was little need to struggle for territorial supremacy or dominance over other cultures. The law of the land centred on mutual respect and a willingness to help in times of scarcity. Therefore, in times of need, it was perfectly acceptable to hunt in another clan’s traditional territory. No compensation or formal agreement was required, for it was accepted knowledge that this relationship was reciprocal.” The key being: in times of need.

			This type of understanding or Customary Law was grounded in the principles of Natural Law, the cooperative responsibility of all “neighbours” to protect and nurture the Land—­in other words, to Respect the Earth Mother and all of Creation for the healthy survival of all, including the coming generations.

			In other lands, especially across the buffalo-chasing prairies, territorial homelands were more distinct and protected. This meant hosting, permissions, and gifting were part of distinct cultural protocols and negotiated agreements. When protocols were broken, clashes ensued, like conflicts that can arise among any neighbours. 

			Value of Generosity

			Olive Dickason writes that “trading delegations had to obtain permissions to cross another’s territory,” which indicates that the Age Old Value of trade is connected not only to the goods of the Land, but to the traditional keepers of the Land itself. In a conversation with me, Tsym Syen Elder Suu Wii Lax Ha, or Another Great Storm (Terry Mackay), from the Tsimshian First Nation (British Columbia), stated that if one asked permission to traverse another’s territory, one would—­as a guest—­agree not to alter that territory in any way. The visitor would promise to adhere to the Natural Law of the people who were ancestrally and historically connected to that Land. Imagine the shock and dismay, or anger and confusion, when settlers arrived and arbitrarily cleared and fenced off areas they had not asked permission to visit let alone reside in. 

			Trade functioned as a social security system for Inuit as well. Ancestral Inuit traversed the far north, always expanding, yet did not disturb the Land although they had already lived upon it for thousands of years. The Indigenous Peoples Atlas of Canada states, “Our Elders tell us that they came in silence and left in silence.” There was a trade network among Inuit that crossed the Arctic. Copper and iron were traded to make tools such as harpoon blades, needles, and ulus. Soapstone was also an important item of trade for making containers and pots. Polar bear skins and sinew were also traded. Sometimes speciality items were simply traded for meat and fish, especially when unpredictable conditions created fluctuations of abundance from one group to another. 

			The Inuit Value of Generosity is reflected in the fabric of traditional Inuit society. Sharing is a virtue highly esteemed in Inuit culture. Respected and honoured were the ones willing to share food, tools, information, and wise council. Much like within many of the First Nation and Métis communities, gifting—­or sharing—­built alliances, trust, and good governance. 

			In order to trade, a person had to present themself, state who they were, where they were from, and what their purpose was for coming to the area. Presenting a gift was a gesture of goodwill, honour, and peace. Accepting the gift solidified the agreement or relationship, however temporary. In general, Indigenous peoples maintain huge gift-giving and hospitable cultures to this day. 

			Anishinaabekwe Elder and Language Keeper Nii zho pinnaysii kwe, or Two-ThunderBird Woman (Barbara Nepinak), member of the Pine Creek First Nation, Treaty 4, told me her mother instructed her to always give a gift to acknowledge guests. It’s a sign of Respect. Once, at an intercultural gathering in the Yukon, Barbara offered her own earrings to another Indigenous guest when she noticed there was nothing concrete being offered to acknowledge the visit from the non-Native host. 

			My own grandmother always, without fail, offered food. It was the only thing she really had to offer. To this day, the first thing I offer to any guest is food and a good cup of tea. As a guest, it is common to arrive with food to share as a gift to acknowledge a host’s hospitality. I have personally noticed there is a remarkable difference between being hosted—­truly welcomed—­in an Indigenous home versus a non-Indigenous home (which, in fact, occurs very rarely). I have noticed my non-Indigenous friends prefer to meet at a bar, café, or restaurant rather than invite others into their personal space, whereas my Native friends tend to have their door open.

			I was once contacted by a reputable theatre director of a large company, a colleague of an acquaintance of mine, who requested a coffee with me. I did not feel much like travelling the distance downtown to meet at a busy coffee shop on a rainy day—­regardless of his title—­so, I invited him to my home. Although I offered him homemade pie and traditional tea, it was a one-sided experience. He offered absolutely nothing: no hostess gift or honest intentions in return. He arrived only with his own agenda to shrewdly pick my brain for Indigenous Knowledge. He wanted ideas (and contacts) for increased funding opportunities for “inclusive” projects. Perhaps he thought his name and prestige would impress me enough? I did not give any confidential information as there was no trust established and, naturally, an allegiance was certainly not formed. Besides, it is not an Indigenous protocol to simply give the names of friends and contacts away; there needs to be an introduction because trust is the essence of a good network—­or trade.

			Good Leadership 

			The Ethic of Good Leadership was a common characteristic across nations. Olive Dickason shares the story of a Leader negotiating a trade with a European. The Leader was offered a “special deal for himself but excluding his people.” In indignation, he refused and replied, “I am a chief; I do not speak for myself; I speak for my people.” 

			In many Indigenous languages, the word for Leader pertains to the characteristics of the individual. For example, my friend and Knowledge Keeper Latash (Maurice Nahanee), of the Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish) Nation, told me that, “In our culture our leaders are called Siyam which literally translates as Respected Person.” If such a Leader lost the Respect of the community, the governing Elders who guided and supported such Leaders would have them removed from their position—­for the well-being of the community. Imagine if that attribute of Respect—­and that ethic—­was the ultimate criterion of our mainstream governing “leaders” of today. Instead, they may get their hands slapped, or receive suspension with pay or early retirement, or—­the worst punishment (besides being imprisoned)—­have their pay docked (while still able to work). Big deal. 

			Far too many colonial politicians have been accused of, or are guilty of, unethical and illegal behaviours while working within a structure that keeps them in place. The first record of this was in the 1870s with allegations of bribes taken by the government of Sir John. A. Macdonald. Through the decades, political scandals have included political interference (remember when Attorney General Jody Wilson-Raybould, from the Kwakwaka’wakw First Nation, whose name in her own language is Puglaas, resigned?), misdirection of funds, voter fraud, abuse of privilege, sexual harassment, money laundering, forgery, and drug trafficking. Some of our own elected First Nation chiefs have fallen victim to similar behaviours. If you can’t beat them, join them. The system of dysfunction in this country is firmly in place. Similarly, in the United States, an impeached president can remain in office and get the nomination for candidacy for the next election.

			Money, greed, power, and ego are not part of the Original mindset. Machiavelli, the Italian diplomat of the 1500s, famously wrote, “It is much safer to be feared than loved.” He also asserted, “If an injury has to be done to a man it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared.” Psychiatrists of today describe this type of behaviour as a form of personality disorder related to selfishness.

			Ruthlessness is usually punitive as well. Many of us in contemporary society fear standing up to call out corporate corruption, harassment, and abuse, or point out examples of systemic racism or discrimination, resulting in the perpetuity of institutionalized dysfunction. Despite all the equity and antiracism policies, and working groups in colonial establishments (and unionized employees’ collective agreements), those who dare stand up to question that machine are labelled, and in one way or another, shown the door. 

			With the (renewed) antiracist uprising following the murder of George Floyd by American police, white-led institutions and their representatives stood up to self-proclaim antiracism allegiance. White voices that speak up in solidarity are applauded, yet when someone such as myself dares to make mention of racism or points out cultural differences, we are too often reprimanded by those same institutions and branded as “troublemakers.”

			Leader, Chief, and Boss

			Knowledge Keeper Kamiyo Kîsikan Kîsikâw Pimohtêw (Joseph Naytowhow) told me there are many ways to define Leader in Nêhiyawêwin (the Plains Cree language). Onîkanew literally means The One Ahead, and is recognized as one who works on behalf of the people. Okimaw is typically translated as “chief,” but it really means One the People Confide In and Chosen to Trust to Lead. The title of Okimahkan, although similar to Okimaw, more precisely defines One Who Is Under the Government of Canada (and a representative of Indigenous and Northern Affairs). Joseph informed me it literally means “a fake representative elected through the Elections Act determined by Canadian law.” These are interpretations of the words he has heard within a cultural context as, he said, “dictionaries don’t usually have room for such long definitions.”

			Renowned Inuit Cultural Teacher Piita Taqtu Irniq (Peter Irniq), from the Qikiqtaaluk (Baffin Island) region of Nunavut, explained in a conversation with me that Isumataq in the Keewatin dialect and Angajuqqaaq in the eastern dialect both translate as “boss” but the words carry much deeper concepts within Inuit ways of knowing. “It means One Who Is Thoughtful, a Wise Person whose decisions are always respected by his family or his hunting party.” Piita described an Isumataq as One Who Leads Others to Safety and to a good hunting area on the Land. The term also implies a humble person and is also used for women who assume the leadership role after the husband passes. In a contemporary context, he explained, it means “an older person who does not seek money, fame, prestige, or recognition.”

			A selected Leader within the Six Nations of the Haudenosaunee is called a Hoyaneh, which means One Who Takes Care of the Peace. This role requires a lifelong duty to represent the clan in the Haudenosaunee government and help make decisions that affect the Six Nations. The Women’s Council of Clan Mothers has the authority to remove from duty any Hoyaneh who does not serve the best interests of the nation.

			In his memoir Drags Grizzly, Ktunaxa (Kootenay) Elder Kaka Nulkin Kławłas, or Drags Grizzly (Chris Luke Sr.), explains that tradition was held in place when, in 1970, he was elected chief of Yaqan Nukiy, or Where the Rock Stands (Lower Kootenay Indian Reserve Band). According to Ktunaxa tradition, the newly elected chief needed to talk to a Leader “who knew the ways” and would “traditionally stand [Kaka Nulkin Kławłas] up.” This role of an Elder Leader readies and supports the novice Leader, or mentee, about the responsibilities and hardships the new Leader will face, but not face entirely on their own. The Elder also “turned his attention to band members and reminded them of their responsibility to assist wherever possible.” This way the new Leader is truly representative and accountable to his people. It is a reciprocal relationship.

			Divide and Conquer 

			In early 2020, five prominent Wet’suwet’en hereditary Leaders stripped the traditional titles of three women who had formed the Wet’suwet’en Matrilineal Coalition (WMC), which was incorporated as a not-for-profit group in 2015. The WMC had been unsuccessful in its attempts to sway the male hereditary Leaders to sign a benefits agreement with Coastal GasLink related to the company’s pipeline project in Wet’suwet’en unceded territory. The hereditary Leaders felt WMC was biased because it had received $30,000 from each of British Columbia’s Liberal government and Coastal GasLink. Stripping the three women of their titles had nothing to do with gender. 

			According to a Globe and Mail article of February 26, 2019, Darlene Glaim, one of the directors of the WMC, admitted “our system is broken” because the imposed government structure of the elected band council on the reserve does not align with hereditary systems of leadership. “We don’t have unity and we’re a split nation, and that’s the sad part,” she said. The controversy and complexity of so many issues dividing Indigenous peoples is all about economic benefit; communities have been kept systemically and spiritually impoverished under the oppressive care of the paternalistic Canadian government from the get-go.

			The federal government does not appear to want to do business with any other leadership structure than the puppet governments imposed on First Nation reserves. Since the 1830s, Indian agents managed the day-to-day matters of status Indians by implementing government policy, and enforcing and administering the Indian Act. They kept government officials informed of all activities on the reserve, they inspected schools to ensure the Canadian curriculum was adhered to, they negotiated the surrender of reserve lands and managed contracts for infrastructure projects, and controlled all funding provided to the band. This role kept the lines of division clear between the oppressor and the oppressed. 

			The resident Indian agent was phased out during the 1960s and the Canadian government “permitted” First Nations to control their own administrative affairs under federal guidelines. The divide-and-conquer phenomenon was set. Machiavelli wrote about military strategies to divide the forces of the enemy by making enemy leaders suspicious of their otherwise trusted soldiers or by creating cause to separate those soldiers, making them weaker as a result. The chief and band council are essentially employees of the federal government, which often causes conflict within band membership and across the First Nation they represent.

			In the case of so many like the Wet’suwet’en cause, I have overheard too many mainstream Canadians describing these controversies, protests, or blockades as “Indians on the warpath once again” or “Indians refusing to assimilate.” Those who fearlessly protect the health of the Land and water are considered troublemakers.

			Wholistic Leadership

			Traditional leadership consists of different characteristics than Western ideals of governance. In fact, Olive Dickason reveals that “the most highly respected leaders were also shamans.” She goes on to explain this is largely why the French missionaries were so successful with their “control [of] the Savages in their duty to God and the King.” They knew how to frame their foreign ideologies for the ultimate purposes of the King and the noble ladies of the court, who funded their adventures in la Nouvelle-France. In her doctoral dissertation, Gretchen Lynn Green states that “the League of the Five Nations [Haudenosaunee] was not strictly a political institution but religious and cultural as well.” 

			The Wendat, initially not as impressed with the missionaries, were conditionally denied access to the French and their allies’ goods, as Dickason discovered: “Champlain had insisted: without missionaries, no trade.” This often meant conversion was part of the deal. Spiritually advanced, the Wendat and other Original peoples respectfully listened to the curious belief systems of the newcomers. A concept that was new to all at the time of Contact was the punitive nature of a personified God.

			In my own experience, when I was studying the power of persuasion of different religions of the world, I observed magic tricks—­quite literally—­used by a proselytizing Christian minister to sway young potential members to his flock.

			Further west and a few hundred years later, Chief John Snow’s memoir of the completely distinct People of the Mountains or Îyârhe Nakoda (Stoney), Treaty 7, explains: “The role of the missionaries cannot be underestimated in understanding why we signed the treaty. Their gifts and persuasions were not of primary importance. What was important was that they were believed to be both important leaders and men of God. The two roles were often combined in traditional Stoney culture. And under that culture a good leader, a good medicine man, has the full trust of the people—­what he says is true.” 

			Mission stations in the north were strategically located to be able to offer travelling Inuit with supplies, especially during times of scarcity. Did Inuit consider these “Men of God” like their own? Surely, they were following the Principle of Sharing and taking care of one another during harsh conditions when food sources were limited. Missionary “gift giving” was conditional upon conversion to Christianity. Only those who claimed Jesus as their saviour were fed. I have heard others were left to starve. 

			I also heard an Elder, whose name escapes me, speak years ago at the Kumik Lodge in the Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) building in Gatineau, Québec, say that Cree is actually an abbreviation of the word Christian. He explained that those left starving due to depleted forests cleared for settlement and agriculture could only access missionary handouts if they converted to Christianity. The annuities (“gifts”) provided to Original peoples since the 1600s “in exchange for permitting” European presence in their lands were distributed from mission settlement outlets. Those that converted were more handsomely rewarded. The Algonquins of Ontario website explains unrestricted Algonquin bands “had proven resistant to the initial missionary efforts of the ‘Black Robes,’ and the Jesuits had concentrated instead on the Montagnais [Innu] and Huron [Wendat].” But divisions among the Algonquin developed over religion, as the “Jesuits were not above using the lure of firearms to help with conversions.”

			The “Indian-French” language of the Anishinaabeg and mixed bloods of the fur trade used the word Créquin to self-identify or describe someone else of the Christian faith in order to get the handout or the trade. It was often reduced to simply Cré especially by others who did not speak the Anishinaabemowin-French hybrid. Cré, under an anglo influence, was eventually pronounced as “Cree.”

			In his The Yaqan Nukiy: Their History, Culture and Traditions, Elder Kaka Nulkin Kławłas (Chris Luke Sr.) writes: “The Blackrobe, known later as Father, Priest, or Reverend, was supported by the government and such men were provided for financially in their efforts to undermine the authority of the leaders of Yaqan Nukiy and the Ktunaxa Nation.” This caused many diverse peoples’ spiritual Leaders and traditionalists, including the Ktunaxa, to go into hiding “to practice their spiritual songs and dances and conduct their ceremonial sweats.” Those brave people of previous generations went “underground” at great personal and communal risk, doing what they did for the sake of our generation today. These spiritual warriors went into ceremony for us. They prayed for us. Let us never let our next generation and future generations forget this. This is why we hold our ancestors—­of at least Seven Generations ago—­close to our hearts. 

			Gift-Exchange Economy 

			Before the arrival of Europeans and the fur trade economy, the Original inhabitants of what became Canada participated in a gift-exchange economy. To the outsider, it appeared gift offerings were simply that: an offering, a gift, much like today’s birthday or wedding gift given to a loved one or friend. But in this pre- and point-of-Contact gift-exchange economy, gifts were required in return, usually presented at a later date. This functioned differently than a trade or selling of goods in exchange for something, as Europeans did. Trade was also practised both pre- and post-Contact, as previously described, although protocols of trade were different between the newcomers and Original peoples. Combined with the acquisitions of European goods, principally guns and ammunition (to initially make for easier hunting), the New World threw the Old World into disorder like a dog thrown off by a false scent. 

			The peoples thriving in a gift-exchange economy understood the obligation to give, accept, and then reciprocate. Failure to participate in any part of the custom gravely impacted the ultimate purpose of gift exchange: the forging of relationships, the establishing of trust, camaraderie, and firm allegiances. Moreover, gift items were not for individual ownership or personal acquisition of material wealth: they were intended for the benefit of the entire community. 

			Particularly elaborate gift giving denoted status in a Leader and his community, which would indebt the receiving community to loyalty as opposed to material wealth. It was more important to keep track of who owed loyalty to the clan rather than what would be materially gained in exchange. Relationships were much more valued than possessions. As a result, according to Seth Mallios’ Gift Exchange in Early Virginia Indian Society, communities “were permanently allied and perpetually interdependent through the continual transference of gifts and obligations.” 

			An honourable gift exchange strengthened independent parties, but failing to honour the protocol would sever allies’ relationships. Although the protocols of gift economies varied within diverse cultures, in general, failure to fulfill the cycle of giving, accepting, and giving in return disintegrated any link between the exchange partners, causing a separation between the groups. However, as Mallios discovered, this “abandonment was not immediate, because gift exchange required that a certain amount of time elapse between the initial offering and reciprocation. In other words, it took a few weeks for one group to realize it was being spurned.” As a result, hostilities would occur but only with the knowledge that subsequent gifts were offered to another community group, which, in turn, greatly humiliated the group that had first been rejected. 

			Foreign explorers were accustomed to their own European market-based system of trade and were confounded by Native gift-exchange economies. They could not fathom the generosity of giving impressive items for next to “nothing” in exchange. In fact, one English explorer, Gabriel Archer, recorded that the Original people he had encountered in the early 1600s had “no respect of profit.” The Europeans’ commodity-exchange system enforces different rules and operates by completely different motives. The newcomers’ greatest intention, apart from evangelizing and “civilizing” the “Indians,” was to accumulate wealth. Early trade alliances with Original peoples were only a means to an end. The most traded commodity of today, by way of an agreement to buy or sell at a predetermined amount for a specific price on a specific date in the future, is crude oil.

			Engaging in the fur trade economy, Original inhabitants naturally applied the same ethics of prioritizing relationship building for the mutual benefit of all over individualism and the acquisition of material wealth. But that was a completely different worldview and one quickly steered in the wrong direction.

			An Economic and Ethical Trap 

			In the “good old days,” just as the gift or the trade signified friendship and relationship building, it was equally serious if one was offended by the gift or the trade. The gift symbolized the intention, and, if one disagreed with it or rejected it, it could lead to a broken allegiance impacting the whole. In a much wider construct, violating the Earth by reckless pollution and destruction is equivalent to rejecting the Earth Mother’s resplendent gifts—­hence, it breaks this allegiance and breaches the Original Agreement. Gift exchange and trade had to be honourable and equitable. It kept humans honest.

			As explained above, gift giving was often a matter of presenting goods of higher quality than what was expected in return. For the people of the Potlatch, it was a way to share one’s wealth with others. Euro-Canadian and American values differ in that there is a drive to get as much as one can for as little in substitution. That is their pride and joy: gaining more for less. They are the inventors of “the deal.” It is not synonymous with the spirit of generosity. It is a completely different worldview: the more you get for less, the better, regardless of at whose expense. 

			Manipulative trade ethics of the fur-trading past included the unethical but customary peddling of alcohol. It was a mutually honourable trait for the “Indians” to follow the customs of the newcomers and it was fairly common trickery for the European trader to use liquor to get the Original peoples of the trade drunk. Then European or American traders could take advantage of the other traders’ intoxication. Rum was used to cheat the “Indians” of the fur trade: when the “Indians” were drunk, the buyer would set the price of furs at usually less than two-thirds their value. Alcohol dependency became a serious social problem in the lands of the Original inhabitants and at mission communities along the Saint Lawrence Seaway as early as the 1670s. Alcohol consumption is more than an elitist European pastime, but used across every socioeconomic group, especially in times of great societal despair. Alcohol dependency rose during the initial shutdown of COVID-19. Interestingly, alcohol vending was considered an essential service.

			French Canadians developed a word in their language to define what would commonly be said in English today as “ripping someone off.” The French either noted or participated in the Dutch, British, American, or French unscrupulous trader practice of, it is said, wrapping bundles of pelts over a concealed centre of heavy packaging material in order to weigh the equivalent of a true thickness of furs. The unknowing recipient of the trade believed it was what it seemed on the surface. This is the French verb enfirouaper. It blends French and English, and literally means “to fur wrap.” Sound it out: (En)-fir-ouap-(er). To this day, it means to cheat someone.

			There is another expression popularized during the fur trade: on vends pas la peau de l’ours avant de l’avoir tué, which literally means “don’t sell the bear skin until you’ve killed the bear.” It comes from an old French proverb, but ultimately signifies that trading was not always ethical. In a more contemporary context, it means not to assume something until you are sure of it. False promises in traditional societies indicated a despicable character and were considered detrimental to the reputation of the entire community. 

			Resilience 

			In her research, scholar Gretchen Lynn Green also explains that traditional communal values and equitable power relationships among men and women remained intact regardless of conversion to Catholicism and proximity to French culture. The Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) or People of the Flint, retained traditional ways and mores despite the large influx of predominantly French Canadian adoptees into the Jesuit village now known as Kahnawá:ke.

			Although a Christian-living community of blended Haudenosaunee, primarily Kanien’kehá:ka, with Wendat and some Algonquin-Anishinaabeg mixed in, the village maintained ties with its League of Five Nations kin. “When relatives went to visit one another from the early 1670s on, they always brought gifts for each other—­the sine qua non of human relationships in native society. The fur trade along the Champlain corridor grew out of this gift exchange.” Gift exchange was a protocol that was an absolutely essential and ingrained way of being; trade for the purpose of accumulating wealth or for the purpose of running a lucrative business was scorned.

			Those who fell prey to the European ideal of profit making were discredited or dishonoured by the people at Kahnawá:ke; it went against the norm of an equitable sharing society. In spite of religious conversion and settlement living, the Christian Haudenosaunee kept strong ties with their nonconverted relatives of the League of Five Nations. The generosity of their gifts signified that.

			Rights versus Responsibilities

			Across Turtle Island, Original peoples attached the principle of Honour to trading and a responsibility toward fulfilling a reputable exchange of both goods and promises. This ethic held each individual in good standing as a member within true community. For example, it is explained in the book Dr. Oronhyatekha that the Six Nations (the Haudenosaunee Confederacy), a distinct linguistic group from the Great Lakes territory of now southern Ontario, recognize that “unlike Western society, which believes each child is born with rights, the Haudenosaunee believe that each person is born with a number of responsibilities, to themselves, to their families and nation, to the Confederacy that represents all of the Haudenosaunee (Mohawk, Seneca, Cayuga, Oneida, Onondaga, and Tuscarora), and to the natural and spiritual worlds around them. It is when these responsibilities are ignored or unfulfilled that the Haudenosaunee lose their rights.” 

			In Western philosophy, or religious ideology, the focus is on the doctrine of original sin as opposed to what non-Indigenous lawyer Rupert Ross summarized as “Original Sanctity” in his book Dancing with a Ghost. He learned to appreciate Native ethics and values from his exposure to traditional Cree and Ojibwe Elders and their combined efforts of restorative justice within the otherwise punitive colonial judicial system. In his book, this Euro-Canadian wrote: “We place all our concern about what people should be in the religious category, while concerns about what people actually do are thought to be properly the subject of the judicial system.”

			The lawyer continues to share his agreement with the Elders’ belief “to do their best to convince people they are one step away from heaven instead of one step away from hell.” A righteous—­or more Indigenous—­judicial system should perform the role of recognizing the spiritual potential of the Human Being and how it aligns with one’s actions. Christians believe all babies are born with original sin—­an inherent tainted stain—­on their infant souls, whereas traditional spirituality adheres to the belief that each baby is born faultless. It is up to the parents, the family, the clan, the community to nurture that perfect innocence. 

			As a former French-as-a-second-language teacher, I would ask my young high school students, required to get a credit in order to graduate, “Who likes studying French?” No one put up their hand. I also asked, in general, what the marks were in their previous year of study: none were great. So, I then announced that in my class I was going to give everyone an automatic 100% to start off the year. They were genuinely wide-eyed impressed. Then I added, “But now it’s up to you to keep up that mark.” By starting out with a perfect grade, they—­competitively groomed—­actually tried harder to maintain it. 

			Shortsightedness 

			In today’s age, individualism, competition, and rivalry combined with shortsightedness are increasingly the forces that drive Euro-Canadian materialistic society, whereas common, traditional Anishinaabe ideology is to think beyond the self. This Teaching is so deep it includes the consideration of the Seven Generations ahead, while considering the Seven Generations that came before. It served well in keeping the Earth healthy. This is part of what is meant by a wholistic worldview, completely different in nature from that of European culture and the colonizer’s linear, self-oriented trajectory. 

			Trade, on a much larger scale, involves international operations that include large quantities of oil, petroleum, minerals, livestock, grains, and so on, which represent monetary gains (such as tariffs and duty taxes) that serve to benefit the governments and corporations of the countries involved, largely void of any ethical practice. (No mixing of church and state here.) Unfortunately, the means by which trade items are cultivated, raised, extracted, processed, sold, and delivered costs the health of various species and the entire planet—­all in the name of a thriving economy. It’s for the financial benefit of some, largely to the detriment of others. 

			By contrast, honouring the Land and recognizing it as the Ultimate Gift Giver keeps us connected to that Land and our responsibility to it. This Principle of Reciprocity acknowledges the hospitality of the Earth Mother herself, the ultimate host(ess), while serving the unknown generations of guests yet to come. This relationship results in the perpetuity of the health of all species. Such is the cycle of (a good) Life. Mino bimaadiziwin.

			Contemporary Gift Giving

			On a bigger scale, TC Energy (formerly TransCanada Energy) provides a modern-day example of how the Europeans of the past interpreted the protocol of gift exchange: to impress as a way to make a trade with Original inhabitants. On the shiny and impressive website of this proud operator of pipelines, power generation plants, and storage facilities that provide energy to Canada, the United States, and Mexico, TC Energy admits this: “In many Indigenous cultures, the practice of gift giving has unique significance. The tradition shows respect to the receiver of the gift, as well as to their family and ancestors.” It further says—­this is the part that irks me—­“gifting is also sharing one’s resources to benefit and support others.” On the surface, the corporation seems keen to honour the protocol, but gives no evidence of understanding why such a protocol is practised. It violates the Land while contracting customary artists to provide the corporation with gifts to give away to those it has a duty to consult. The gift giver (TC Energy) is imposing what it believes will benefit the whole, without any adherence to (or idea of) the Original Agreement. “To benefit” in this narrow view is equated with “money for some,” with the majority of the money going back into the hands of the “gift giver.” In today’s reality, once the recipient realizes they have been spurned, the only war to pursue is in the battlefields of the colonial judicial system. 

			In 2016, TransCanada Energy generated millions of dollars of work for First Nation businesses and partnerships in both Canada and the United States. It hired artisans to make goods, then offered those gifts to First Nation chiefs with whom it secured joint ventures and, of course, to whom it offered “employment benefit agreements” if they signed on to the various TransCanada projects, such as the Coastal GasLink pipeline in Wet’suwet’en territory. Despite Wet’suwet’en hereditary Leaders’ ongoing opposition to the pipeline project, TC Energy was intent on resuming construction—­business-as-usual style. No rejection of their “gifts” was going to stop them from getting what they wanted.

			TC Energy has been accused of not being gift givers of honourable intention when it comes to Indigenous rights in Mexico and in the United States. According to a March 2020 article in the Canadian publication the National Observer, the Rosebud Sioux and Fort Belknap “American Indians” are fighting TC Energy’s Keystone XL pipeline proposal, and the Totonaca, Otomí, Nahua, and Tepehua peoples oppose TC Energy’s construction of pipelines on their Land in Mexico. The energy giant has a reputation for ignoring opposition from Original peoples, including the Wet’suwet’en, who always seem to be living in or dependent upon the Land in proximity to pipelines, sometimes as close as two hundred metres from their homes. The corporation’s 2019 revenue was more than US$13 billion, and its profits close to US$4 billion. They could easily afford to go to court—­for decades.

			Just like European fur traders before them, who quickly caught on as to how to engage with an Indigenous community by following their example (without fully understanding the morals behind Indigenous ways of knowing and being), TC Energy is offering expensive gifts to the very people whose lives are at risk from pipeline construction, while turning their heads away from veritable complaints and concerns. Accepting gifts of the past meant accepting something that was good for the entire community. All traditional communities of the past lived by the Original Agreement. 

			The more we extract from the Earth Mother, the more money corporations and governments get. Eventually, the Ultimate Gift Giver will be depleted of anything left to offer. Then, both parties lose: Human Beings and the Earth Mother. So, the powers that be aim to exhaust fossil fuels first, because it is profitable to the higher echelons of society, before embracing renewable energy for the benefit of all. They keep intact destructive socioeconomic divisions, like what the Four Sachems so perceptively observed while in London in the 1600s. They also fail in regard to gift-exchange economies that were once practised for the good of all, as opposed to only some. They defy Honour and respectful alliances based on trust and friendship. Ultimately, we will all suffer, regardless of how much some individuals may have in the bank. 

			The Great Disruption

			The above-described ethics, mixed with religious indoctrination, an economic shift, lifestyle-altering artifacts, a foreign mentality, a vindictive god, disease, imported rivalries, and alcohol, culminated in what I refer to as the Great Disruption. Only a few managed to keep Original ways of knowing alive, by keeping them underground. Those tempted toward capitalism and economic “opportunity”—­initially influenced by European trade goods, including the gun, or more recently influenced by a desire to rise out of the shackles of strategized impoverishment—­I consider the “successfully assimilated.” Psychological assimilation is, at times, a coping mechanism.

			Indigenous peoples are still composed of divisions in this regard: traditionalists versus the assimilated; hereditary Leaders versus band council chiefs; the environment versus the economy; First Nations versus the Métis; and, the Métis Nation versus Métis peoples. Why must it be this way? Divide and conquer. 

			The Haíɫzaqv (Heiltsuk) First Nation, situated in their unceded territory in coastal British Columbia, is registered as a band under the Indian Act, but organized as a Tribal Council. Haíɫzaqv cultural adviser Frances Brown says the hereditary system involves laws that govern responsibility to the Land and social relationships among people. Although a designated “Indian” reserve working within the imposed colonial framework of an elected chief and council, this First Nation works in collaboration with the Yíṃás (hereditary Leaders) to make decisions on behalf of their community. Their website states: “We remain steadfast in our conviction that the environment shouldn’t be sacrificed to build a healthy coastal economy.”

			In 2020, Wet’suwet’en Leaders, supported by Mohawk Warriors, environmentalists, and allies across Canada, stood up against Wet’suwet’en elected band council chiefs willing to consent to pipeline development. Their stand was also in opposition to the federal and provincial governments’ exclusionary negotiations, which went on despite the recognition by the Supreme Court of Canada of Aboriginal title to unceded First Nation territories. Regardless of the (highly manipulated) duty to consult, environmental protection measures, financial assurance policies, and monetary compensation and employment agreements to First Nation communities involved, the Original Agreement is at risk. 

			Excavating, processing, and transporting underground oil, gas, and coal deposits have an adverse effect on ecosystems and the natural beauty of the Earth, which, unaltered, is proven to create joy: it reduces stress, decreases depression, and relieves anxiety. Strip mining leaves vast forest lands and mountaintops annihilated, never able to regain life-dependant nutrients. Oil spills and leaks pollute drinking water and endanger freshwater and ocean species. Fracking, mining, and drilling produce massive quantities of wastewater laden with heavy metals and radioactive materials that can overflow into our water systems, causing pollutants tied to human and animal neurological damage, cancers, birth defects, and more.

			Using fossil fuels has forfeited the security and sanctity of humanity and the environment, causing a spectrum of trouble from water, soil, and air pollution to climate change. Why then do we often find ourselves in both an economic and ethical trap that puts our Age Old Values to the test? 

			Dangerously, most systems in place consider common practices, such as burning fossil fuels to generate the energy required to drive our cars and illuminate our homes and offices, as acceptable. Individuals in positions of power can justify unethical behaviour by believing no other way exists, or that it’s too costly or problematic to, for example, shift to a clean energy future. Self-interest can also prevent the Human Being from doing what is right. Unscrupulous actions of large corporations and government parties can sometimes look “more impressive” when compared to the actions of other foreign superpowers. This of course is a strategy of mass manipulation. 

			I never understood environmental exposure standards and “acceptable levels” of toxic chemicals that make our shampoos smell nice, our pans nonstick, our tuna sandwiches well wrapped, and our camping trips less bothered by mosquitoes, but which, over time and generations, wreak havoc. The chemical industry has permitted the use of poisonous cocktails such as DDT and PCBs. International studies done by the U.S. Public Health Service during the 1970s and through to the late 1990s reveal the impact of PCBs on human (and animal) health. Native Americans, Asian Americans, the elderly, children, pregnant women, their unborn children, and nursing babies in the Great Lakes water basin are especially exposed due to fish and wildlife consumption. Consequences associated with PCBs found in fish, combined with mercury and lead, point to findings such as neurobehavioural and developmental deficits in newborns and in children. Exposure to PCBs also creates a greater risk of cancer in men, women beyond their reproductive years, and the elderly. 

			In 1977, PCBs were made illegal in Canada; releasing PCBs into the environment was made illegal later, in 1985. But owners of equipment that use PCBs are permitted to continue using the equipment until the end of its service life. The use of DDT has been banned in most northern countries, including Canada. However, DDT is a stubborn toxin: it builds up in the food chain and it degrades slowly in colder climates. So, despite the banning of PCBs and DDT, the planet’s water, air, and soil—­and our human bodies—­are so pervasively contaminated that our collective health continues to suffer. The consumption of food is the number-one route of PCB entry into our systems. What are the advisories from public health officials due to this scientific evidence? Don’t eat as much fish. Simply breathing is another dangerous exposure route to several thousand toxic chemicals in our everyday lives.

			Industry watchdogs adhere to an “innocent until proven guilty” standard. Scientific studies typically take decades to compile data while illness prevails. Leo Trasande, an American pediatrician specializing in childhood brain toxins due to exposure, has called this attitude “an uncontrolled experiment on America’s children.” Too many Canadians, sold the national identity of “peacekeeping apologists,” will assume we do things drastically differently in our country.

			The government of Canada’s plain language summary of the 2001 Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs), inclusive of DDT, “aims to reduce levels of POPs entering the environment over time” by eliminating “or restricting releases” of these industrial chemicals and pesticides, which are “unintentionally produced” and migrate long distances. POPs particularly impact northern regions, whose inhabitants are thus at greater risk of exposure to these persistent pollutants. The summary goes on to state “Canada has therefore played a major leadership role in efforts to control POPs and in the development of this global treaty.” Please pay close attention to the words I have emphasized. Aiming to and making efforts to sound good to the average ear, but these words are not synonymous with achieving necessary goals to protect the Earth Mother and all living species. 

			The truth is that extensive scientific studies prove that gas and oil facilities do not accurately report the amount of climate-altering gases leaked into the atmosphere. Industrial chemicals released in the south migrate north, ending up in the coldest climates on Earth, accumulating in the fat of mammals referred to as the country foods of Inuit. Sheila Watt-Cloutier’s supreme story of protecting Inuit culture, The Right to Be Cold, reveals “levels of certain POPs in our food chain were well above those recommended by most health authorities, and that high levels, higher than in women anywhere else in the world, were found in the breast milk of our nursing mothers. … Toxins were also found in the cord blood of our babies.”

			Dennis Raddi, member of the Tuktoyaktuk Conservation Plan Working Group says: “The Inuvialuit [of the western Canadian Arctic] have and will always be conservationists. However, with the influx of people of different cultures with different values, we must protect our lands and the animals that live there lest it be lost to us all. This is our responsibility to both our generation and future generations.” How must Inuit across the Arctic wage war against southern chemical industries?

			Peaches 

			When living in Niagara-on-the-Lake, in Ontario, where eighty percent of Canadian peaches are grown, I cycled with my two young children on rural roads lined with fruit orchards. One day, sun-ripened peaches, ready for harvest, had freshly fallen into the ditch. We each stopped to pick one up for a treat only to be met by the farmer who vehemently screamed “Stop!” like a vigilant cop telling us to drop our weapons. I profusely apologized, explaining the peaches were from the ditch and not from the branch. He explained his aggressive response was due to the chemical he had just sprayed, which, if consumed, would make us violently ill. I could not help but ask what the difference was between freshly sprayed fruit and the fruit sold at market. He said by the time peaches get to market, the chemicals are well absorbed into the fruit, which suggests a slow death as opposed to an instant one. I should mention he was wearing what looked like an astronaut suit.

			I also want to tell you that our cat once unknowingly licked from a puddle of pesticide, which produced not only a severely ill cat, but birth defects in her next litter of kittens. We moved from that otherwise idyllic setting and I have never been able to bring myself to buy Ontario peaches again.

			Why not immediately ban all toxic chemicals? Some, like DDT, have been banned, but the economic benefits of others seem to far outweigh their increasing impacts on human health. Thankfully, an international alternative or “green chemicals” movement is underway. Let’s hope those superheroes do not fall prey to corruption, greed, power, and ego. If only those wonderful minds would pledge a heartfelt allegiance to our Original Agreement. Perhaps then we could trust what they tell us? We could trust what they do? Would those Leaders guide us all to safety, like traditional Inuit leadership would? 

			Heart Lake First Nation

			Members of the Heart Lake First Nation, near Lac La Biche, Alberta, Treaty 6, have long lost any means of Land-based living due to widespread resource development in the area. Their Wapahki Energy Company has developed CanaPux, an innovative alternative to pipeline transportation of bitumen, a crude oil commonly used to build highways and roofs. Heart Lake’s owned and operated company turns bitumen into solid pellets that, when transported, removes the risk of rail and tanker spills or pipeline leaks. One would hope—­and assume—­the driving force behind and surrounding this company is caring for the Earth Mother and every living entity that relies upon her goodness for the next Seven Generations to come. 

			In her book Those Who Know: Profiles of Alberta’s Aboriginal Elders, Dianne Meilli honours the late Osohkahpawiskwew, or Woman Who Stands Strong (Rose Auger), from Mithatahkaw Sipiy or Driftpile Cree Nation in Treaty 8 territory. “She saw how colonized her people were and taught them the intelligence of traditional values … because she wanted leadership to acknowledge ancestral values.” The onus is on Indigenous peoples to assert these ancestral values and traditional governance structures, or assert reimagined governance structures, even while working within the construct of the Indian Act or any other construct that depends on funded dollars, including white-led institutions that pride themselves on Indigenous-specific departments. This does not mean securing the right to turn off the fire-alarm system so you can smudge before a meeting; it means engaging deep memory and intent. It calls for the implementation of Traditional Indigenous Knowledge to guide operating principles; it requires reaching into Original language terminologies for conceptual insight; it demands culture-based creativity and hard work. This is the time, after all, to respond to the call to decolonize institutions, including our own.

			Gift of Tobacco 

			Many peoples across what some Indigenous groups refer to as Turtle Island, have historically used the gift of medicinal tobacco as a sign of Respect and spiritual fortification. It may be placed upon the Earth Mother, offered to a burning fire, or smoked in a pipe; hence, the pipe is considered very sacred to many First Nation and Métis peoples. A traditional pipe ceremony was historically conducted for good exchanges or negotiations between nations and symbolized the union among those who smoked together to abide by the Teachings of, for example, Honesty, Respect, and Honour.

			The offering of a tobacco tie—­a small bundle of dried tobacco leaves—­remains a current custom when asking an Elder for a service, or for inviting an Elder to speak or provide a Welcoming or Land Acknowledgement. It remains a sign of Respect even though nowadays the two parties do not typically smoke together. Tobacco has become the symbol of good relations between First Nation peoples and non-Indigenous Canadians upon their cross-cultural interactions. Nowadays, we smoke the pipe, more often, for our own spiritual rather than political ceremony. 

			I oppose the offering and use of store-bought pipe tobacco: it is laced with harmful chemicals and not good for the Land or lungs. More Elders are rejecting this type of offering, as the significance of the offering must go beyond the symbolic—­just like TC Energy’s “gift-giving” exercises. It is, after all, intended for prayer, and prayer connects us back to Natural Law and the Land.

			I remember attending a Water Ceremony and watching “elders” draw from pouches of commercial pipe tobacco and sprinkle copious amounts into the river as they prayed. I was appalled and immediately became concerned for the fish. Commercial tobacco is not medicinal tobacco. We must make the connection between symbolic ritual and responsibility to the Earth Mother. The latter must preside over the former.

			On another occasion, I was scolded by an “elder” for having offered her sage in lieu of tobacco at a sweat lodge ceremony I attended in honour of my sister who had passed over to the Spirit World. I had previously picked that natural sage growing wild on the Land with my sister—­in ceremony. Sage is the woman’s medicine, and this was a woman’s sweat. The “elder” rejected my gift and angrily instructed me to get cigarette tobacco at the corner store in order to follow protocol. I disagreed due to everything that kind of gift represented—­that is, the monetary exchange for the corporate tampering and manipulation of a highly addictive product harmful to the body and the Earth. My gift of sage was declined. Needless to say, an allegiance between us did not occur. 

			I have noticed that many so-called “elders,” many of them victims of Residential Schools, work within a Christian religious construct despite re-embracing the rituals of their non-Christian ancestors. You know, much like the authoritative “I’m right, you’re wrong; I make the rules, and you follow them, unquestionably.” The going-through-the-motions model of religious practice. Rituals amount to nothing if one does not also exercise—­and model—­the Values and Teachings that birthed the rituals in the first place. Otherwise, such practice is just as hypocritical as that of wayward priests.

			Good leadership is hard to find, and it is surprisingly often harder to find unanimous support for, or understanding of, what constitutes good (traditional) leadership. In the case of the Wet’suwet’en hereditary Leaders, APTN journalist Brett Forester of the Chippewas of Kettle and Stony Point First Nation (Ontario) reported that Wet’suwet’en Leaders have been in “a 150-year-old struggle going nonstop since the first fur traders and Christian missionaries arrived in lands the Crown would later claim as northern British Columbia.” Good leadership can also crack under the pressures of today’s realities. Pressures to conform, pressures to “adapt,” pressures to negotiate and compromise, and the pressures to uphold the Original Agreement in a larger society that surrounds you like a pack of wild dogs ready for attack can kill the spirits of what typically is a solitary journey for such Leaders. 

			We need to stand these good Leaders up, just as Elder Kaka Nulkin Kławłas (Chris Luke Sr.) was supported by (and accountable to) his people when elected chief of the band council at the impressionable age of twenty-two. Just as Ovide Mercredi—­lawyer and politician from the Misipawistik Cree Nation, Treaty 5, and former Chief of the Assembly of First Nations—­was stood up by his Elders. Reciprocally, Mr. Mecredi seeks the advice and support of traditional Elders as he continues to offer his gifts to First Nation causes. Just as English poet John Donne wrote in 1624, that “no man is an island” as part of his many spiritual meditations on human suffering, Indigenous peoples have always understood the importance of, and reciprocal dependence on, community.

			Foreign Values and Broken Leaders

			European traders and their hunger for furs spread throughout the Land. Trade with the Whiteman became the basis of a newer economy (for many but not all tribes) as they were introduced to fascinating foreign items the newcomers offered, such as copper kettles, axes, woollen clothing, muskets, beads, and needles. Through trade with Europeans, Indigenous peoples were simultaneously subjected to foreign value systems and behaviours. As previously mentioned, the European custom of taking a drink together, for example, was introduced and whiskey became a trading currency along with food, tools, and weaponry. 

			Old Aurora, an elderly Anishinaabekwe (Ojibwe woman), inherited stories referencing as far back as the French under Cartier in 1534 through to the War of 1812. German ethnographer Johann George Kohl quotes her in his 1885 memoir, Life Among the Lake Superior Ojibway:

			At first the Indians did not love the Yaganash [the English]. He brought much ishkotewabo (firewater) with him. The Frenchmen had also firewater with him, but not as much as the Englishman. Hence things have grown much worse in the country. When the Indian had many furs, he drank much firewater. And my grandfather, who was old, very old, old, often told me this sorrowful story. He often told me that more than one-half of the Indians died of this “whiskey water.” And would to God we had taken an example from it! Like the men, the animals die out; and in the English time already there were many hunting districts where no game was to be found. But the Long-knives [the Americans] brought us even more whiskey water than the Englishmen, and these killed more men and animals for us, and the times always became worse.

			According to Chief John Snow’s account of his Nakoda people and the signing of Treaty 7 in present-day Alberta, the peaceful and cooperative norms of his traditional society would be altered forever. “My people really needed a new law and order after the whiskey traders invaded our country because we had had no previous experience with the Whiteman’s firewater and the dealings of unscrupulous traders. We had known only honest people and honest deals prior to the advent of the whiskey trader.” 

			I cannot help but imagine the depth of despair among Native peoples, knowing the foreigner and his ways were shaking loose the very heart and soul of their ways as Human Beings and of traditional Leadership across the continent. The Europeans introduced the custom of consuming alcohol, and this “firewater” quickly became a trade item as well. The consumption of, or growing dependency on, alcohol among Original peoples may have related to the realization that, having entered the fur-trading game, they could not “go back,” even if they wanted to. Hopelessness continues to run deep across Indigenous communities in this colonial country. Suicide rates of Inuit are among the highest in the world.

			The fate of Indigenous peoples was sealed by having to negotiate in foreign languages, both English and French. Coming from an oral tradition, the Original inhabitants had to confront the written jargon of “official” documentation and legalese, combined with foreign concepts like the commodification of Land and resources, thrown in with the European custom of “bargaining” under the influence. Alcohol consumption was already a serious problem in Europe, as it was widely believed alcohol was safer to drink than water, which had become increasingly polluted after the invention of the indoor toilet in 1778 (for the homes of the elite of London).

			Scottish novelist Tobias Smollett expressed his opinion of the River Thames in 1771: “impregnated with all the filth of London and Westminster [with] Human excrement [as] the least offensive part … which is composed of all the drugs, minerals, and poisons used in mechanics and manufacture, enriched with the putrefying carcases of beasts and men, and mixed with the scourings of all the wash-tubs, kennels, and common sewers within the bills of mortality.” Other accounts refer to the “inert and corrupt” Commissioners of Sewers. Meanwhile, on this side of the pond, Native peoples had long acknowledged both the power and fragility of the Earth Mother’s gifts and had been adhering to the Original, and sacred, Agreement. 

			Back to the Trade

			European trading practices were focused on gaining more wealth and power, and, subsequently, on exploitation. Greed and trickery caused major disruptions to the long-existing social systems across the Earth Mother. French and English traders were competing against each other, each racing to form trading partnerships with various Original community groups for the benefit of their own pocketbooks and their mother countries. 

			Once the Original inhabitants became dependent on guns, ammunition, and other items, Jesuits aligned their proselytization strategies with commercial plans of the trade. French fur traders and coureurs de bois penetrated inland to the west, relying on ancient trade networks of the Original peoples of these lands: trade had to be based on understanding the self-governing rights of diverse Original nations. But after the defeat of the French on the Plains of Abraham in 1759, British commander in chief Sir Jeffrey Amherst, knighted by the English government, was an instrumental force in the first official violations and suppression of Indigenous rights in what would become Canada. In Inkonze: The Stones of Traditional Knowledge, authors Phillip Coutu and Lorraine Hoffman-Mecredi report that “General Amherst, perhaps instinctively recognizing that gift exchange prior to trade was an acknowledgement of the territorial rights of Aboriginal nations, attempted to bring an end to this custom. He described these gifts to indigenous peoples as ‘bribes’ and counselled ‘if they do not behave properly they are to be punished.’”

			There was nothing ethical about any exchanges with the Original inhabitants of this Land. There was always an ulterior motive from a higher political or commercial force in the background of every negotiation. This caused great disruption to previously existing territories, trade relationships, and routes. First Nation confederacies were also thrown askew as colonial traders navigated throughout the Land, contributing to either conflict or peace among nations, for the ultimate purpose of serving the business of the European fur trade. After all, those Europeans needed their fancy hats. Trapping fur-bearing animals for barter existed for two hundred years, and it slowly but surely eroded the way of Life as our ancestors knew it, altering it forever. 

			The values imported by the Dutch, French, and British men of the 1600s were values of lust for resources, money, position, commercial reputation, and Land. Eyes grew wide with the opportunity here that was otherwise not possible in their home countries due to social status, limited and urbanized lands, and an already exhausted fur trade with Russia that started in the 1500s. Competition among historically warring European nations vying for the same goals made for the most unscrupulous behaviours. Principles or standards of behaviour were driven by one’s judgement of what was important in Life. Riches, monetary wealth, prestige, and power over others were of ultimate importance to the people of Europe, who braved the waters time and time again to take full advantage of the trade. This is what Canada was founded upon. 

			Vying for allegiances and political dynamics played into conflicts imported from Europe, such as the French and Indian War that ended in a British victory in 1763. One of the reasons Native peoples consented to fight for either the French or the British was to make sure they would keep hold of their rights to their Land. The takeover of Original lands previously claimed by France resulted in Great Britain’s assumption of massive territorial control, bringing the abrupt invasion of British traders, speculators, and settlers. When First Nations retaliated under renowned Odawa Leader Pontiac, they were immediately met with a brutal and unethical British response. Jeffrey Amherst, once again, encouraged merciless bloodshed. He also cunningly manipulated honourable First Nation protocols by presenting smallpox-infected blankets as “gifts” to the Delaware—­the first case of germ warfare on what was to become Canadian soil. European diseases eventually wiped out an estimated ninety percent of Indigenous populations across the continent. On the “Canadian” west coast alone, half of the First Nation populations died.

			Old Aurora of the late 1800s further comments on the transition from French dominance to British rule, stating in Johann Kohn’s account: “Il est entré avec la force, et il est venu partout avec la force.” She observed how aggressive the British were upon arrival to Anishinaabe territory and subsequent territories. Her people, the Ojibwe-Anishinaabeg, lost the southern part of Kitchi Gami (Lake Superior) after the War of 1812. Her account reveals the wavering allegiances and shifting of competing promises among three different Euro-Christian nations seen through the quality of their gift giving. “The presents and the salt pork grew ever worse, and the hunting grounds have failed: besides, more and more land was taken from us.” Once colonial powers achieved what they wanted, the gifting protocol was ridiculed. Gifts of lesser value, distributed for purposes of less-than-honest agendas, threw Original peoples’ equilibrium out of balance. For the Algonquin, over the course of many generations, the “gifts” became meagre distributions of provisions to the starving to be collected from the missionary posts.

			In Cree Narrative Memory, Neal McLeod recounts the words of Wihkasko-kiseyin, or Old Man Sweetgrass, the strongest Leader in the area at the time of the signing of Treaty 6 in 1875: “We want none of the Queen’s presents: When we set a fox trap we scatter pieces of meat all around but when the fox gets into the trap we knock him on the head. We want no baits. Let your chiefs come like men and talk to us.” In the English language, the expression “bait and switch” refers to exactly what Old Man Sweetgrass describes: a form of trickery. The concept has a long and extensive history within commercial cultures. In the province of Québec, if an item going through the cash register rings in at a higher price than advertised, the merchant by provincial law must provide the item for free—­only if caught that is. Only if the buyer is paying close attention.

			The Age Old Value of Trust was shattered and remains an issue to this day. Current or “modern” Land agreements are often met with suspicion. Some contemporary agreements have already been violated, just like in the Old Days but in a new shiny way.
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The Land Acknowledgement: An Educational Opportunity

			The New World that became Canada is composed of diverse peoples from every corner of the Earth. Colonizers and colonists, pilgrims, settlers, Euro-Canadians, French Canadians, immigrants, new Canadians, and refugees—­whatever name they assume or are given—­have the duty to honour the historic agreements of this Land and the allegiances with the Indigenous peoples. Despite all the hardships, heartaches, and headaches of centuries of oppression, racism, discrimination, assimilation tactics, abuse, manipulation, misunderstandings, and neglect, Inuit, Métis, and First Nation peoples have withstood the test of time—­just like our Ancient Prophecies foretold. Whether those on either side of the Reconciliation fence like it or not, We Are in this Together. The Land Acknowledgement is an educational opportunity for all—­on so many different levels. Let me provide you with some more recent background information.

			Recommendations versus Calls to Action

			The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples’ (RCAP) report of 1996 was a result of the seventy-eight-day armed conflict between the Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) of Kanehsatà:ke (Oka), the Québec police, and the Canadian army. It proposed 440 recommendations to implement radical transformation to restore the relationship between the Canadian government, Indigenous peoples, and settler Canadians. The formation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was one of those 440 recommendations, but because RCAP’s recommendations have largely been gathering dust, the TRC made not more recommendations but (94) Calls to Action to repair damage done by the enduring intergenerational impact of the Indian Residential School era. The 2015 TRC’s Calls to Action serve as a cry to Canadians to make concerted efforts to understand colonization and support fundamental changes required to address First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples’ social, cultural, and economic realities. 

			Long before RCAP, in 1963, the federal government commissioned an investigation of the social conditions of Indigenous peoples, resulting in A Survey of the Contemporary Indians of Canada: Economic, Political, Educational Needs and Policies. The report concluded that “Aboriginal peoples were Canada’s most disadvantaged and marginalized population … [because of] years of failed government policy, particularly the residential school system.” Sound familiar? 

			Four years after the TRC Report, in 2019, the final report of the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls was released with 231 Calls for Justice to effect “transformative legal and social changes to resolve the crisis that has devastated Indigenous communities across the country.” The Calls for Justice and the Calls to Action are directed at governments, institutions, industries, social service providers, and mainstream Canadians. How many reports does Canada need to understand the impact of its own political oppressive behaviours?

			Since these reports were released, there has been little action for Canada to boast about, except perhaps celebrating 2019 as the International Year of Indigenous Languages, developing a five-year plan to improve access to clean, safe drinking water on reserves, and the 2016 adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) as Canadian law. The Liberal government also split the department of Indigenous and Northern Affairs (INAC) into two—­the newly formed Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs (with a focus on self-government agreements and modern treaties), and Indigenous Services. Justin Trudeau also stated the Liberal government would fully implement the Calls to Action of the TRC, which came with the inadvertent growing practice of Territorial or Land Acknowledgements.

			RCAP addressed the issue of Aboriginal title and Land rights, Land claims, Land loss, and the implementation of new treaties. It emphasized the need to get back to that “mutual respect and trust in the tradition of the Royal Proclamation of 1763,” another “royal” document that has long been violated, often manipulated, and ignored. But these are Land-issue complexities that tend to get negotiated behind closed doors, whereas Territorial or Land Acknowledgements have been gaining momentum as a public act of Reconciliation. Yay, Canada. Yay, Canadians.

			I heard that a Vancouver-based Cineplex recently provided an acknowledgement before a movie-going audience. I saw a slide appear at the opening of an International Woman’s Film Festival in Saint John’s, Newfoundland, attesting to that territory as Beothuk, Mi’kmaq, and Inuit. It has become an increasingly politically correct way for mainstream Canadians to demonstrate their awareness of Indigenous presence—­past, present, or extinct (and they may not actually know which). 

			Few Canadians heard of RCAP, let alone considered its proposed recognition process containing those 440 recommendations. A stir of awareness regarding historic truths of Canada’s relationship with Indigenous peoples of this Land was created when then prime minister Stephen Harper apologized in 2008 for Canada’s sordid assimilation tactics in the Christian-run Indian Residential Schools. With the release of the TRC report in 2015, Canadians’ eyes opened wider to this truth, and Canadians started asking questions—­and started listening to responses. But despite what one would like to believe as good intention in the spirit of Reconciliation, the Land Acknowledgement is being stolen just like the Land itself. Let’s take a look at how that came to be.

			The Education Game 

			Indigenous peoples were in line with the American civil rights movement sweeping the United States during the 1960s, which brought systemic racism and discrimination to the public’s attention. In 1969, the Statement of the Government of Canada on Indian Policy—­which is commonly and ironically referred to as the “White Paper” (in the Canadian legislature, a policy paper is called a white paper)—­proposed the abolition of the Indian Act, the elimination of Indian status, and the termination of existing treaties. The White Paper was vehemently opposed by First Nation Leaders across the nation-state and ignited a new epoch of Indigenous political strategizing. 

			It was also the beginning of Inuit political development across the Arctic. The Indian-Eskimo Association of Canada was born of the Canadian Association for Adult Education. Its focus was the education of Indigenous peoples both on and off reserve, as well as those living in the far north. At a 1970 gathering of Inuit in Kugluktuk, Nunavut (known as the Coppermine Conference), Leaders put forward many resolutions to the Canadian government including their collective concern about the school systems in the Northwest Territories and in arctic Québec because “they fail to provide our children with a meaningful education suited to their environment.”

			By 1972, the National Indian Brotherhood launched its first political campaign with the release of its policy paper Indian Control of Indian Education. Leadership insisted upon status Indians’ right to revive parental responsibility and local control of their children’s education. They emphasized that “only Indian people can develop a suitable philosophy of education based on Indian values adapted to modern living,” while holding the federal government accountable for its financial responsibility—­as per the Indian Act. 

			Indigenous peoples publicly rose to rekindle their cultures and traditions with pride, and meetings of all kinds were opened with prayer and sacred medicines. Elders were sought to serve our own, be it in the prison system, the front lines of activism, union meetings, social gatherings, or cultural celebrations. 

			Decades later, in 1995, the federal government formally recognized that education fell within the realm of self-government, which was identified as an inherent Aboriginal right under section 35 of the Canadian Constitution Act of 1982. The first modern Land claim agreement in Canada, the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement of 1975, included the landmark agreement of First Nation control over education with the establishment of the Cree School Board. 

			The Mi’kmaq Education Act (1998) and the First Nations Jurisdiction over Education in British Columbia Act (2006) are examples of the transference of authority from the feds to those First Nations. The acts enable the participating First Nations to manage on-reserve education systems and partner with the provincial education systems to provide better services for those attending off-reserve schools. This meant provincial school boards had a lot of work to do to attract those partnerships. 

			Usurping Culture and History

			In 2007, the Ontario Ministry of Education aimed to “close the gap between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal students” to improve Indigenous student success with its release of the Ontario First Nation, Métis, and Inuit Education Policy Framework. This goal was based on the provincial government’s 2005 policy, Ontario’s New Approach to Aboriginal Affairs. 

			All other provinces have delved into developing some kind of education framework policy to improve outcomes for Indigenous students—­some starting earlier due to their higher populations of First Nation, Métis, or Inuit people originally from or residing in the province. As early as 1984, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education established its Advisory Committee on Native Curriculum to make recommendations on the review of a kindergarten to grade twelve policy and program in “Indian” and Métis education. 

			Based on the recommendations, education in the province shifted toward a commitment to all learners. Saskatchewan’s 1989 framework, Indian and Métis Education Policy from Kindergarten to Grade 12, planned integrated curriculum of First Nations and Métis perspectives across all mandatory courses of study and recognized the need for professional development of teachers. All provinces eventually followed suit and included Inuit perspectives accordingly. Some provinces were more advanced in their intentions than others—­with the province of Québec lagging behind in development and implementation. 

			Simply put, with varying rates and degrees of success, ministries of education across provinces wanted Native kids to stay in school and achieve high school diplomas so they could pursue higher education and/or enter the workforce. Suddenly, money was tossed at school boards to figure out how to get First Nation, Inuit, and Métis kids to succeed as well as their settler and new Canadian counterparts. It was time to make “success stories” out of Indigenous kids, but instead of immersing them into residential schools like in the recent past, there was a move toward inclusion—­meaning bringing Indigenous cultures out of the closet so kids could feel better about themselves in order to do better within the institution of mainstream education. 

			Regardless of reserve-based schools receiving little or no increases to already poorly funded federally run schools—­schools that often needed proper plumbing and heating, let alone books and computers—­provinces became rich with opportunity. In my experience as an Ontario certified teacher, it felt that, once again, Big Daddy (like Big Brother, but more paternalistic) was making assumptions about how to fix another, more current “Indian problem,” and assuming responsibility for offering what Native students needed to become fully contributing members of Canadian society, based on Canadian values. 

			By 2012, a national panel of experts providing advice on improving educational outcomes for on-reserve children recommended the development of a national First Nations education act. The provinces of Québec, Saskatchewan, and (northern) Ontario opted out and undertook their own initiatives. The First Nations Control of First Nations Education Act (Bill C-33)—­and the millions of dollars for funding promised by both the Conservative and Liberal governments beginning in 2014—­was never passed. Why? Because of opposition from First Nation Leadership. What?

			The act would have had Indigenous Services Canada govern every aspect of education, including curriculum approval and development, mandating English or French as the primary language of instruction, overseeing teacher certification, and requiring annual school inspections to determine any risk to student well-being. (Remember the role of the reserve-based Indian agent?) In fact, Bill C-33 would have violated the principles stated in both Indian Control of Indian Education (1972) and the Assembly of First Nations’ First Nations Control of First Nations Education (2010), as well as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Article 14.1), which states “Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning.”

			The Cart and Horse

			In my work as a cultural consultant, I was exposed to many provincially funded teacher resources-in-development, written—­or led by—­non-Indigenous administrators who frequently recommended that teachers invite an Elder into the classroom to “bring their Indigenous perspective” in order to round out the curriculum. My comments were unwavering as this was highly problematic. For five hundred years, colonialists dismissed, denied, discouraged, illegalized, banned, ridiculed, and punished Indigenous peoples and their practices. More recently, settler Canadians had misinterpreted, romanticized, and appropriated Indigenous cultures (and identities). And everyone should know by now that Canada systematically removed seven generations of children from kin and community to eradicate First Nation, Inuit, and Métis cultures and identities. 

			School boards went as far as mandating that all curricula across every level of education, from kindergarten to grade twelve, were to include Indigenous perspectives. What a lovely but unrealistic gesture. Why? Because Euro-Canadians were running the show, and they were putting the cart before the horse, while the horse was still very much in the stable. There were few equestrians around to calm the skittish spirit of First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples who had long ago lost trust in mainstream educational initiatives that promised to move them toward “the superior way” of Canadian life. 

			For years, amazing, intelligent, and insightful Inuit, First Nation, and Métis educators were struggling to implement more inclusive curriculum from experienced Indigenous perspectives for their young community members. But it was like pushing the round edges of the Circle to fit into the sharp edges of the colonial framework’s Square. They and their initiatives were subjected to, and held back by, the powers that be, who are in control of the reserve system and of remote and isolated schools populated by Inuit and Métis. If provincially run schools could take Aboriginal education on, why separately fund reserve-based schools or provide culture-based schools to the territories and the north? Native kids from remote areas are still flown in to attend mainstream schools. Do you remember the story of Tanya Talaga’s Seven Fallen Feathers depicting the tragic deaths of exported First Nation youth to racist Thunder Bay, Ontario?

			It feels very much like the feds want to renege on their fiduciary obligation to provide education that matters to First Nation families as per many treaty promises. If reserve or remote school infrastructures are crumbling due to substandard funding, and provincial schools receive extra funding for Aboriginal outcomes, would it not make sense for your kids to go to mainstream schools? Besides, in the case of remote and isolated communities, where there are typically no secondary schools, it is then a legal requirement to send kids to school elsewhere. And for those communities that do have a substandard secondary school with no neighbouring towns or cities that might offer schooling options, your reserve or community school is out of sight and out of mind and is simply left to crumble.

			No matter the partnerships or advisories, the involvement of Indigenous community members, boards of trustees, provincial and territorial ministers of education, education acts and agreements with First Nation bands—­for example, Nova Scotia’s Mi’Kmaq Education Act, or the National Strategy on Inuit Education (2006)—­these policies were driven to accommodate Inuit, Métis, and First Nation students within a pre-existing and well-established colonial construct that defines academic success. 

			Quest for Elders

			Urban education officials were suddenly on the hunt for Elders to open school board meetings with traditional prayers and any event that included Indigenous content, while their non-Indigenous employees sought information, higher learning, and connections so they could strike where educational gold was waiting to be mined. I witnessed too many non-Indigenous teachers hired in leadership positions over certified Indigenous teachers in the field of this new movement of inclusion. Finding Elders was a gold star as they moved up the educational ladder. How do non-Indigenous educators find these Elders? How do they know what an Elder is? How do they know if the Elder is appropriate for purposes of rounding out, for example, the science, physical education, or social studies curriculum? Most veritable Elders I know want little, if anything, to do with supporting mainstream models of instruction and Euro-Canadian ideals, or participating in tokenistic demonstrations of pan-Indianism. 

			Somewhere along the way, those officials were advised that Indigenous people always open a meeting with a prayer and a smudge. Fire-alarm systems were being switched off on a regular basis and pipe tobacco was being offered to anyone wearing a fringe vest because “that was protocol.” Payment for such a service was rare as it was also heard that one never pays for a prayer, so school board mugs filled with bonbons or a Tim Horton’s gift certificate along with the pouch of store-bought commercial pipe tobacco would have to suffice. 

			Due to my professional background in education, I was asked a number of times to provide opening prayers, or recommend Elders to do so, but, on behalf of those Elders, I insisted upon an honorarium—­for we all are part of the current economic system, meaning we all have rent to pay. My request was typically met with a blank stare and an explanation that “there was no budget for such things,” and an attitude of how grateful we should be for the opportunity to bring cultural awareness to Native students at provincially run schools. The feeling was one of tolerance and top-down directives, not acceptance. The by-product would be a beneficial awareness of “Aboriginal culture” among the non-Native kids at the schools. This, of course, would beat racism and discrimination and merge kids from all walks into one big, happy, learning family. A perfect plan.

			Monies then became available to bridge these gaps of understanding. One of my first contracts in this regard was to write a resource (for a nominal fee) for a Catholic school board. I was instructed to write about the history, culture, spirituality, art, society, geography, habitats, sports, and politics of “the First Peoples.” In other words, I was being offered about two cents an hour to write superficial pan-Indian content. I refused due to the ridiculousness of it all, but non-Indigenous teachers rallied to fill these contracts to advance their careers as Aboriginal education policy frameworks were developed across the country. Canadian school boards promised that every student in whatever province or territory would “have knowledge and appreciation of contemporary and traditional First Nation, Métis, and Inuit traditions, cultures, and perspectives”—­although taught almost exclusively by non-Indigenous teachers. Wow. 

			Indigenous peoples over the course of 150 years were denied this information, yet mainstream educators were now promising a magic formula of measured success. How were these promises developed, and who was developing them? Worse, course outlines and curricula were actually developed but then never implemented at the schools because no one could teach them—­but it looked good on paper and somebody was getting paid. 

			I heard my local Catholic school board officials discouraging the history curriculum that teams, including some certified Indigenous education consultants, were now being contracted to develop. Studying the Indian Residential School era was “too negative,” so they shifted their energy to investing in art classes so kids could learn how to make dream catchers and totem poles and their own interpretations of the Woodlands style of art. Because of the new funding pool, dream catchers were no longer made out of plastic beads, paper plates, and store-dyed feathers; instead, teachers ordered sinew, down, and wooden beads to create “authentic arts and crafts.” 

			School boards had access to an ample budget to invite Indigenous artists and guests to conduct classroom workshops. In the school where I was employed, traditional hand drums were being made with authentic (i.e., costly) materials by students who were predominantly non-Indigenous and who could not have cared less about the sacredness of the Teachings that accompany the making, treatment, and use of the drum. They were participating because they were placed in these classes, which were considered easy art credits to facilitate high school graduation rates. But it did suddenly provide multiple opportunities for Native customary artists to get a paycheque.

			I also remember the principal of a Catholic school where I taught proudly hauling a portrait of a Navaho version of Jesus from the basement to feature in the entrance of the school. Imagine: a bleeding Jesus in medicine blanket, turquoise, and feathers. They had no idea the city of Ottawa was situated on traditional unceded Algonquin territory. This was pan-Indianism at its best. Was it better than being invisible? 

			Clueless Leading the Clueless 

			To fulfill the new Aboriginal policy framework promises, teacher training (typically one day) is “recommended” or “encouraged” beyond the whopping two days of mandated training for all teachers scheduled to instruct the grade ten required course covering the Indian Residential School system. Preservice teachers or not-yet-certified teachers may get one day of in-service training that focuses on the history and cultures of Original peoples. This is beyond insulting. It is systemic bias by omission. It is indicative of blatant withholding of Inuit, First Nation, and Métis peoples’ historic truths that impact current realities, and it does nothing to help eradicate systemic and overt racism across the nation-state of Canada. 

			Clearly, there are ethical ramifications in the mainstream educational system’s pursuit of providing every aspect of Indigenous culture, history, knowledge, and perspectives in a Eurocentric institutional model led by Euro-Canadians, a model that was originally set to destroy the psyches, the spirits, the hearts—­if not the bodies—­of the Indigenous peoples of these lands. 

			This new movement of inclusivity swept not only the province of Ontario but other provinces as well. The government of Alberta (Alberta Education) released its First Nations, Métis and Inuit Education Policy Framework in 2002, followed by Our Words, Our Ways: Teaching First Nations, Métis and Inuit Learners in 2005.

			More recently, Saskatchewan released Inspiring Success: First Nations and Métis Pre K-12 Education Policy Framework in 2018 to replace its 2009 policy, Inspiring Success –­ Building Towards Student Achievement: First Nations and Métis Education Policy Framework. Once again, the ultimate goal is to provide an understanding of First Nation and Métis peoples within their province so all students will be less inclined to be subjected to, or perpetrators of, “harmful racial stereotypes and myths about First Nations and Métis peoples.” The catch is: creating a school culture of students “willing to be part of a future built on shared goals and aspirations.” Those goals and aspirations are defined and controlled by Eurocentric powers.

			The Manitoba Ministry of Education’s policy framework of 2016–­2019 shared the same vision, that “all Manitoba students and teachers will learn about First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples, histories, cultures, traditional values and knowledge, and contemporary lifestyles.” The policy also says that “First Nations, Métis and Inuit students will acquire the traditional and contemporary knowledge and skills to be able to walk in both western and Indigenous ways of life.” (I want to be in that course of study!) This knowledge and these skills are supposed to increase Indigenous student engagement, participation, and educational attainment.

			In 2006, national Inuit Leader Mary Simon, president of Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami (ITK), launched a national education initiative aimed at moving beyond the damaging education policies of previous eras toward Inuit-centred education systems that produce graduates equipped for the twenty-first century. The initiative emerged at a time when all four Inuit regions had settled Land claims and were in a position to shape their public education systems with a vision for the future. 

			In 2008, ITK held the first-ever National Summit on Inuit Education in Inuvik, Northwest Territories. The event was attended by Inuit educators, policy specialists, Elders, youth, and education leaders, with discussions focusing on the strengths and weaknesses of the respective education systems. The summit resulted in the Inuit Education Accord, the first step in imagining a new “post-Apology” era in Inuit education. It was signed the following year by governments and national and regional Inuit organizations. Signatories to the accord committed to establishing the Inuit National Committee on Inuit Education, which was given twelve months to draft the National Strategy on Inuit Education. The vision for Inuit education set out in this strategy is to graduate bilingual Inuit children who speak the Inuit language and at least one of Canada’s two official languages, and who possess the skills and knowledge to contribute with pride and confidence to the twenty-first century.

			Sounds great, right? Why then do Indigenous kids aged fifteen and over have significantly lower educational accomplishment than non-Indigenous youth? Only four out of ten Indigenous adolescents are currently finishing high school. However, I don’t trust the statistics on graduation or dropout rates of any high school or school board. I know from firsthand experience that stats are easily manipulated. I witnessed—­flabbergasted, with eyes wide open—­department heads and vice principals reassign student report card marks (of privileged kids whose influential parents were on the parent-teacher associations). I witnessed midterm grades of thirty percent assigned to students who had never once been in my class. The motivation: keep the no-shows on the register because the school boards get per capita funding (a Latin term that means “by head” or, in other words, “by person”). This in itself created out-of-control disciplinary problems: all that Catholic kids had to do in response to any consequences for negative behaviour (including cheating on exams) was threaten to switch to the public school system.

			High school diplomas are often handed out. Kids are pushed through the system to keep the system rolling. It is not about character development or morals or ethics or responsibilities. It’s about math equations, or the ability to spell, or conjugate French verbs, or conduct science experiments, or throw a volleyball, or play the tuba. It’s a human factory farm that aims to produce obedient civil servants that will hopefully contribute to the economy one day, without question. 

			If you are actually smart, insightful, and observant, you either drop out, like my urban-based son and my reserve-based nephew, or go through the motions and hopefully have a good time—­if not bullied by anyone. Or you end up aspiring to find a top paying job so you can buy adult toys in order to have fun on your days off from the treadmill. If you are an entrepreneur, it usually amounts to the exploitation of others and the Earth’s natural resources.

			So much energy is spent attempting to fit cultural programming into a colonial institutional framework that ultimately remains controlled by Canadian powers and value systems. You may have heard the metaphor “education is the new buffalo.” The metaphor suggests that just as the buffalo provided everything the Original peoples of the plains needed to sustain their existence, it is now formal education that leads Native people, in general, to employment opportunities and “success” within contemporary society. It is derived from the book title by Cree-Saulteaux academic Blair Stonechild of Treaty 4’s Muscowpetung First Nation in Saskatchewan: The New Buffalo: The Struggle for Aboriginal Post-Secondary Education in Canada. This is an exploration of the Aboriginal education system as a government-controlled tool for assimilation and cultural suppression, and the ongoing authority of non-Indigenous educators over First Nation, Inuit, and Métis program development.

			Indigenous peoples have little control over educating their own on their own terms. In my own urban community, I have seen Friendship Centre–­sponsored classrooms for “at risk” Native youth, but decorating a room with dream catchers and medicine wheels does not make for an Indigenous pedagogy. These urban Aboriginal programs still insist upon those kids meeting the very same curriculum expectations as every other kid in the country. But there are different ways to learn one’s ABCs and 1-2-3s, which, I do not dispute, are veritable skills necessary in this modern word.

			I have had the great honour of hearing Kanyen’kehà:ka (Mohawk) Elder Kahehti:io (Janice Longboat) speak about her primary education at the one-room schoolhouse on the Six Nations Reserve in Ontario. She was fortunate to have a member of her community as the certified teacher. He would take them out on the Land every day to teach them traditional and cultural knowledge. They learned science, astronomy, mathematics, geography, history, language, spirituality, and so on, all the while experiencing physical education—­within a Kanyen’kehà:ka cultural context. But when the Indian agent came to ensure those kids were learning along the same lines as the white kids elsewhere, the teacher instructed them to remain seated at their desks with their books open to demonstrate they were “good little Indians” who were capable of learning. Once the agent checked off his approval and departed, they were out on the Land again.

			Land-based education is what all those Indigenous consultants and Elders have been advising those mainstream school boards to take on. But as long as the education of Indigenous children remains in the ultimate control of Big Daddy and his purse strings, Land-based education will remain in the realm of the field trip. The concept of Land-based education is to help students understand essential information from an Indigenous perspective based on Traditional Indigenous Knowledge. A field trip, by contrast, is experiential learning within a limited time frame, and, once the fun is over, education reverts to the same desired outcomes: the pursuit of jobs rather than the moral development of the Human Being and the honouring of the Earth Mother.

			I am not opposed to learning. I am, however, opposed to the institutionalization of our young (and society’s elderly) and the overt or subliminal seduction of capitalist values embedded in those institutions of learning. I am absolutely appalled by mainstream society’s inability—­or unwillingness—­to recognize and honour the superior Indigenous worldview that will, if supported, save the planet from extinction. We can no longer wait for, or depend on, mainstream guidance to initiate change.

			When asked to provide a Land Acknowledgement for the Royal Society of Canada’s convocation of new scholars, artists and scientists, I was struck with the collective brilliance within the crowd of graduates. It was a celebration of this country’s emerging generation of intellectual leadership. I could not help but notice, however, that individuals were honoured for their research in areas such as social inequality; child sexual abuse; ozone depletion; bullying in the workplace; wildlife and fisheries management; ovarian cancer research; depression; child poverty; prescription drug management; gender and trauma studies; prison culture; mental health; the wastewater industry; sexual integrity; and maternal mortality among poor—­just to name a few. Celebrating these brilliant researchers and their work also clearly states the depth and range of the many ailments within modern Canadian society. 

			The education of Indigenous peoples is complex. There is heartache. There is disappointment and frustration and oppression lasting now for five hundred years. Our education system is not permitting Indigenous peoples to tell our collective story or share our beautiful Teachings as a way of being. It permits an Elder to come in from time to time, and Indigenous peoples and their cultures remain a course of “study.” At the postsecondary level, education in Indigenous studies (a marketable subject) must be bought. By contrast, the Land Acknowledgement is an opportunity to educate the masses—­even in bits and pieces—­on our terms. The Land Acknowledgement—­on our terms—­has the potential to create change in our capitalist Canadian society. Now is our chance. Let us not waste it. Let us share what we know while Canadians are listening. Once they understand us better, we can reconcile by uniting forces to help save the Earth Mother and hope for all living things.

			Migration of the Modern Land Acknowledgement 

			It is often understood that Land Acknowledgement is an Age Old tradition from time immemorial. But, as a contemporary mainstream movement, I believe Land Acknowledgement commenced in the west and made its way east soon after the release of the TRC report. In 2012, I attended the Vancouver-based Talking Stick Festival and heard a riveting address regarding cultural protocols by then PhD candidate Mique’l Dangeli of the Tsimshian Nation in Alaska. Her academic research investigated the artistic processes of creating traditionally inspired new songs and dances within—­and as assertions of—­cultural protocols.

			Mique’l referenced the standard traditional practice of the Welcoming Ceremony, performed when accepted guests appeared in another’s territory. From what I remember, she challenged why this protocol was neglected within certain circles. I am uncertain if she was the one to encourage the revival of this protocol within the broader context of colonialism, but, for me, she was the first to state how necessary it is to assert Indigenous sovereignty by reclaiming our cultural practices and honouring our Original protocols even in the face of the oppressor. 

			The variety of First Nation linguistic groups and cultures within what is now the province of British Columbia experienced a shorter crunch of the colonial takeover; hence, these First Nations comprise many strong and resilient peoples whose cultural memory is largely intact—­the more intact the further northwest. This is not to say colonial devastation has not occurred in these regions, but, from my travels and experiences, these communities can reach back a generation or two to those who held on to their cultural ways of knowing and being—­even if held in secret. This is unlike the peoples further east, whose ways have been disturbed by colonialism since the early 1600s and whose memories have largely “grown weak” due to colonial devastation, as Old Aurora claimed long ago in 1885. 

			Different from Welcoming Ceremonies, the modern Land Acknowledgement is understood to have commenced within the colonially imposed borders of British Columbia. Mainland First Nations signed no historic treaties with the Crown, whereas British colonists signed the Douglas treaties (also called the Vancouver Island treaties) with fourteen island-based First Nations during the mid-1800s. Treaty 8 territory includes a portion of the northeast of British Columbia in the Peace River area. Therefore, British Columbia and the Yukon Territory are largely untouched by historic treaty negotiations, which attests to unceded Land under the jurisdiction of distinct First Nations. 

			In the case of Newfoundland and Labrador, no treaties took place when Canada took over their Land. In The Lasting Breach: The Omission of Aboriginal People from the Terms of Union between Newfoundland and Canada and Its Ongoing Impacts, Maura Hanrahan notes: “This deviated from standard practice when a jurisdiction joined the Canadian federation and First Nations people were registered, reserves created, and programs and services delivered.” Territorial Acknowledgements in Newfoundland and Labrador need to present their unique history. Land Acknowledgements across all provinces and territories serve as assertions of sovereignty within an illegal colonial framework.

			Canada only “officially” accepted that fact in 1997 when the Supreme Court deemed that Aboriginal title still exists in the province by way of a case brought by Delgamuukw (Earl Muldoe) and Gisday’wa (Alfred Joseph), who were claimants for the Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’en in challenging the Queen. This means that the government cannot do what it wants in areas it considers “Crown Land,” such as engage in development or exploration, without first consulting with those First Nations whose rights are bound to be affected. We must all remember the national rail blockades that occurred in support of the Wet’suwet’en in 2020 in their struggle to have their rights honoured. This case, one of many, clearly indicates that, regardless of Supreme Court decisions, violations of Indigenous inherent rights continue to occur—­hence, the unrest.

			Welcoming Ceremonies, Shifting Openings 

			Based on the initial movement of Land Acknowledgements in British Columbia and a keen interest to honour Truth and Reconciliation initiatives, what was prevalent among the many First Nation communities of the west became a Euro-Canadian thing of interest that made its way east. Back in the capital city, among mainstream Canadians, Elders were now being solicited to provide Welcoming Ceremonies at a wide variety of public events. These ceremonies took on a different feel to the previously sought “opening prayers” occurring within the realm of education or at Indigenous-specific gatherings with non-Indigenous participation, as they precisely acknowledged host-guest (or nation-to-nation) relationships. With that came an elementary understanding of which-people-were-affiliated-with-what-lands and marked the beginning of awkward acknowledgements. For example, when attending a Toronto theatre opening in 2015, a theatre employee announced to the crowd his thanks to the nearby First Nation communities for “allowing us to gather.” I could not help but later ask him who those people were and how did they know we, in that audience, were gathering?

			As I can only speak from my own Algonquin territory-based perspective, I noticed the phenomenon of the “Hollywood Indian”—­or “popcorn elder,” which is a term Nêhiyaw playwright Curtis Peeteetuce from the Beardy’s & Okemasis Cree Nation, Treaty 6, coined in his play of the same name. This type of individual is willing to make a fair dollar by providing white audiences with what they don’t know about what they don’t know. I actually heard an elder self-identify as a “performer” when checking in with the registrar of a conference he was hired to open. Self-designating “elders” from various cultural backgrounds were often contracted “to perform” in the Outaouais (National Capital Region) within traditional unceded Algonquin territory. Providing superficial fluff does nothing to advance Indigenous rights or right relations. 

			Once again, how were those scrambling Euro-Canadians finding these elders? How did they think “Elder” was defined? What “elder credentials” were needed to fill the role of the Welcoming Ceremony? This became a complex and arduous task for mainstream event organizers because the cart was placed before the horse once again. They want to “do right.” But, based on the Sacred Hoop, or Medicine Wheel, Teachings about the different ages of humankind, renowned educator Leroy Little Bear of Kainai First Nation, Treaty 7, describes “our little white brothers and sisters” (the youngest of the human species) as generally impatient and impulsive. They typically want immediate action and fast results, so end up checking the box on the list of politically correct things to do.

			Algonquin Elders are not roaming the streets of the nation-state’s capital city of Ottawa. The closest Algonquin reserves are 129 kilometres and 146 kilometers from Parliament Hill (approximately a two-hour drive). Not exactly next door—­and remember: Indigenous collective existence has been kept in the closet for centuries. So, federal institutions in Canada’s capital city were reaching out to other federal “institutions”—­the federally created and controlled Indian reserves—­to engage Elders to provide Welcoming Ceremonies, and eventually Land Acknowledgements. 

			Unfortunately, these reserves do not have a Department of Caucasian Affairs to readily meet the demands and needs of mainstream Canada existing beyond the realities of their reserve communities. They function independently of the urban centre where most of this Reconciliation action is taking place, and typically have a lot of pressing issues to contend with such as education rights, housing, clean water, the missing and murdered, and mental health care.

			Costs

			Because we are all now forced to function within the colonizers’ economic paradigm, requesting Elders—­Algonquin or not, authentic or not—­to “perform” or provide Welcoming Ceremonies has a cost. It takes a certain degree of organization beyond the event itself and a budget to pay sometimes exorbitant fees for a five-minute “ceremony.” It also makes settler Canadians wonder how to “handle” these elders. What kind of honorarium is expected? How can one put a price on prayer or ceremony? Does every elder expect tobacco? What if the pipe tobacco is the wrong brand? How do they address them: “Elder so-and-so” versus “Mr. or Mrs. so-and-so”? Are Elders chiefs? Are elders Elders? As a consultant, I have been asked all kinds of crazy questions regarding “Indigenous protocol.” My typical advice is to treat Indigenous people like any other Human Beings: ask politely what it is you need to know and respond accordingly. Though it does help to ask these questions long before you need your answers. That is part of building authentic relationships based on Respect. 

			Land We All Want to Call Home 

			From my regional perspective, with a limited number of Algonquin Elders to choose from, combined with unforeseen budgetary expenses, this is what happened: the Welcoming Ceremony morphed into the Land Acknowledgement. This meant no Elders required and no extra funds needed because host organizations’ representatives—­already on the payroll—­could easily assume this role, especially when being endorsed to do it themselves by many Indigenous public intellectuals given voice in the public domain. After all, it is just a matter of stating whose Original territory their organization is situated on, right?

			I have been solicited minutes before curtain and national gatherings about how to properly frame the Land Acknowledgement and to provide a quick lesson in pronunciation. Literally, a minute or two before an event starts. These acknowledgements cannot remain token gestures to toss into the crowds at large gatherings. All Canadians have a right—­perhaps even a responsibility—­to understand the history and legacy of colonialism, but, left to their own devices, they simply may not be interested, or have the time, or fear (and misinterpret) what they may find out.

			In his 2017 New Yorker magazine article “Canada’s Impossible Acknowledgement,” Stephen Marche states: 

			The acknowledgement forces individuals and institutions to ask a basic, nightmarish question: Whose land are we on? If Toronto’s acknowledgement captures the complexity of history, Ottawa’s reveals its underlying brutality. “We would like to begin by acknowledging that the land on which we gather is the traditional and unceded territory of the Algonquin nation,” it reads. The country’s capital is built on land settled without any negotiation or treaty or compensation, not even ten shillings and some frilly hats. The country’s capital is on straight-up filched land. We say, over and over, that we want desperately to atone for a crime while we’re still in the middle of committing it.

			Oh my. I doubt someone like this non-Indigenous writer would ever be asked to provide a Land Acknowledgement in Ottawa.

			Rather than having nervous Canadians, in otherwise comfortable positions, steal the Land Acknowledgement like their predecessors did with the Land before them, let’s see if Indigenous people can help them—­like usual—­learn along the way, and apply our traditional Teaching of Respect so we do not scare them off, but rather have them humble themselves to the Truth that is this Land we all want to call home.

			



			3 
The Land Acknowledgement as Cultural Practice

			The Land Acknowledgement Sweeps the Nation 

			In order to understand what I propose regarding the reclamation of the Land Acknowledgement, it is important to know that Customary Law adheres to inherent acknowledgement protocols pertaining to both cultural (or tribal) identity and ancestral Land affiliation. Identification of self, accompanied by characteristics of language terminologies, dress, hairstyle, adornment, tatouage, architecture, and artifacts were/are directly aligned with one’s hereditary Land base, crafting a cultural definition.

			The practice of self-positioning and Land or Territorial Acknowledgement for purposes of governance, negotiation, trade, subsistence, celebration, and ceremony has obviously been diminished, even denied, by the impact of colonization. Lands have been lost, lands have been taken, peoples have been relocated, cultural communities have merged by adoptions or reserve systems, colonial boundaries have created divisions, children have been taken, and European values, religion, and governance structures have been imposed, adopted, and rejected. Regardless, Indigenous peoples within the nation-state of Canada are reaching back into ancestral memory, which has been kept alive by brave Knowledge Keepers, and bringing these Practices of Old to the forefront of contemporary society—­with determination, energy, and pride.

			Since the release of the TRC report in 2015, Land or Territorial Acknowledgements have been sweeping the nation. For the last few years, government, academic, and arts institutions have led the acknowledgement of the Original peoples of the lands they are situated upon. Under Justin Trudeau’s Liberal leadership, Land Acknowledgements have become standard practice at the commencement of federal events and announcements. Although no government at any level has officially mandated the practice, the Land Acknowledgement has grown exponentially in popularity.

			The National Hockey Leagues’ Winnipeg Jets and Edmonton Oilers announce their home games with a Land Acknowledgement. More than 250,000 students within the Toronto public school board hear an acknowledgement every morning. Toronto has put acknowledgements in its bus shelters. Christian churches across Canada provide statements at the beginning of their services and print a Land Acknowledgement in their bulletins. Commemorative plaques are appearing on condo buildings in Vancouver. Regina’s Globe Theatre installed an acknowledgement plaque in its lobby. The Canadian Union of Public Servants’ website includes Land Acknowledgement guidelines. Amnesty International published “a process of reflection” to encourage activists to write their own Land Acknowledgements. Individuals and institutions have taken it upon themselves to include statements beneath the email signature. And the list goes on and on. 

			When Land and Territorial Acknowledgements first began to circulate, they provided powerful declarations of Indigenous existence—­past and present. For the first time, everyday Canadians were hearing about diverse cultures and attaching location to Original inhabitants. It woke Canadians to the fact that there is Indigenous presence in this country and a prehistory to colonization. They often evoked unintentional discomfort. They were Elder led. 

			The phenomenon spread like prairie fire, pushing east to the Atlantic and even toward the north, but some of these fires are starting to die out, dwindling because of inefficacy, uncertainty, or theft. Most organizations decide if and when a Land Acknowledgement is to be done, how long it needs to be, where it fits on the agenda, and whether projecting it on a screen is easier to avoid mispronunciations or whether it makes a better impression to have an Indigenous person deliver it. The Ontario Medical Association voted to discard the exercise “as a meaningless form of tokenism.” Strathcona County councillors, in Alberta’s energy and agricultural centre (Treaty 6 territory), vetoed a proposal to make the Land Acknowledgement standard practice at council meetings. The city council of Richmond Hill, in southern Ontario, scrapped their Land Acknowledgement in lieu of a proposal for training on Indigenous issues. Many, including Indigenous people, are currently questioning the purpose—­and effect—­of these acknowledgements. Land Acknowledgements are coming under scrutiny and are at risk of disappearing just like the Land itself.

			At First There Was Fear

			While Indigenous people were breathing a sigh of collective relief—­or jumping for joy—­that mainstream Canadians were suddenly interested in publicly acknowledging Indigenous peoples and lands, there were simultaneous inaudible gasps in some of those auditoriums. I heard panicked conversations and aggressive comments made to Elders who were initially tasked with providing the Land Acknowledgement at theatre opening-night parties. I heard one person say, “So, do you want us to give the land back, is that what this is about?” For others, it feels good that, at least, colonial institutions are assuming some role in the name of Reconciliation to bring Indigenous consciousness to the top of the show. Is there any popcorn—­maybe made from Indian corn—­to be served with that? 

			There are two camps regarding who should deliver a Land Acknowledgement: Indigenous representatives (preferably Elders) or non-Indigenous event organizers. The latter is becoming the norm, within which there are two more camps: one, for the non-Indigenous event organizer to consult with Indigenous peoples (although event organizers do not necessarily follow the guidance provided by the consultation); or two, also becoming the norm, for the non-Indigenous host organization to figure it out themselves. The second option means “winging it” or being very strategic with what is said for purposes of public appearance.

			Pottawatomi and Ojibwe-Anishinaabe writer and educator Hayden King famously stated how he regrets writing a Land Acknowledgement for his employer, Ryerson University situated in the city of Toronto. In conversation with Rosanna Deerchild, CBC radio host of Unreserved out of Treaty 1 territory, he defines the practice as “a political statement encouraging primarily non-Indigenous people to recognize that they’re on Indigenous land and hopefully do something about it.” His Land Acknowledgement was later criticized because of referencing that “all newcomers are invited into the Dish with One Spoon Treaty.” So, instead, Mr. King would rather provide people with a framework and let event organizers write it themselves.

			The Indigenous Circle of the Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU) maintains that the practice of giving a Land Acknowledgement provides mainstream Canadians an opportunity to educate themselves about local Indigenous realities. Bob Joseph, member of the Gwawaenuk Nation located in what is now British Columbia, and president of Indigenous Corporate Training Inc., suggests that, in giving a Land Acknowledgement, it is “up to you which words to choose and how deep you want to go.” 

			Templates, guides, and tips have been developed—­including the popular Canadian Association of University Teachers’ (CAUT) document listing acknowledgements for territories where universities take space across Canada. This runs counter to OPSEU’s assertion that the rich diversity of Inuit, First Nation, and Métis history and cultures “cannot be captured in a pre-written statement read at the beginning of a meeting.” More recent Indigenous sentiment is for those delivering the acknowledgement to “speak from the heart and make it personal,” rather than keeping to a script. I understand where this sentiment is coming from, but it is just not good enough.

			The overriding outlook is that Land and Territorial Acknowledgements are the responsibility of the colonizer or settler Canadian community. The onus has been placed on the non-Indigenous event or committee/meeting host organizer to do their research and get the hard work done. In response, Indigenous spectators hope these wayward acknowledgements conclude by initiating actions and concrete obligations to Indigenous communities, and to better appreciate or honour First Nation treaties. 

			Land Acknowledgements have been increasingly criticized as tedious, performative, tokenistic, and rhetorical. If non-Indigenous event organizers are left to their own devices, why would it be anything other than less than satisfying? Métis writer and legal scholar Chelsea Vowel, from Treaty 6 territory within what is currently known as Alberta, observes: “The way in which territorial acknowledgements are delivered must matter. Are they formulaic recitations that barely penetrate the consciousness of the speaker and those listening? Are they something that must be ‘gotten through’ before the meeting or speech can begin? Can we escape dilution through repetition?”

			Initially, Land Acknowledgements may have made an impact as most Canadians had not a clue what Indigenous Land base their suburb or city or town was built upon, treaty or no treaty. I would like to think most Canadians, at least, have become conscious of how little they know about First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples’ history, and each distinct people’s relationship with the federal government. In fact, both Indigenous people and non-Indigenous Canadians are products of the same educational institutional framework where history has been dangerously one-sided and Indigenous perspectives purposely excluded.

			The initial shock, unsettling or not, of Indigenous Land Acknowledgement is long over. The same lame words that mean nothing and amount to nothing now have Canadians yawning while sitting comfortably in their seats once again, ready to enjoy the show or start their meeting (virtually or otherwise). Perhaps the grand plan was to have Canadians rendered desensitized—­even angered—­by its redundancy and empty speechifying? This way, when pipelines, mines, dams, and fracking are blocked by last-resort frontline Water and Land Protectors, Canadians won’t care to hear any more about Indigenous anything, especially about inherent rights, treaty rights, Aboriginal title, hereditary leadership, unceded territories, or the Royal Proclamation of 1763 and all the too-bad so-sad broken agreements. After all, aren’t all people immigrants from somewhere? Aren’t we all descendants of Africa? Should we not acknowledge Africans as the Original Original peoples of Turtle Island? That is the depth of ignorance I witnessed in response to the trend of Land Acknowledgement. And that is how far removed the Canadian conscious can be from Indigenous peoples’ history and realities.

			So, with ready-to-use templates for fill-in-the-blank information pertaining to whatever territory one finds their building on, I question: Have event organizers done the work? Are they doing the work? From what I have heard and read, Land Acknowledgements from across this nation-state of Canada are muddled, unimpressive, uninstructional, downright confusing, and often factually incorrect. So, no, those in charge are apparently not “getting it right,” and Indigenous peoples are increasingly criticizing them for it. As a result, we find non-Indigenous Canadians opting out, complaining of its efficacy, redundancy, and purpose. I repeat, the Land Acknowledgement is being stolen just like the Land itself.

			Indigenous peoples have handed over the responsibility of the Land Acknowledgement far too easily, without recognizing it as an opportunity for Métis, First Nation (and Inuit) peoples across this nation-state to assert and honour our own ways of knowing and being. It is time to (re)claim the Land Acknowledgement as a contemporary expression of Truth sharing in the spirit of Reconciliation, based on precolonial protocols.

			Reinstate Orators 

			The Land Acknowledgement is a wonderful opportunity for Native peoples to reinstate orators to share some of our greatest Teachings within the history and context of colonization. The written word has claimed what was once the role of great oral historians and Traditional Teachers. There are more and more great works of history and literature about the Indigenous experience, as more and more Inuit, First Nation, and Métis scholars and creative writers get published. Authors who put their research or personal memoirs and experiences on the page are equivalent to the great orators of the past. Their works often provide great leadership, guidance, and insight. They provide comfort and they combat isolation, especially for those who walk with each foot in different worlds. It can be a lonely and disheartening journey. But books of comfort are only accessible to those who have access to the page: the literate. Socioeconomic status and technology and geographical location can impact access to Indigenous-authored literature, and the business of books means these bound accounts are destined to become obsolete by going out of print or going out of fashion because of a new trend. They are representative of one specific type of learning mode, reaching a targeted audience for a certain wave of time. 

			A few years back, I started a master’s degree in Aboriginal and world Indigenous educational studies at a reputable university. I was at first relieved to know it was a course of study for Indigenous students delivered by Indigenous professors, then much dismayed to discover the course was confined to a colonial academic framework. Although we spoke of the value and application of Age Old Knowledge, we were instructed to use only the most recently published articles from the youngest minds as references in our dissertations. This was a contradiction. The program was indicative of a clash of knowledge systems existing within the stronghold of a colonial institution. 

			When I drew from older publications and cited works from across the decades to share still-relevant Wisdom (as is the case with Wisdom) that had been passed down, landing in some previous academic’s printed page, I was told my citations were too “outdated.” How can Traditional Knowledge ever be outdated? How can the voices of Elders from written accounts published long ago be forgotten or excluded from current discourse? It discredits their very memory and sharing of Wisdom when books with their knowledge are tossed to the wayside, replaced by new publications and current ideas. If the bible is a two-thousand-year-old reference book, why can’t the publications of our most impressive Indigenous thinkers be compiled and considered contemporary classics? Not everyone has access to the sharing of Oral Teachings, and, in addition, our memories have largely been colonized.

			My father was an educational publisher who told me how the business of universities worked: students had to purchase newer editions of perfectly good educational resources to keep the flow of money circulating back to the university, the published professors, and the publisher. This is part of regular business strategies in contemporary economies. If books have become the main records of Indigenous Knowledge, we are putting our knowledge at risk of being lost along with those books, abandoned in damp basements, dusty attics, or mouse-infested sheds. We’ve all seen it. 

			Tatanga Mani (1871–­1967), or Chief Walking Buffalo, of the Stoney Nakoda First Nation in what became Morley, Alberta (Treaty 7), attended the Red Deer Residential Indian Industrial School. He was an internationally renowned Great Orator. In Touch the Earth: A Self Portrait of Indian Existence, a collection of “American Indian” writings compiled by T.C. McLuhan, Tatanga Mani says:

			Oh yes, I went to the white man’s schools. I learned to read from schoolbooks, newspapers, and the Bible. But in time I found that these were not enough. Civilized people depend too much on man-made printed pages. I turn to the Great Spirit’s book, which is the whole of creation. You can read a big part of that book if you study nature. If you take all your books, lay them out under the sun, and let the snow and rain and insects work on them for a while, there will be nothing left. But the Great Spirit has provided you and me with an opportunity to study in nature’s university, the forests, the rivers, the mountains, and the animals, which include us.

			Nature’s university is currently crumbling, which, in the words of this wise Elder, includes us. 

			We have a history of great leadership through oratory practice. As Cecil King explains, drawing from Frazer E. Wilson’s Around the Council Fire:

			To obtain “oratorical efficiency” our young men were trained by our Naagaanzidijig (chiefs and elder statesmen). The Naagaanzidijig instructed the young men and gave them the opportunity to practice oratory in public in our councils. Our men were trained to speak boldly without hesitation, to be confident, and to be able to speak rapidly, extemporaneously. Our orators were those with a “clear and open mind, a trained memory and previous experiences in statecraft [gimakahnwin].” They learned the correct protocol in addressing representatives of our allies and from our enemies. They knew whom they should address as “Uncle,” “Elder Brother,” or “Younger Brother.” These distinctions came from a thorough understanding of the relationships among our different nations and our history, alliances, and international connections.

			Oral histories are accounts of events or experiences of long, long ago passed down through the generations. New academics are trained to put spins on compiled “old information” to make their work unique and refreshingly different. By contrast, traditional peoples inherit that “old information,” accredit the Elders or Knowledge Keepers who passed it along, and, in the case of oral historians, are trained to recite that information verbatim. I wonder how many of our youth are being trained in this way today? Oral historians and storytellers are the messengers of tried and true Teachings and events, natural or otherwise, that applied to our ancestors and continue to serve and inform their descendants. They are not the inventors of rescripted histories or reinvented cultures, as they take Age Old Wisdom and contextualize that knowledge into a relevant framework of current reality. Grounded in Age Old Knowledge is a grounded identity: it is our strength, our comfort, and our hope, going forward. 

			This is why I continue to draw from publications written decades ago, just as I draw from my conversations with Cultural Carriers, Knowledge Keepers, and Elders who hold Age Old stories or knowledge from yesteryear to pass along, according to tradition, in a new context. Scientific discoveries may need to be updated, but Age Old morals, values, and worldview hold true for all time. This is not to say that Indigenous cultures are stagnant. Those stories of character foibles, animal tales, and star gazing can be embellished or contextualized for any kind of lesson needed to assist on one’s Earth Walk. Indigenous astronomy is finding its way into the mainstream science of the universe, and, hence, into mainstream institutions of study. Yet, its ultimate analysis is to help guide how to live in a more loving way, not to be guided by personal profit or the advancement of one’s career.

			Opportunity to Speak 

			So, instead of advising or instructing mainstream Canadians feeling obligated to provide a Land Acknowledgement at the top of their event to go “figure it out for themselves,” or “do the hard work” on their own, or investigate accordingly because “we will not do the work of Reconciliation for them,” my cry is to claim this opportunity to speak up. To find those who can Stand Tall and share truths about their Land base and their people. To stand in front of diverse audiences across this country called Canada and share what needs to be shared about historic and contemporary Indigenous realities. It is our opportunity to speak. It is our chance to reinstate a Great Oratory tradition for our time. 

			Let’s seize this opportunity before the colonizer extinguishes the Land Acknowledgement due to inefficacy, lack of direction, insufficient inspiration and genuine intention, and ignorance—­or a lack of time or ability to organize. Let’s seize this educational opportunity before the colonizer sneaks away with it and snuffs it out. We have often advised non-Indigenous organizers to enter into relationship with their local Indigenous community or communities. So, they stand on the sidelines awkwardly, not knowing what to do, or anxious they may break protocol out of stupidity, guilt, or insecurity. I have always advised them to simply Invite Us In. 

			I was once approached by a representative of a Japanese Community Association whose community wanted “to do something” in the name of Reconciliation with Indigenous peoples. I suggested they host a feast featuring their best foods and include their traditional drumming, and put out an invitation to the local Métis, Inuit, and First Nation community associations. They would have to have a maximum number of guests planned because I know a lot of people would want to attend such a wonderful, festive event. Yet, I heard of no such invitation. Perhaps it would require too much effort or cost “to do something” in the name of Reconciliation?

			Both Host and Guest

			They—­colonialist society, Euro-Canadians, and new Canadians—­have come to claim this Land as their own. They have a responsibility to play the Host as well in our Ancient Lands. We are walking alongside each other like the Two Row Wampum depicts—­it’s a bit wobbly, but Inuit, First Nation, and Métis peoples are ultimately strong and resilient. Both Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous Canadians are Hosts and Guests now, shifting from one role to the other as required on this colonized Ancient Land. Both Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous Canadians must enter into an Agreement: a Reconciliation Treaty. We must all understand and honour Host and Guest protocols. This Reconciliation Treaty would involve a promise to adhere to the Original Agreement and would extend to all. Just think of the Feasts we would have. No funding needed. No money exchanged. The only requirement: the principles of Sharing and Good Leadership and genuine intention. The time has come.

			Public Feedback 

			The way it is now, Land Acknowledgements are not working. This is not only my personal perspective: they make no impact. There are no resounding effects. They do not inspire. They do not educate. They do not evolve in content. I asked for feedback from both Indigenous and settler Canadian contacts from across Canada about the Land Acknowledgement. I received a wide range of opinions and practices, including Indigenous performing artists’ directives for host organizers not to acknowledge the Land. Other Territorial Acknowledgements have occurred in an Indigenous language, but with no translation. It doesn’t seem to matter if the language speaker is speaking the very language of the territory itself, or the Indigenous person consulted is from out of territory. 

			Yvon (Québécois) admits he was astonished when he first heard a Land Acknowledgement in the aftermath of the TRC Report at the National Arts Centre’s Southam Hall, the largest theatre used for big shows, concerts, operas, and ballets. He has also heard acknowledgements at churches, outdoor public events, and at smaller venues, recognizing it is now common practice for non-Indigenous people to assume this role. In his opinion:

			The Land Acknowledgement delivered by non-Indigenous people is a step in the right direction, but we have to admit it is a timid one. We voluntarily omit to mention the fact that the territory has never been ceded or surrendered. On the other hand, Algonquin people don’t hesitate to mention it in their Land Acknowledgements. Historical contexts should not be excluded from the acknowledgement, like it or not. It underlines the fact that something went wrong along the way, and, if Algonquin people still and rightly so mention it in their Land Acknowledgements, it’s because the wrongdoing of the past has never been resolved in the present, never been fixed. The Land Acknowledgement can be effective if it is followed by a real desire to change things, to address the injustices that were and are still done to the Algonquin people. But that recognition by Canadians is possible only if they really know the true history of this country. Without any concrete actions, words like Reconciliation and Land Acknowledgement risk to be simply a current trend, fashionable sentences. What does the word Reconciliation mean when you hear it from the city of Ottawa? To me, it sounds empty, deprived of real meaning, nothing more than a cheap tokenistic notion, especially in light of what’s happening on the islands at the Chaudière Falls. Canadians have to face their own truth and reconcile with it before things can really change. We are not there yet.

			Debbie (Métis) says:

			I have witnessed the Land Acknowledgement at arts and education institutions, delivered by a director/event leader. I may be wrong, but to my knowledge, it is not used in the opening, for example, of Parliament, and I feel it should be. I think it should be used at all levels of government. I think that it is, and should remain, not only part of the Reconciliation process, but continue in order to define this country. It needs to exist to build historical knowledge and fact acquisition for non-Aboriginal people. It raises awareness; otherwise, using this important practice of building awareness will fall by the wayside. Society and Aboriginal peoples need these reminders to help find our way forward. This needs to be ongoing and to continue well beyond any Reconciliation process, should that process have a timeline. It is our history and Canada’s history.

			Woody (Euro-Canadian) unabashedly equates the Land Acknowledgement to his father’s customary prayer before meals:

			He was always in a hurry so the words would have been unintelligible to anyone who didn’t already know them. “Our Father, blah, blah, blah … Amen.” That ritual is important to my parents and a sister, but, for me, it was just the pause before eating. I think the Land Acknowledgement is similar. For some, it’s spiritually important. I’m sure to the many for which it may not matter at all, they keep silent out of regard for the beliefs and feelings of others, just as I did for my father’s prayers.

			Jeremy (First Nation) says:

			If non-Indigenous people are to continue to practice Land Acknowledgements, they must know and understand the meaning behind what they are saying, which includes proper Indigenous language etiquette and research. If colonialism has taught us anything, it’s that, for generations, First Nation peoples have been forced and expected to learn and use both the English and the French languages, at the expense of their traditional languages. Therefore, it should be demanded and expected that non-Indigenous people know what they are saying and how to properly pronounce “our” traditional language/words in those Land Acknowledgements. It boils down to respect and seeing Reconciliation in action through the words we speak.

			Arleen (Euro-American/Canadian citizen) says:

			The Land Acknowledgement is very effective and meaningful for me personally. I have seen heads nod and heard agreement sounds from the audience or from the people present in more intimate gatherings. Occasionally, I hear a very soulful HO! It reminds me that land issues are not settled. It keeps it alive and in our consciousness. I also think it might be empowering to Indigenous people because it is an acknowledgement that power was, and unfortunately still is, used in appalling ways. On some level, I feel it as an acknowledgement of the pain and suffering beyond the land grab that Indigenous peoples continue to endure. On a deeper level, it helps me remember my connection to Mother Earth. It’s a reminder that the land sustains us all! It connects me to gratitude. … It grounds me especially when I’ve been spending a lot of time in buildings!!!

			Bea (Métis) says:

			I’m happy to see matter-of-fact acknowledgements. For example, at the end of emails I’ve been getting, it says: “a college on Treaty 1 territory, drinking Treaty 3 water.” It has become a natural part of us. However, Land Acknowledgements should also have words that acknowledge your responsibilities for your territories and all who live on it, or pass through it, and that includes the need to address issues like climate change. … I think it has the potential to be much more than what was first intended.

			James (Inuk) says:

			I can imagine Inuit regional or territorial gatherings could on the whole participate in this new Land Acknowledgement that has been going on in the south since the release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission report. Inuit may be seen as soft-spoken, but those core feelings to our homeland and the impact of climate change, or any other type of exploitation going on where we are from, are just as prevalent. Because we tend to be so soft-spoken, those feelings may be seen as hidden, or [it may be] misunderstood that our views are different than other Indigenous peoples. Keeping our culture alive is, of course, important, especially as our traditional Elders pass. Acknowledging Land could be a venue or tool that the younger generation, the millennial generation, will take by the horns or make use of [as a] platform to express our sentiments about our relationship to the Land.

			Brit (First Nation) says:

			Coming from a performing arts background, I usually see the Land Acknowledgement done before productions given by the artistic director or organization staff—­sometimes by a contracted Elder, but less often. It is only effective or meaningful depending on how [it] is delivered. I hate when people read from a script. I also think they should not be rushed, which arts presenters tend to be when running on a tight schedule. When done right, they should be done. I do find that when a Land Acknowledgement is not done before a production, I question why the organization chose not to. That question is just as important and perhaps more telling.

			Vera (First Nation) says:

			When I first received this Teaching, as I understand it, we are to follow the protocols of any given First Nation. Now, this rarely happens in any territory these days. Albeit has it ever? In most settings that I’ve been in, it’s been [delivered by] officials of the event and when appropriate, or if it’s more formal, they will seek out a local Elder, and not necessarily someone from the local nation. I feel that it’s becoming a normal practice, which I think is the best practice moving forward. Some people, event planners, organizers, allies do it better than others. And, for some, it’s been condensed, which I think minimizes the history of place and peoples. I feel that [Indigenous] people will take their time to acknowledge territory and nationhood if they are speaking publicly even if it’s already been done at the beginning of an event, which is appropriate as it’s in people’s cultural protocols to do so. I feel this is an important practice. Although, the missing part is what are the protocols of the [Indigenous] peoples that we, as citizens living on their land, should be following? And same goes for the treaties that we are part of. How are we conducting ourselves because it’s not just the City bylaws we have to follow, it’s the First Nations’ laws and protocols that I feel are missing.

			Elder Reflections

			Please note that although my point about accreditation stands, some Elders were perhaps too nervous to permit their name or their feedback to appear in this book. Out of Respect, I have not attached a name to some of the comments that follow.

			Elders and Knowledge Keepers on the Land-Acknowledge­ment circuit have stated a variety of opinions as well, including:

			Today the whole Land Acknowledgement thing is typically done to bring some kind of trivial amount of Indigenous awareness to an event. It’s said and then, in a matter of seconds, it’s back to business as usual. The elder is often rushed out the door. Most people don’t even know about the tobacco protocol. They don’t realize the Indigenous speaker, the “opener” of the event, is supposed to speak first. Some colonial speakers’ egos get upset because they are not first on the agenda.

			Tim Yearington (Métis-Algonkin Cultural Carrier) says:

			Most Indigenous people—­including myself—­see the Land Acknowledgement just as a polite form of “tokenism.” I think it is great people are aware of why they should say a Land Acknowledgement, but the learning seems to stop right there. There’s often no follow-up whatsoever. When I give Land Acknowledgements, I sometimes tell a brief story, or share a short teaching instead of a cold, robotic, rehearsed acknowledgement. If you start with something poignant, or even a wee bit controversial, you instantly have their attention. Then they will listen. And why not take advantage of those two or five minutes we have to enlighten people about something they never got a chance to know, right? The key is that the Land Acknowledgement has to be meaningful to matter. Otherwise there’s no point.

			Elder Latash of the Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish) Nation comments on what typically occurs in Vancouver, revealing the difference in approach between a non-Indigenous Land Acknowledgement and an Indigenous one:

			A contemporary Land Acknowledgement is usually given by a host organization. They usually say: “We acknowledge that we live, work, and play on the unceded reductional territory of the Squamish First Nations people.” I think it is very effective when it comes from a senior member of an organization. This is a good buy-in for the audience and guests of the organization as it sets the tone for the day. However, I offer a traditional opening consisting of welcoming people to the event. As most of the land area in BC is unceded land that belonged to First Nations peoples, most of the First Nations do not have a treaty with the government of Canada nor the provincial government. It is very important to mention this fact. People are becoming aware that an accommodation between First Nations must take place as per the Royal Proclamation of 1763.

			We are not all Treaty People. As you can tell, this Elder respectfully appreciates the statement made by the host organization’s representative, yet his own Welcoming pertains to the history of the Land itself, informing the audiences of truths that bring Vancouverites into a better understanding of current issues impacted by agreements, such as the Royal Proclamation, or violations of unsurrendered Land. This way, when the media exploits and sensationalizes a blockade or a banner-holding walk through the streets, onlooking Canadians can understand why, before judging those involved as problematic and rebellious.

			A fairly common but dangerous perspective I have heard is: “We, as Indigenous people, shouldn’t give/do the Land Acknowledgement. We already know where we are and who we are. It is the others, the learners, who need to educate themselves about these important things. It is also insulting for any host organizer to then request of their Indigenous contact to research and write one for them to present.”

			Despite the well-intended advice for host organizers to do this intentional, meaningful act of Reconciliation by way of the Land Acknowledgement, is it fair? Is it effective? Is it their Original territory to acknowledge? Placing this protocol upon mainstream Canadians to complete is increasingly leading to an omission of the acknowledgement all together. It’s like hosting a dinner party and assigning the first guest to arrive (who has never before been to your home) the task of responding to the doorbell. Their assigned role is to welcome the other guests, show them around, let them know if they should remove their shoes, how to find the bathroom, and let them know when and what will be served for dinner, and where to sit at the table, while you observe and find fault in their inferior hosting skills. 

			Another Elder’s comment is: “I feel a big part of the reason people don’t do the Land Acknowledgement is out of fear of saying or doing something wrong. They [Euro-Canadians] are all in their heads instead of their hearts.” This perspective clearly supports the need for Indigenous peoples to assume the responsibility of the Land Acknowledgement themselves. The comment continues with: “What they say [the one stating the acknowledgement] is what matters most and the more personal it is, that is to bring it humbly back to themselves, the better the Land Acknowledgement can be.” I fully understand where this sentiment comes from as Eurocentrism focuses on the intellectual direction. Indigenous Worldview encompasses not only the Intellectual direction: it places equal importance on the Emotional (and Physical and Spiritual directions) as well. So, speaking from the heart—­not from a prewritten script—­is important to Indigenous Circles, but how effective is the Land Acknowledgement if it becomes a personal soapbox for a sympathetic Canadian? 

			I have heard heartfelt and personally empathetic acknowledgements that leave audiences uncomfortable, aghast with shame, or, on the other extreme, indifferent or with outright racist rejection. What good is it to state how bad one feels about the history of Canada, even while using poetic and sympathetic language? Unless there is a social justice initiative attached to it, it is useless. Unless it is about the Land, it is pointless.

			Humour Makes a Point

			The hilarious Baroness von Sketch comedy troupe’s 2019 video clip about Land Acknowledgement poignantly puts into question the efficacy of the practice. At the outset, the Euro-Canadian theatre representative acknowledges (lists) four different First Nations upon whose territory the theatre stands. She then states, quite humbly, “We are also mindful of broken covenants and the need to make right with all our relations.” There is a second’s pause, and she then invites everyone to enjoy the show. A member of the audience immediately puts her hand up to signify she has a question. This is where the fun begins. She asks the theatre representative if the audience should leave if they are on someone else’s Land. The audience member is reassured that, no, the theatre is here now, and they just wanted to acknowledge whose Land it is. This creates confusion. The audience member asks, “Shouldn’t we do something about that?”—­which is answered with a staggering, “Hopefully, we will … simply enjoy the performance.” The audience member then questions if some of the ticket sales will be going to the First Nation communities mentioned. She is informed that all sales go to the theatre. The woman in the audience then asks if the money from the bottled water sold in the lobby is going to the First Nations to ensure clean drinking water. She is told that money goes to the theatre’s sponsor, Nestlé. More confusion. She asks again: “Whose Land are we on? What are we doing? How are we making right?” The theatre representative stumbles in response with a feeble, “It’s a dialogue … and there’s a plaque you can read in the lobby.”

			As no doubt the writers of the Baroness von Sketch show knew, Nestlé is a Swiss multinational food and beverage company with products ranging from baby and pet foods to bottled water. Nestlé, along with many other similarly minded corporations, donates to all kinds of nonprofits, and sponsors numerous activities and sustainable projects. It has 447 factories across close to 200 countries and employs hundreds of thousands of people. All those jobs are so good for the economy, right? It is the world’s top water producer, collecting more than 3.5 billion litres of water per year to be placed in individual plastic bottles (e.g., Pure Life brand) for personal consumption.

			Water is a human right. So, Nestlé assumes a legal right to deplete natural sources for commercial gain, claiming it belongs to no one. They have been sued and challenged over a range of unethical practices, such as pumping natural water sources without a permit; selling tap water as their bottled product; illegally extracting water from Brazil for their Perrier brand; selling melamine-contaminated products; discouraging breastfeeding in “third world” countries to promote baby formula as superior to mothers’ milk; illegally bringing expired powdered milk from one country to another and labelling it as local and new; and, child labour, child slavery, and child abuse.

			For multibillion-dollar corporations like Nestlé, scandals and guilty verdicts result in having to pay million-dollar donations to charitable organizations. And during their prosecution, they are permitted by the system in place to do whatever they are doing wrong until the courts resolve the matter. Who knows—­maybe the theatre where the Baroness von Sketch troupe filmed their satire received a donation because of a guilty verdict for Nestlé.

			Nestlé recently announced it was leaving the Canadian market and selling its facilities to another giant water-extracting company, Ice River Springs, but cancelled the deal a couple of months later. So, beware: money changes hands, names change, but the game stays the same and the fight against corporate water-for-profit is not over. 

			Moral of the story: a donor is not always a good guy. But performing-arts companies controlled by public money must secure donations to supplement their finances. It’s all part of how the new economy functions. Several universities and student organizations, especially in the United Kingdom, have joined the International Nestlé Boycott Committee, which monitors the corporate giant’s unethical practices, exposing profit as Nestlé’s only goal. The Council of Canadians, founded in 1985, is this country’s leading social action organization advocating for clean water, green energy, public health care, and fair trade. It is a registered nonprofit organization and does not accept donations from corporations or governments. 

			In traditional unceded Algonquin territory, where illegal logging and condo development is disputed by various First Nations—­as in many traditional territories across this colonized country—­lawsuits are held up by a judicial system that aims to break Indigenous peoples by the foreign laws they impose. It takes years, decades, or centuries for the Whiteman’s system to resolve some of these legal challenges—­while loggers keep logging, developers keep blasting and building, miners keep digging, and companies like Nestlé keep pumping. Air, Fire, Earth, and Water—­all violated.

			This is the type of issue our students need to learn about in the school system in order to make a better, healthier world for all. This is the type of education Indigenous peoples want for their children—­education that honours Traditional Teachings and the Original Agreement. Indigenous school curriculum must be about ecology, astronomy, agriculture, spirituality, arts, culture, forestry, geography, plants, medicine, biodiversity, athletics, mathematics, architecture, design, health, cooking, fisheries, and Indigenous history all within a Traditional Teaching pedagogy. But the ministries of education in Canada have too much control of Indigenous education. This is how the new economy works: Indigenous peoples are systemically oppressed peoples.

			Water is the Life Source—­the Ultimate Gift of our Earth Mother intended to be shared with all across this globe, her body. It must be carefully managed and protected from those who keep multinationals functioning. Water, this Sacred Gift, is not meant to be a commodity, manipulated as a source for profit in ways that directly or indirectly hurt or kill other Life beings. Elders must rise, must stand, must share, must teach, must encourage, must mentor, must activate and stand up our young. This is the Traditional role of Elders. Too many of our Elders are forgetting, or being forgotten—­watching too much TV or spending time on the golf course or at the casino, perhaps waiting to be asked. (Mainstream society tends to undervalue its elderly; let us be conscious of this aspect of assimilation so we do not make the same mistake.) The Land Acknowledgement is here. It is Our Time.

			Non-Indigenous Responsibility

			So many feel bad about what their European ancestors did to our Indigenous ancestors, which has left scars and creates new wounds of today yet to heal. I am often asked by the sensitive non-Indigenous: “What can I do to help? I feel so bad, guilty, and ashamed”—­just like the portrayal in the Baroness von Sketch spoof. Those audience members should not be left to simply ponder for a moment, then enjoy the programming. In this sense, the Land Acknowledgement serves as a mere distraction, a slight moment of consciousness-raising that is easily forgotten once the curtain goes up. 

			Why would any Indigenous person want non-Indigenous Canadians to randomly decide what to do about Indigenous experience, history, or irreconcilable differences? The only thing non-Indigenous Canadians should be left to figure out is how to reconcile among themselves.

			It’s up to event organizers and hosts to draft what it is their target audience or event guests need to learn about within the context of the Land Acknowledgement. What their organization needs to learn about. As an event organizer, ask yourself how that learning links to your organization’s overall mandate or goals—­for the benefit of your organization’s personnel, as a corporate citizen, or for professional relevance and institutional purpose. What message does your audience—­do your colleagues—­need to hear from you in your pledge to honouring Truth and Reconciliation? These discussions need to occur internally at the host organization and institution first. The Land Acknowledgement must be honoured within the organization as well: it is not a statement for public consumption only. 

			Without having to hire an Indigenous consultant, organization staff could be innovative and creative by asking individuals to be responsible for contributing just one tidbit of learning at each team meeting, weekly or otherwise. They could share a current event, a historical Truth, a personal sentiment, a cultural commonality or difference, an environmental catastrophe or triumph, a line from literature, a quote or image—­not necessarily for discussion (everyone at the workplace is always concerned about time), but for contemplation and general knowledge building (and perhaps an impromptu dialogue at the virtual water cooler). Some may be gently prompted or genuinely inspired to pursue greater knowledge outside these brief moments of dedicated learning.

			Truth and Reconciliation must be taken seriously. Be prepared for challenges. Be prepared for resistance from within. Racism is alive and well in this country. We are all products of the Canadian school system and victims of stereotypes, ignorance, and misunderstandings when it comes to the diverse Indigenous peoples of this Land. This is history in the making. Rewriting history is arduous work. It takes dedicated Leadership on both sides of the Reconciliation “medicine line.” It takes on both trails of equitable relationship that the historic Two Row Wampum treaty belt displays: travelling the river side by side, but each in our own boat with neither attempting to navigate the other’s vessel.

			Theatres in particular can find innovative ways to engage their audiences beyond the stories (often harsh social commentaries anyway) of the stage. Theatres have the creative power to present much rounder pictures, much fuller stories both before and after the show. This is a power so much greater than what the movie, or computer or TV screen, can do.

			The heartfelt and brilliant Euro-American cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead said: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”

			Indigenous Responsibility 

			Indigenous peoples of this Land have a lot of work to do in this regard as well. Assuming control and establishing firm protocols over the Land Acknowledgement is, most importantly, a beginning for celebrating and educating our own. As a by-product, we will educate non-Indigenous Canadians. In the 2018 CBC Massey Lectures, Ojibwe-Anishinaabe/Polish journalist and author Tanya Talaga states, “Education is Truth. Education is the telling of our Truths, and we haven’t been doing that in this country.” Who better to tell our Truths than First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples? Only when each party does their own conciliatory “Truth-telling work” can Reconciliation between the Indigenous peoples and non-Indigenous Canadians commence. The practice of the Land Acknowledgement provides opportunities for Indigenous teachers, orators, spokespeople, educators, historians, artists, activists, and Leaders to reach our own—­and beyond, to bridge these solitudes and create better understandings.

			I originally wanted to create an agreed-upon-by-group-consensus Algonquin Land Acknowledgement for when those non-Indigenous organizations come knocking, but there seems to be fear across our fragmented Algonquin communities. Elders may be afraid of being reprimanded by band council chiefs, or others who politically assert themselves as elders. Band council chiefs are sometimes afraid of not being taken seriously if asserting authoritative knowledge about traditional Leadership. There are both status and non-status Algonquin across the provinces of Québec and Ontario. There are “faux”—­or what French Canadian academic Darryl Laroux reveals as “race shifting”—­individuals forming community associations to mobilize political agendas (mostly for hunting rights), some of which are used to reinforce or challenge the Land claim negotiations of other status Algonquin nations. There are those who lack confidence in their Indigenous skin for not carrying any degree of Traditional Indigenous Knowledge.

			There are status Algonquin who have never lived on their reserve and remain “outsiders” to reserve-based members. There are francophone and anglophone community groups. There are differences of dialect among Algonquin speakers, whose language use is diminishing. There are Algonquin First Nations far removed from urban centres where the trend of Land Acknowledgement prevails. There are reserve communities burdened with all kinds of pressing issues such as education, housing, and clean water. Working together on a Land Acknowledgement for some fleeting moment at a federal government breakfast party is not perceived as a pressing concern. I do not believe there are any “Land Acknowledgement Liaisons” employed at band council offices to navigate requests from non-Indigenous Canadians seeking to “establish a relationship,” as so often advised.

			The Land Acknowledgement presents an opportunity for all Indigenous communities across the nation-state to enter into Circle together: to gather, to discuss, to take the Lead on how this is an opportunity not to be wasted; to inspire youth—­many of them already standing up as Water and Land Protectors—­and draw out those true Elders, those Highly Respected Ones; to bury the chains of colonization that have divided us, and assign or select or solicit energized hearts and minds, the most articulate and passionate members of our diverse communities; to take the Lead about the significance of the Land Acknowledgement and what needs to be said about each specific Original territory—­and health of the Land—­and by whom. 

			Instead of certain individuals or community groups or nations spending time to prove someone or some others or some associations “wrong” about their Indigenous assertions, which only serves to divide us, why not invest energies into having those of questionable ethics or origins prove themselves “right” by way of how they adhere to the Values of Old and the Original Agreement?

			It is time for Indigenous people to take on the responsibility to educate by way of the Land Acknowledgement. The Canadian institution of education has manipulated—­or excluded—­the Indigenous story for centuries. Indigenous people need to promote the Original Agreement, provide social justice initiatives or actions, or mention groups to join or donate to, or inform audiences of petitions circulating. Indigenous people need to bring audiences to a Call to Action to join together to heal the Earth, the water, the air—­in the name of Truth and Reconciliation. Indigenous people need to honour their Original role as Caretakers of the Earth and, yes, sometimes spell it out to others that we are all now accountable for her healing. 

			The Land Acknowledgement has the power and potential to be a unifier across nations and among peoples: First Nation, Inuit, Métis, settlers, and new Canadians. We have great writers, historians, academics, Knowledge Holders, Cultural Carriers, Elders, and youth. Let us find among them those who are also Great Orators. Let us, as Indigenous peoples, seek to train those, from within our respective communities, who demonstrate the innate gift to assume the role of the Great Orators of tomorrow. If approached, please embrace the Teaching of Bravery to fulfill such a role and entrust your community, urban or otherwise, to Stand You Up.

			



			4 
Invest in the Land Acknowledgement

			Honour the Intention

			Grants, government funding, donations, corporate sponsorships, fundraisers, membership fees, and/or selling goods and services keep institutions, organizations, associations, charities, and private companies afloat. If you, or your employer, are serious about providing a Land Acknowledgement before public presentations or special gatherings, make sure the event organizer has the Land Acknowledgement on the agenda from the start. This means your budget for the event should include the costs associated with getting it right. Your company’s annual budget should allocate funding to honour Land Acknowledgements based on costs for thorough research, planning, and rehearsal, not on something last minute that only strives to be politically correct. In brief, honour the Land Acknowledgement as a vital component of your event.

			Let me remind you how I have been randomly approached in a crowd moments before a public event by organizers’ assistants scrambling to come up with the right wording and pronunciation of a one-line acknowledgement within the territory I am from. Minutes later, before a large congregation, the executive director or company president rhymes off what the assistant gleaned from me only moments before. This is a stressful situation—­as well as personally and communally discourteous—­that fortunately happens less often as the Territorial Acknowledgement has become standard practice—­hence, polished (by rote memory) and politicized in many situations.

			Insulting Land Acknowledgements 

			In my area, I have heard acknowledgements delivered by non-Indigenous spokespeople stating they recognize the Algonquin as “stewards of the land, past, present, and future.” It may sound good to the unknowing ear, but it is highly insulting to me as a knowing person of Algonkin ancestry. For those Algonquin who continue to defend inherent rights—­whether in the courts or by creating public awareness on the streets—­due to ongoing violations or hypocritical actions of the government that continues to steal or rape more Land, or poison more waters, and destroy more ecosystems, it’s a killer. It’s a slap in the face. It hurts more than being manhandled by a cop on the front lines or being spit at by a racist. Because it’s a lie.

			Sometimes, depending on the organization, or even at the same organization, the acknowledgement varies slightly by reducing the statement—­not to anything more accurate or honest, but by simplifying the phrase to say the organization is on the “traditional, unceded territory of the Algonquin.” Point finale. Short and sweet. Sometimes, it is reduced even further and the word unceded will disappear in the acknowledgement, especially (and suspiciously) from federal institutions. That word may be construed as problematic and controversial—­even dangerous—­for a federal agency to say, because unceded territory, put bluntly, means blatantly Stolen Land. 

			Token Elders 

			Elders are typically no longer sought to provide this service because there are now well-understood honorariums to be paid to the individual for this brief introduction. In some cases, I have noted, Elders are invited to attend and then are simply acknowledged in the crowd by the host representative. This is not cool. If your event is inclusive of the very people whose Land you are acknowledging, you should always provide the opportunity for those community members to provide guidance or make the address. If the event is well organized and the Land Acknowledgement is part of the agenda, and not an afterthought, there should be no surprises, such as someone who may not say “the right thing,” or who takes much longer than allotted or wavers from the actual acknowledgement. Remember, a Land Acknowledgement is different from a Welcoming to the Land, but may appear similar when delivered by an Indigenous person.

			I was once asked to provide a Land Acknowledgement on the very morning my comrades were in court defending a small chunk of a historic Sacred Site slated for illegal condominium development. I made reference to it and my tone was passionate about the irony of honouring Algonquin Land, by way of acknowledgement, while the powers that be were negating our cultural, spiritual, and human rights to revitalize that site, long abandoned by industrial use that left toxic soil and polluted waters. I am sure I made some well-heeled attendees’ martini glasses shake in their hands. Although Indigenous attendees thanked me profusely for my words, I was never asked to provide a Land Acknowledgement for that organization again. Instead, I noticed they found elders whose words were lighter and loving—­less likely to unsettle the settlers in the room. 

			Take Consultation Seriously 

			Once again, if you are serious about Reconciliation and providing Land Acknowledgements, take it seriously. Budget for it. Hire a historian, a writer, an editor, an articulate spokesperson—­or all of the above—­well in advance to ensure the acknowledgement is honest and informative, well structured, and enlightening. Do not shy away from the Truth part of Reconciliation. Review the statement in advance if your organization or superiors have indicated they are looking for a safe—­a “nonpolitical”—­statement. There are plenty of beautiful Teachings or references pertaining to the Land that audiences would benefit from hearing. Work with recognized First Nation, Inuit, or Métis cultural consultants or veritable Elders from that Land base. That is the homework piece for you, as event organizers, as event hosts. That kind of homework is about relationship building. 

			Inquire about those you seek to fulfill this role just as if you were seeking a consultant for your organization’s professional needs on any other level. Always provide any individual within your organization who is of that ancestral Land-base identity the first opportunity to deliver the Land Acknowledgement or recommend someone they Respect in their community to do so. This is out of pure and simple courtesy. If they are not well connected to their traditions or local community for whatever reasons, I assume they will be honest and simply say so. Inquire about recommendations you receive. Don’t just grab the first warm body that walks by wearing feathers and beads. It is also important to know that Indigenous employees working at your organization may be from an external Indigenous community themselves; therefore, they are also guests on the Land your organization is situated upon. They must not assume—­nor be granted—­responsibility or a voice of authority regarding how best to direct you, unless, of course, it is to share what I just stated—­that is, to inquire with someone from that ancestral Land base and provide a connection, if possible.

			To Do or Not to Do

			If there is no one within your organization to consult with or to provide the Land Acknowledgement, and if you have no money or time to do the research to find the right Indigenous voice, or if you are confused about what you discover, assign the acknowledgement to a willing individual—­an ally—­in your organization who is a clear and articulate speaker, as a last resort. It is better to have a sincere ally acknowledge the Land in some honest way than not have any Land Acknowledgement whatsoever. Approach a number of employees to prepare the acknowledgement on different occasions, to encourage widespread opportunities for personal engagement with the content. The dynamic of Reconciliation will shift toward the better: employees across the organization will commence a learning journey to be shared and discussed with other colleagues. Do not assign the task to an unwilling or reluctant staff member or ineffective speaker. 

			Self-Introduction Protocols 

			When sitting at a group dinner after meetings with the Grand Council and staff of the Indigenous Performing Arts Alliance (IPAA), many of whom had not met before, no one from the Land upon which we were gathered was in attendance. We were all from out of territory and in from different directions within Canada, but no one had been invited to any aspect of our conference to welcome or greet us. As Indigenous peoples and individuals, this needs to be addressed within Indigenous-specific Circles. The Land Acknowledgement or Welcoming must be taken out of the realm of performance for Euro-Canadian appearances.

			I note how often Indigenous people cater to fulfill the needs of Eurocentric society while neglecting to address our own interurban or internation communities. If we had been at a meeting with non-Indigenous people, we would have done a Circle of Self-Introductions. It makes perfect sense to introduce strangers or unfamiliar people to one another. 

			Introduction protocols differ in Indigenous and Western practice. Euro-Canadians tend to introduce others rather than themselves. Indigenous people provide self-introductions. Members of Euro-Canadian society are inclined to list all their acquaintance’s or associate’s (or even their own, if need be) academic degrees, business titles, medals, awards, professional associations, and career-enhancing accomplishments. The Western way of introductions can intimidate others: it feels competitive, hierarchal, and individualistic, and is certainly not personal. It can shut others down—­especially Inuit, First Nation, and Métis people—­due to experiences within the institutions of Canadian education, or simply because it is such foreign, haughty behaviour. 

			Most Indigenous individuals introduce themselves by way of full name(s), given and/or acquired, perhaps the significance of that name, their cultural identity, First Nation status (if any), community of origin—­sometimes even their political status, what Treaty or Territory they are from, their clan (if known and applicable), sexual orientation, if they survived Indian Residential School, if they were Scooped in the Sixties, how many children and grandchildren they may have, and so on—­and those who are able typically introduce themselves in the language of their ancestors. Those who are able will share who they are related to, especially if they have a renowned ancestor. They stand up before a crowd and say: Here I am. This is Who I Am. This is my Land base. This is my Family Lineage. I am Proud to be Who I Am. I Have Nothing to Hide. Now You Know.

			According to my friend Piita Taqtu Irniq, among Inuit, the practice is to greet each other first by way of a smile. The smile exchange is then followed by an inquiry of one’s name. Whose child are you? Whose parent are you? This is not about getting “too personal”: it’s about establishing a relationship that may have already been established by the individuals’ relatives or ancestors. It’s about human relationship and continuity. This information gathering is typically followed by a sharing of knowledge of the common people known. This custom attests to the importance of personal behaviour and reputation as a proud and sharing people. Then, of course, it is about the Land and where the person comes from. Indigenous peoples are inherently and ancestrally attached, connected, or affiliated with the Land, a territory, a certain terrain, or waterway. “We Are the Land” is a familiar ideology. The Land base informs the other of the very character of the individual they are meeting. This is why, according to Indigenous philosophy, it is important to Walk in a Good Way because every individual is a representative of their kin, their community, their people, and their home. 

			Imagine if all settler and culturally diverse society did the same. What a beautiful way for individuals to start a relationship, or create curiosity and desire for further human connection—­within seconds, at face and heart value—­instead of with attached labels that say nothing truly about the Human Being and their cultural orientation. 

			Coming into Community in a Contemporary Context 

			It seems that when Indigenous people gather, the tendency is not to practise the protocol of Circle Self-Introduction because everyone in the group typically recognizes others as simply other Indigenous people—­or cousins, (blood) brothers and sisters, and kin. Despite inherent ancestral norms, we must reconsider how we come into community together in a contemporary context within the cloud of colonial impact. 

			I suggested to that group from IPAA that we practise our Circle Self-Introductions. I admitted, “If one settler Canadian were here, we would do it. Yet, there are those around this table I do not know; I do not know what territory or community they are from. I would like to know who you are based on our own protocols of Self-Introduction.” Everyone agreed.

			We toasted to the Water and each took a turn to introduce ourselves throughout the course of the meal, each following the guidelines of speaking of our connections to our specific Land bases. For example, I am a descendant of the Kitchissippiriniweg—­the People of the Great River—­and les Canadiens on my mother’s side, and I am from a pure Irish-Canadian dad. Voilà. Instant identifiers and Land-based connections: Traditional Algonquin (Water Basin) Territory/Québec/Ireland.

			The exercise was profound and thoroughly enjoyable. I discovered things I did not know from those I knew only professionally in that Circle. I bonded with others whom I had never met before because of their Land affiliation or cultural identity and personal circumstances. It was a night—­and a practice—­to remember. 

			The Land Acknowledgement Is about the Land

			The Land Acknowledgement is not just about the people or peoples who once resided and thrived in a specific location. It’s not enough to just list them off as the Original people(s) of the Land congregated upon. It’s actually about the Land. It’s important to make the connection between the Land and the People—­and the People and the Land. What did that Land once look like before the newcomers arrived? What kind of vegetation or wildlife was present and still remains? Are there any specific Teachings that arise from that Land that can be shared? What is the significance of the season you are in? Does it align with a Teaching? What condition is the Land presently in? Is there a First Nation reserve or Métis Settlement nearby or, Inuit region within the colonial province or territory where you reside? (It is not about contemporary urban populations of a mix of Indigenous peoples.) Are political leaders in the area serving to protect the ecosystem? Are there any Leaders speaking up where you live? Are there any green project initiatives to share? Are there any atrocities being committed that contaminate the area to be concerned about? What is the traditional name of the Original peoples of the area—­in other words, the name they use to identify themselves? What does it literally mean in translation? How does language connect to the Land? There are so many variables to contribute to a wide variety of approaches to make an excellent and informative, moving Land Acknowledgement. 

			You may find that, for example, like in my case, Kitchissippiriniweg means People of the Great River; Sagamenowak means People of the Forest; Penobscot, Rocks Spread Out; Teme-Augama-Anishinaabeg, People of the Deep Water; Kanien’kehá:ka, People of the Flint; Wendat, Islanders; Dakelh, Water Travellers; Abenaki, Dawn People; Onayotekaono, People of the Standing Stone; Tsek’ehne, People of the Rocks; and so on. 

			In my research about the Algonquin Land claim—­a claim asserted through petitions for more than two hundred years—­I found it tragically funny that the representatives of the newly imposed British government would consistently ask Algonquin Leaders to provide “proof” of their territorial claim. Perplexed at the concept of “proof of title or ownership,” the response, as recorded in the 1993 Holmes Report titled Aboriginal Use and Occupation of the Ottawa River Watershed during the Historic Period, could only be “we and our Ancestors have immemorially, or from the remotest antiquity, held, used, occupied, possessed and enjoyed as Hunting grounds the tract of land lying on either side of the River Ottawa and little rivers as far as Lake Nipissing.” 

			In examining the documents of this report, it is also interesting to note the Algonquin’s increasingly desperate trajectory of having to use colonial terms and concepts to make the colonizer understand the Algonquin perspective. Yet, their very name in their Original language attests to what geographic location they historically inhabited and protected, since antiquity. Learning or hearing about the historic relationship between the Original inhabitants and the Land in question brings greater insight to Indigenous worldview. Consequently, it will bring greater understanding when activists, protectors, defenders strive to oppose the clear-cutting of a forest or the damming of a river.

			We have an Original Agreement to honour in defense of the Earth Mother, her health and well-being. Many of our very names, like People of the River Grass (xʷməθkwəy̓əm, also called Musqueam), or People of the Lakes and Rivers (Odiskwagami-Anishinaabeg) serve to remind us of that and of our respective responsibilities. Sometimes self-identifying collectives took the name of an esteemed Leader. Sometimes, the name of a people implied the Original Agreement—­for example Onkwehón:we in the Kanien’kéha (Mohawk) language, which often translates as Original Beings, but which translates more profoundly and literally as People Living in Accordance with their Original Instructions. Original Instructions: Original Agreement. The latter translation is used as a specific statement of the Self; it signifies an even older—­or wiser—­role the human species has in relationship with The Great Mystery of Creation.

			Human Beings on Planet Earth

			Developing or revitalizing a true concern about the quality of soil, air, and water in your area—­whether an urban centre, rural farmland, or northern tundra—­is not a romantic goal. It must concern all of us now. It is absolutely irresponsible for any Human Being on the planet Earth to ignore the state of our damaged environment. Tracking violations of the Earth Mother is essential knowledge for all and definitively part of the Indigenous quest to control Indigenous education. We are What We Eat. We are What We Breathe. We are only as healthy as the Land, the Water, and the Air. As is, we are currently not worthy recipients of the Earth Mother’s gifts. 

			My sister, Kathryn, now in spirit form, shared so many Teachings with me about prophecies pertaining to what happens in nature happens to humankind. Oil and chemical contamination due to the Exxon Valdez 1989 spill of eleven million gallons of crude oil in Alaska and the 2010 Deepwater Horizon accident in the Gulf of Mexico, the largest marine oil spill in history, produced grossly deformed fish with multiple tails, bulbous eyes, and gaping sores. The same malformations are appearing in fish in the Athabasca River downstream from oil sands developments in Alberta. Farmed fish, just like animals from the farming industry, often endure abnormalities and a wide range of other problems because of overcrowded conditions, disease, parasites, mutation, and poor water quality. Animals and fish are also subjected to the contamination of their own waste and industrial and agricultural runoff. Wildlife in China is farmed under similar conditions causing, as we now know, unknown viruses passed on from sick animals to Human Beings. 

			Heavy metals and industrial chemicals, such as PCBs, are causing changes in the internal organs of not only shallow-water fish—­close to the source of the industrial culprits—­but in deep-sea fish as well. Sewage-related bacteria in shellfish regularly infect people around the world. These are not simply allergic reactions.

			I remember my sister passing on information from the many Elders she often sat with in the Okanagan about chemical pollution disrupting the hormones in fish such as bass, trout, and catfish. These commonly consumed fishermen’s catches from far and wide are suffering from the impact of hormone-disrupting chemicals such as pesticides, pharmaceuticals, and household detergents found in the same waterways where millions get their drinking water. Fish species are left either unable to spawn or with sex-characteristic mutations.

			Every summer, millions of North Americans become ill from swimming or boating in polluted water. Many do not think to blame their illness on contaminated water, yet sewage and wastewater enter aquatic systems from a range of sources stemming from faulty infrastructure, inferior design, and human disregard and irresponsibility. 

			The pollution of our planet causes diseases that lead to chronic illness and death for millions of people annually. The ever-increasing overuse of chemicals such as pesticides, herbicides, insecticides, and fertilizers is one of the main causes of soil pollution. The leaching of wastes from landfills, direct discharges of industrial wastes, sewage, and fuel leakages from automobiles are just some of the devastating hardships and illnesses placed upon our Earth’s body, which then impacts her waters, her breath, her air.

			Cancer, lung disease, birth defects, infertility, miscarriages and still births, lead poisoning, neurological disorders, asthma, eye infections leading to blindness, heart attacks, and strokes are all connected to the air we currently breathe, water we drink, and food we eat. Even noise pollution can cause hearing impairment and can disturb sleep, which can seriously impact one’s mental and physical well-being. 

			Not to be forgotten: these toxic chemicals in the air, water, and soil are human made. 

			The Earth Is Our Mother 

			We have all heard the analogy of the Earth being our Mother. Earth is regarded as a female entity because humankind is dependent upon all that it (she) provides for our very existence. The water systems on the Earth are equated with blood coursing through a human body. Blood, like water, has a number of functions that are central to survival of the body—­like water is to the Land. Blood, like water, transports nutrients and regulates body temperature: it is a fluid, connective substance. Blood carries carbon dioxide and other waste materials to the lungs, kidneys, and digestive system to be eliminated from the body. Water, similarly, moves nutrients, bacteria, and sediment in and out of aquatic systems. Water is necessary to sustaining Life on Earth, just like blood is necessary for a human Life.

			Our ancestors were scientists who knew how to frame this knowledge so that we could easily understand that to harm the Earth, her blood waters, and her lungs—­oxygen-producing trees—­is equivalent to dishonouring the very woman—­our mother—­who gave us Life. Traditional Indigenous cultures respected and honoured women as the ultimate Life givers. There is no evidence or historical accounts, oral or otherwise, of rape and sexual violence committed against Indigenous women and girls before colonization. All healthy families treat their mothers with Love, Respect, Kindness, and Honour. It is idiotic to damage our Earth Mother’s Life-giving body. It simply—­and most tragically—­does not make sense. 

			Build Upon Your Knowledge

			If you (or your organization) take the Land Acknowledgement seriously in the True Spirit of Reconciliation, and invest the time and effort into contracting or assigning the right people for the task, it is time to consider your audience. Creatives of professional performance, from the development to the stage, must always consider their audience. Who is the audience? Why are they gathering? Where are they from? What is their demographic in terms of, for example, age, gender, and education? Are they bilingual? Are they unilingual? Are they diverse? How much are they likely to understand about the human geography and history of the territory? 

			Make sure your Land Acknowledgement pertains to the very purpose of your event. Connect the dots, whether you are gathering for an arts summit, a theatre performance, an educational conference, a municipal meeting, or a court of law. Consider the themes of your gathering and ensure the Land Acknowledgement is relevant to those audiences. Make a connection, in whatever way possible, to make the Land Acknowledgement relevant to the ears, eyes, hearts, and minds of the humans in the room. If the Land Acknowledgement is to be presented in a language that is not known to all, provide simultaneous translation. Provide sign language to not only honour a widespread Original language of the past, but to celebrate and include the beautiful language and culture of the deaf.

			Good Host, Good Guest

			Maybe common sense escapes you, or maybe you do not feel capable of transferring personal hosting skills to the professional context of a Land Acknowledgement. Let’s examine this together. Nowadays (at least before the pandemic), there are websites for inexpensive—­or free—­accommodation alternatives such as Home Exchange, AirBnb, and Couchsurfing which all provide tips regarding being a good guest. For example, Francis Tapon gives this tip in his blog about his couch surfing success: “The reality is that a guest should always give back economically to the host. If he doesn’t, then he’s just a leech/freeloader, which is totally uncool. … The law of reciprocity is something humans all share: give back to those who give.” Funny, isn’t it? This basic directive of reciprocity was once a Code of Ethics, or Customary Indigenous Law, that traversed diverse Indigenous Traditional knowledge systems across this Land now called Canada. It’s about Sharing One’s Gifts with Others. Sound familiar? 

			Tapon also writes about how to be a good host. The first pointer is to imagine how your guest must feel and what their needs may be upon arrival. Simple human compassion is all it is. This consideration typically starts with an offer of food and drink. Food and drink sustains our very lives, remember? This simple kind of offer says: “I value you, my guest, because of your contributions to my Life. Therefore, I want you to be healthy and strong so you may continue contributing to my own well-being. I want you, my guest, to be well. Let me nourish you.” In return, your guest appreciates your good offerings by reciprocating, because your guest values your contributions to their Life. It’s a cyclical relationship of give and take—­an exchange based on Respect and sustainability, just like the Inuit Principle of Sharing.

			Other points on other hosting sites include creating a relationship of trust between guest and host with the most relevant tip that, as a guest, you should Respect the house of your host as if it were your own. This reflects exactly the Teaching Elder Suu Wii Lax Ha (Terry Mckay) shared with me about respecting the territory you have sought permission to visit or safely traverse. Much to the dismay of the people and animals and plant life, when Europeans arrived and started clearing fields, chopping down trees, and building permanent buildings and erecting fences, it was a complete violation of these host-guest protocols, with devastating human and environmental impact and much cultural controversy and confusion. 

			Specifically, a couch-surfing guest is advised to leave the place as clean as it was found. Elder Suu Wii Lax Ha emphasized the same precolonial protocol. He told me it was understood that all those permitted to visit were expected to leave the forest and the streams in as pristine condition as they were found. This goes back to the common philosophy of Indigenous peoples everywhere to Respect the gift-giving nature of the Land. Keep it (her) clean and healthy and it (she) will continue to host you with goodness. Once again: a cyclical Relationship of Exchange based on Respect and sustainability.

			This was an unwritten Code of Ethics among First Nations as well as Inuit. Elder Joseph Keeper from Norway House Cree Nation in northern Manitoba, Treaty 5, reinforced this common philosophy by telling me: “Historically and traditionally, sharing—­in good times and in bad—­was one of the basic attributes of Cree culture and, I believe, of other tribes in North America. It was necessary for survival.”

			Otherwise, your “rating” as a guest is ruined and you will not be readily welcomed into many other homes. Paying good money for a hotel room does not give you the right to trash it. If you do, the owner has every right to ban you from ever returning. Likewise, if a friend or family member makes for an undesirable guest because they do nothing but take advantage of your generosity, you can kick them out and hope they never come knocking again. 

			I remember Ojibwe-Anishinaabe comic Don Kelly, from the Onigaming First Nation, Treaty 3, performing a bit where he draws an analogy between Europeans arriving on Native lands and a Native guy entering his home only to find a stranger there, sitting in front of his TV and eating his food—­definitely an unwelcome and mysterious infringement upon his personal space. One would assume the homeowner would have every right to kick the uninvited guest out, right? But Don Kelly, under the guise of comedy, points out that the stranger refuses to leave, messes up the place, and insists the homeowner relocate to the broom closet (or something like that).

			When the Wet’suwet’en blockade of an unauthorized pipeline was met with the unwelcome forces of the RCMP, Eve Saint, daughter of a hereditary Leader, stated calmly and clearly, “This is Wet’suwet’en territory. We are unarmed. We are peaceful. This is unceded territory. This is the territory of Woos. I am his daughter. You are invaders. You are not allowed here. You are not welcome.” She was arrested. 

			Even though couch surfing is considered “free” housing, it’s not. In other words, give back to your host. It doesn’t have to be monetary. It is just a considerate and respectful way to be. Interestingly, the whole concept behind the couch-surfing website is international cultural exchange and enlightenment, with the potential of forging true friendships based on Trust, Honesty, and Respect. You see how We Are All Connected?

			Shy Not Away from Indigenous Realities 

			It’s too late to start over, but it’s not too late to start anew. The Indigenous takeover of exercising our rightful protocol as Host by way of acknowledging the very Land we all stand upon is a powerful way to initiate change for the betterment of humankind. It is a tremendous opportunity for Indigenous spokespeople and artists to stand up and seize the opportunity to share with those who came upon our collective ancestors’ Lands. Share your Story. Educate settler and new Canadians—­who claim they want to understand—­about our Ways of Knowing and Being. Share our history, our rights, our realities, by offering an impactful Land Acknowledgement that leaves audience members thirsting for more and prompted to engage in social justice actions to help create the change that is so badly needed in this Canadian society. 

			Event organizers can contribute to sharing the truths about a variety of local or neighbouring issues concerning Indigenous Relationship to the Land. Be prepared for some ugly truths to surface. Keep focused on Respect. Your region may be in a struggling relationship with the Earth. Do not shy away from Indigenous realities because their realities are affecting your realities. Here are some examples:

			•	the Muskrat Falls hydro project (Labrador), which led to dangerous neurotoxins in the country foods of Innu and Inuit living downstream when its reservoir was flooded

			•	the intergenerational effects of mercury poisoning that ninety percent of the residents of Asubpeeschoseewagong Nitam-Anishinaabeg (Grassy Narrows First Nation) in Treaty 3 (Ontario) now live with because Dryden Chemicals Ltd. dumped mercury into the English-Wabigoon river system between 1962 and 1970

			•	the continued dumping of liquid waste and sewage into the ancestral “Boat Harbour” of Pictou Landing First Nation (Nova Scotia) and the neighbouring community, which they continue to oppose

			•	the multiple and tragic relocations—­without explanation, consultation, or consent—­of the Ahiarmiut from their homeland at Ennadai Lake (Nunavut) to foreign regions across the north

			•	the illegal sale of contaminated Algonquin territory (Ontario/Québec) to condominium developers in the heart of the National Capital Region—­long requested to be renaturalized and returned to the traditional Algonquin hosts of Canada’s capital city

			•	the rejection of the largest tar sands mine project proposed on the planet by Smith Landing First Nation in Treaty 8 (Alberta) and all thirty-three First Nations of the Dene Nation, which would detrimentally impact food security and water systems, violate treaty rights, and release an additional 6.1 million megatonnes of carbon every year into the atmosphere

			•	the confiscation of moose meat in a raid by Saskatchewan conservation officers of Pine Creek First Nation (Manitoba), within Treaty 4, after members of the First Nation had harvested the meat from their traditional territory, which crosses the Manitoba-Saskatchewan border 

			•	tens of thousands of square kilometres of Land in northern Alberta and Saskatchewan the Métis were wrongfully denied due to the scrip process for Land legally promised to them in the 1880s

			•	deforestation of the territory of the Algonquin of Barrier Lake located in La Vérendrye wildlife reserve (Québec) despite a trilateral agreement among the Algonquin community, the provincial government, and the federal government, where they promised to work together to prevent the devastation of the tree and animal species, and lifestyle of the Algonquin

			•	the penalization of the Natoaganeg Nation (Eel Ground First Nation) (New Brunswick) by the Maritime provinces for harvesting timber on “Crown” Land and preventing access to the snow crab fishery as part of a Mi’kmaq right to earn a moderate livelihood in their unceded territory

			•	concerns of the twenty-five First Nation communities that live on the Mackenzie River system north of Fort McMurray (Alberta) about the controversial $20.6 billion Teck Frontier mining project’s impact on their ecosystem, their environment, and their health

			•	the struggle of the Six Nations of the Grand River (Ontario) to retain their reserve lands since the 1700s: more than ninety-five percent of their “gifted” Land tract has been leased, surrendered, or sold; the Six Nations have lost Land more recently due to exclusionary negotiations between the federal and provincial governments and development companies

			•	the anger and violence inflicted upon members of the Sipekne’katik First Nation (Nova Scotia) exercising their protected treaty right to fish to earn a moderate living, while RCMP officers looked on

			•	the effects of climate change on the arctic coast impacting the hamlet of Tuktoyaktuk (Nunavut), the base for off-shore oil and gas exploration in the Beaufort Sea: studies suggest that by 2050 flooding from permafrost melt will claim more than sixty percent of its remaining landmass

			All of these issues are recent or current realities that most mainstream Canadians pay little attention to, due to the largely remote or isolated areas where so much contentious planning goes on behind closed doors, combined with either unintentionally (or intentionally) biased media reporting or nonexistent coverage. Media also tend to sensationalize frictions between Indigenous people and mainstream Canadians, as in the recent case of the lobster fisheries in St. Mary’s Bay in Nova Scotia and the rail blockades that occurred across the country in 2019 before the pandemic hit.

			My list reveals merely a fraction of what is going on in “Indian Country” within this nation-state, typically out of sight and out of mind for the average hard-working Canadian. Reserves are diminutive remnants of a much greater traditional territory where the epicentres of colonization now thrive. Unceded, unsurrendered territories are largely paved over by urban sprawl and industry, or tilled to death by corporate agriculture; northern tundra habitats are disrupted by oil, gas, and mining enterprises destroying one of the Earth’s most important ecosystems.

			By the time you read this book, there may be losses and gains in these struggles to honour our Original Agreement in relationship to the Land and our responsibility to future generations. These, or similar, examples may make any host organizer fear the response from those attending the event who are anti-environmental advocates and pro-economic opportunists (at whatever cost). Host organizers may worry about making attendees feel uncomfortable by mentioning any kind of economic interference pertaining to an Indigenous Land base ripe for development, exploitation, exploration, or extraction. Indigenous Land and Water Protectors elsewhere in the world are being murdered for their advocacy work. These are the hard-core truths the host organizer needs to be prepared to face when it comes to the practice of Land Acknowledgement as a way toward Reconciliation. 

			So, even if the First Nation or Métis Settlement or Inuit community is far removed from your urban centre or where you reside, that place you call home is within an original space connected to an Indigenous community that may be fighting for the health of its piece of the pie. The Indigenous consultant hired to research and write about a particular Homeland or territory for purposes of Land Acknowledgements must not shy away from these realities within the region. Truth is the way. Respect is the key. Reconciliation is the goal.

			Corporate Sponsors

			I was once consulted by an organization responsible for an award for First Nation, Inuit, and Métis literature. Their gala event was being hosted in the territories of the xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and Səl̓ílwətaʔ/Selilwitulh (Tsleil-Waututh) Nations within the city of Vancouver. The organization was concerned that one of the corporate sponsors for their event was controversially involved with the Coast Salish peoples. How could they ethically provide the Land Acknowledgement? Situations like this need close attention, so that Land Acknowledgements are sensitive and accurate, not simply performative. 

			This is also an example of the “hard work” that you, as an event organizer, need to take seriously. By bringing a sponsor on board, you are informing your audience that “these are good guys,” even if subliminally. Sponsorship is not about philanthropy: a company will not sponsor an organization simply because it’s a good cause like the promotion of Indigenous literature. Savvy sponsors know that organizations hold some influence over those in attendance of an event. So if Alberta-based Alton Gas is pursuing a natural gas storage project impacting the health of the Shubenacadie River, and the Sipekne’katik First Nation (Nova Scotia) and a neighbouring band accepts their donations to fund the construction of a badly needed new school, conflict and divided loyalties become complex issues that can destroy kin relationships.

			The divide-and-conquer strategies of corporations and governments are all too familiar within Indigenous communities. The duty to consult is also a controversial game, as there are no stipulations attached to that duty to actually Respect any consultation results that go against the objective of those parties requiring permissions. Beware. Do your homework. Practise a Code of Ethics and Conduct that aligns with your stance as a Human Being—­perhaps as a parent or grandparent, or a believer in a healthy planet. Bit by bit, if we all do our part, things will have to change for the better. Only when we share our commonalities do we have the chance to grow strong and become unified change makers.

			Positivity 

			As Life is about balance, it is equally important to include proactive initiatives and accomplishments—­not in lieu of harsh truths, but alongside them, so listeners can imagine a better and necessary way forward. The following provides examples of some good news stories and enterprises that pertain to our Original Agreement and our struggle to care for the Land and Water:

			•	The Jumbo Glacier (British Columbia), a swath of mountains, glaciers, and forests, home to the grizzly bear spirit and ancestral lands of the Ktunaxa, was close to being developed into a ski resort before it was returned to the First Nation to manage as an Indigenous Protected Area.

			•	In the ground-breaking case of Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia, the Supreme Court of Canada recognized that the Tsilhqot’in Nation possesses constitutionally protected rights to Land in central British Columbia, and upheld their right to decide how the Land will be used.

			•	Inspirational Innu Elder Tshaukuesh (Elizabeth Penashue) from the Sheshatshiu First Nation (Labrador) is a long-time protector of the Innu Homeland and lifestyle (imprisoned many times as a result of honouring the Original Agreement) due to the destruction of traditional territory. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), an intergovernmental military alliance among thirty countries, took over the Innu Homeland, rendering the lands uninhabitable because of practice bombing from low-flying military planes and weapons testing. Elder Tshaukuesh also brings awareness to the methylmercury contamination associated with hydroelectric dams on the Churchill River. She guides 200-kilometre snowshoe treks during the winter months and month-long canoe trips on the Churchill River during the summer to remind her own people about the history of the Land and what corporate recklessness means to the supply of food, and the well-being of fish, birds, and seal.

			•	The Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation (Northwest Territories), through their innovative efforts to protect their traditional lands, established Thaidene Nëné, a national park reserve of twenty-six thousand square kilometres situated between the boreal forest and the arctic tundra. The community is one of ten to win the 2020 eleventh annual Equator Prize (although the “award winning” mentality is often disputed as colonial). “This land is sacred. We believe it has healing powers and has been keeping our people safe for hundreds of years. In turn, it is our responsibility to maintain the land, water, resources, and wildlife for future generations” stated their chief, Darryl Marlowe.

			•	Fisher River Cree Nation (Manitoba) in partnership with Indigenous-owned W. Dusk Energy Group Inc. has invested in a solar power farm, which will generate revenue for the community by selling energy to Hydro Manitoba and reduce environmental impacts on the water, and on fish and wildlife populations.

			•	Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) Traditional Knowledge Keeper, Elder, and Spiritual Leader Sakokwenionkwas, or The One Who Wins (Tom Porter), prophetically re-established a community in the Homeland of his people south of the imposed Canadian and American border. The community of Kanatsiohareke raises its own revenue and preserves traditional values, culture, language, and lifestyles under the guidance of the Great Law of Peace.

			•	K’omoks First Nation’s Pentlatch Seafoods Ltd. (Vancouver Island, British Columbia) focuses on protecting natural aquaculture and preserving shellfish harvesting grounds. The business model has a mandate to honour community values based on placing the environment first, community second, then the economy, leaving a lasting legacy reflecting the culture and traditions of the K’omoks people.

			•	The legal action taken by the Gitxsan First Nation to the Supreme Court of Canada is the most recent in a long list of attempts to seek recognition of, and assert, their ownership, jurisdiction, and Aboriginal title over thirty-three thousand square kilometres of traditional territory in northwest British Columbia, and their right to self-government.

			•	Little Buffalo First Nation (Alberta) north of Edmonton has seen big impacts from oil sands development, so they harvest solar power for their community’s health-care centre. This action reduces carbon dioxide emissions by 16 to 24 tonnes each year. The community-owned-and-operated system was built with $45,000 donated by Bullfrog Power, Honour the Earth Foundation, and actor/environmentalist Jane Fonda.

			•	The late Elder Josephine Mandamin from the unceded territory of Wikwemikong First Nation (Ontario) ceremoniously circumnavigated the shores of all five Great Lakes—­a total distance of more than seventeen thousand kilometres—­out of concern for the devastating levels of pollution in rivers and lakes across Anishinaabe territory. Known as the Water Walker, Grandmother Josephine has inspired many other Anishinaabe women to fulfill their traditional roles as Water Protectors and raise awareness about water quality within what is now Ontario.

			•	Sagkeeng First Nation in Treaty 1 territory (Manitoba), home of the Turtle Lodge International Centre for Indigenous Education and Wellness, is a place for “sharing universal and ancient knowledge, for reconnecting to the earth and nature, and for sharing among people of all races and nations. It is founded upon spiritual, land-based teachings that bring balance to life, with the fundamental goal of mino-pimatisiwin—­A Good and Peaceful Way of Life. Mino-pimatisiwin is about seeing, listening, feeling, speaking, and acting from the heart.” In their climate-change initiatives, they have partnered with the David Suzuki Foundation and the Indigenous Leadership Initiative to bridge Indigenous Traditional Knowledge and Western science paradigms, so that policy and decision-making processes ensure Land, water, and resources healthily provide for all peoples and the next Seven Generations. 

			I reiterate: do not permit your Land Acknowledgement to focus only on these hard-won accomplishments of amazingly resilient Indigenous people, innovative businesses, and community initiatives (and, please, do not figure “Indigenous people are on it, no need to do much”). Use Land-People stories like these in conjunction with a message of how cross-cultural collaborations can be achieved to develop a new economic paradigm that functions with moral code. 

			Make the Link to Being a House Guest or Host

			In summary, you—­as the host—­need to offer your best and offer sincerely. Provide a framework. Establish house rules. Implement consequences. Know when to (respectfully) say “no” or “enough.” Know how to (respectfully) identify areas of concern. Prepare your home accordingly in expectation of an honoured guest—­or valued friend. 

			You—­as the guest—­must ask permission and accept the answer. Know your timeline and inform your host of it, accepting the possibility of it not working out for the host. Mention any special needs (allergies, food restrictions, and physical requirements). Do not surprise your host by showing up with an unexpected companion, human or animal. Bring your best gift of self. Bring an offering of gratitude—­or be aware of what could be offered at a later date. Be helpful: look and see what can be done. Be thankful and polite. Leave the premises in pristine condition. Be honest about unexpected damage and cover costs for replacement or repair. If you cannot afford items, offer what you have to trade (cooking, sewing, beading, cleaning, painting, shovelling, raking, building, repairing, and so on). Be considerate and ask permission: Is it okay if I park myself here on this couch all day? Or, can I use the kitchen to make something now or maybe later? 

			The guidelines above are, very literally, house-guest protocols for overnight guests. (So many prefer to pay for a hotel room, or have their guests stay at a hotel, as it requires much less effort. But this does not forge the same kind of bond required of respectful exchange.) Think along the same lines when hosting an event and inviting a special guest or guests to provide the Land Acknowledgement. Relationship building takes time, thought, and effort. Work for a good connection, because you never know how others might know who you know, or how you might be related, or when you may run into each other again. Your reputation precedes you, and please know that Indigenous peoples across this country are very interconnected.

			Welcoming Protocols

			Cultural Carrier Karen Lee White is of mixed First Nation and European ancestry, adopted by the Daklaweidi Clan of the Interior Tlingit/Tagish people (Yukon). She now resides in Victoria (British Columbia). She told me there were coastal Beach Keepers who kept watch of any activity on the water, whether a coming storm or a fleet of canoes. Because of specific designs and artworks belonging to specific nations, a Beach Keeper would recognize—­or not—­who was in those boats based on the design of the canoe. Consider this a sort of visually designed, self-identifying etiquette. Identification of self and nation is important across cultures and time.

			Depending on which community one was approaching, different intricate protocols to come to shore took place. If a recognized Leader and flotilla was coming to, for example, the shores of Yalis (Alert Bay, Cormorant Island), unceded traditional home of the ’Namgis First Nation, those on the beach would welcome them by throwing cobalt blue trade beads as a gift and sign of welcome. 

			There were different rituals and protocols if, for example, a groom was coming to his betrothed from a different nation in a prearranged circumstance. There were Asking-to-Come-to-Shore protocols as well: Would the arrivals be coming as rivals, with messages, or for a business proposition or trade? It was up to the Beach Keepers to determine who would be called upon—­the House Chief or War Chief? Due to the rich diversity of linguistic groups that inhabited the coastal region, gesture signs were also used to communicate not only across vessels but to indicate one’s purpose of arrival. 

			Elder Suu Wii Lax Ha (Terry McKay) also told me, if canoes were arriving for purposes of rivalry, the custom was to paddle back and forth along the shoreline to allow their competition to ready themselves for the skirmish. Even in conflict, there was Honour—­unlike today, when terrorism and nation-state war strategies target civilians rather than armed warriors on the ready. Please remember, sexual violence and the raping of women and girls were unknown weapons of war for Indigenous societies. 

			Elder Latash (Maurice Nahanee) explained that in Coast Salish territory, Totem Poles served to display the families’ or nation’s identity, history, traditional songs, dances, and terrain. The Haida, Nuxalk (Bella Coola), Tsimshian, Tlingit, and Kwakwaka’wakw are known for their Totem Pole carvings. By contrast, in xʷməθkwəy̓əm (Musqueam) culture, Welcome Figures or Welcome Poles greet visitors to their territory. Originally, these cedar carvings were posts placed at the entrance of their houses, inviting guests in. Welcome Figures are distinct in their purpose and their design from the self-supporting totems depicting multilayered figures.

			Welcome Poles depict an individual figure facing the logical direction of arriving guests, often gesturing a greeting to come forward. Sometimes their arms are outstretched as a symbol of gratitude—­for attending a Potlatch or feast—­as in the actual gesture of thanks used by Coast Salish peoples. What is known as the Speaker’s Post is yet another type of Greeting Pole that depicts an ancestor. Names of guests are announced from behind the pole by an appointed speaker, which represents the presence of the ancestors, as these Laws of Hospitality go back to ancient times.

			As previously mentioned, Inuit are a sharing people based on their understandings of survival. They would naturally take care of one another without expecting anything directly in return, except the common understanding that all practise the same principle, and therefore everyone will be taken care of—­especially in times of need. “There are no strangers, just people you do not know,” Elder Piita Irniq told me. When hosting a guest, Inuit would traditionally provide gifts to their guests, and food, hospitality, and perhaps an item of desire. In return, they would anticipate receiving a gift—­not necessarily a material one—­from that guest maybe months or years later. A gift comes from the heart at whatever time the heart speaks. Gifts are also offered to others as a gentle request to always be remembered by the recipient.

			Gestures of goodwill also establish lifelong loyalty among individuals to this day. Sometimes one is not even aware of how their fair or kind treatment of others makes an impact. I have been told many times “I will never forget you” for having said or done whatever it is I said or did—­not with any intention of ego or reward in mind, but simply with the spirit of generosity in any of its many forms: a kind word, an introduction to another of like spirit, a prayer, a meal, traditional medicine, a ride somewhere, or any form of genuine assistance. A non-Indigenous acquaintance of mine, who doesn’t own a car, once asked me a favour: to help him by driving to pick up a heavy item and transport it back to his place. I thought it was an opportunity to spend some time together. He then wanted to give me $20 for my effort. I felt insulted. It cheapened the friendship. If I could not have afforded this “gift,” I would have made that clear from the get-go. Honesty. Transparency. Respect.

			Pipes of Peace and Conflict

			Knowledge Keeper Kamiyo Kîsikan Kîsikâw Pimohtêw (Joseph Naytowhow) informed me that once a guest was welcomed to Nêhiyaw (Cree) terrain of the plains, his ancestors’ custom was to smoke the ceremonial pipe to solidify their allegiance and confirm any agreements or understandings. Tobacco, as previously mentioned, is a natural sacred medicine. Used in its raw form, it symbolizes a spiritual connection to the Great Mystery of Creation when laid down upon the Earth in prayer and appreciation. When used in a pipe ceremony, the medicine’s smoke is a direct offering to the Great Mystery. The lighting of the medicine verifies camaraderie within the Circle and sealed commitments as Sacred Agreements to withstand the test of Time. 

			Typically, different nations had different pipes for different meanings such as a peace pipe and a war pipe. Oftentimes, a representative from another nation or tribe would approach the lodge of a Leader with a gift of tobacco, a pipe, and a request. By smoking the gift tobacco, one demonstrated agreement, consent, or acceptance to honour the request—­much like what Algonkin Knowledge Keeper Larry McDermott explained during the Edge of the Forest Ceremonies among other ceremonial pipe-smoking cultures of the east. 

			A tobacco offering could play a role in both peace and war. In his article “Blackfoot Peace Treaties” published by the Historical Society of Alberta, Canadian historian Hugh Demspesy writes about the time of the Riel Resistance of 1885, when “an influential Siksika chief named Big Plume went to the lodge of his chief, Crowfoot, and presented him with a small bundle containing tobacco, sweetgrass, and bullets. If Crowfoot had smoked the tobacco, it would have indicated his willingness to fight. Instead, he sent the tobacco bundle to Red Crow, head chief of the Bloods, seeking his opinion. Red Crow refused to smoke and sent the tobacco back, showing that he had no intention of joining the fight.” Interestingly, in the language of the Odawak (Odawa-Anishinaabe), Sagasswaidiwi, the word for Council, literally means Smoking Together. 

			To this day, it is frowned upon to reject a gift, as this symbolizes a rejection of an intention. I once had to explain this to a teaching colleague. We were in the Dominican Republic, helping villagers pour concrete floors in their abodes. Many villagers offered us traditional food in appreciation, but my colleague—­a fussy eater—­would turn them down, much to the locals’ dismay. This can be awkward, especially if one objects to foods deemed delicacies in other cultures, such as octopus or monkey brains or pig feet or frog legs. So, it is important to figure out how best to establish a mutual bond in other ways. Laughter is always good medicine.

			Wampum 

			Wampum belts were also used as a means of communicating decisions between nations. The designs, symbols, colours, and size of the belts served as the historical records of First Nation Councils. They were used as memory aids to provide concrete evidence of a treaty or commitment made between peoples and symbolized the intentions of one nation to another. Cecil King’s book explains: “The Wampum Belts documented decisions made at previous sagasswaidiwin and were used by the ogimaak (leaders) to remind participants at future councils of what had gone before.” Couriers or messengers would be sent from a Council to “the communities of the participating nations to disseminate knowledge of new decisions relevant to the relationships among nations.” 

			Protocol was such that a belt would be handed over to the Leader or the Keeper of the Archives when the principle speeches were finished. If, during the speech, the belt was passed around the Council Circle, it indicated that the words presented were favourable. However, if the Leader rejected the belt, there was no agreement and the belt had to be taken back. Not every Council ended with compliance: each coexisting nation had its own self-governing independence, especially when it came to the Earth Mother and the protection of her life-giving resources. 

			For example, the Odawa-Anishinaabeg residing in the vastly populated fertile territories of the east understood the significance of these very serious agreement protocols. As Cecil King writes: “No one had the right to encroach on another nation’s territory. A hunter trespassing on the territory of another nation was in danger of losing his life. Nations were obliged to declare war against others in order to protect their territory. Such wars were a result of the particular circumstances. They were rarely wars of extermination. They were battles defending the right to their sovereign territory … carried on for the sake of self-preservation.” 

			Visitors of Before

			As an agricultural people, the Haudenosaunee lived in established palisade villages composed of longhouses within a cleared area of protected Land with each clan tending to their designated fields. The edge of the clearing determined the boundary found at the border of the wood. The hunting grounds were considered to be all lands beyond the edge of the wood. Hunting was exercised in the fall and late winter in areas far beyond the boundaries of occupied terrain. Each nation had its own established hunting grounds, and beyond that were the hunting grounds and territories of other nations.

			Any visitor to the village would wait to be greeted at the wood’s edge by a designated representative of the village who would determine the purpose of their arrival. If deemed acceptable, the visitor would be taken by the hand, as a symbol of peaceful intention, and brought forward.

			Traditional Welcoming of Today

			When arriving as a guest in Dakwäkäda (Haines Junction, Yukon) at the Da Ku Culture Centre, our Indigenous contingent was met by an assistant to the Leader of the nation. He asked us to identify ourselves as a group and reiterate what our purpose was in visiting the region. Although our organization, the Indigenous Performing Arts Alliance, had made all arrangements in advance, this was cultural protocol. The assistant to the Leader then announced our arrival for the Leader’s official approval. The Leader, in full glorious regalia, stood with his back turned toward the entrance to their beautiful glassed gathering place. He then turned around announcing his approval of us as his community’s guests to the territory. We disembarked from the bus and walked through a procession of community members, young and old, male and female, dressed in colourful traditional attire, dancing, singing, and drumming as we made our way into the building. They followed behind us, bringing us into their fold to be met with a great feast of traditional foods, welcoming speeches, and entertainment. Now that was a Welcoming Ceremony.

			Be Who You Say You Are 

			Honouring the practice of self-introduction, including indicating one’s place of origin and the purpose of one’s encounter, combined with the offering of gifts, was so embedded across Indigenous cultures, the practice was cleverly adopted by the Europeans who came to either Christianize, “civilize,” or take Land and its resources. Otherwise, traders, missionaries, or treaty negotiators would not have been accepted or hosted at all. They quickly figured how best to infiltrate Indigenous society in order to access the goods of this Land and eventually the Land itself. 

			In recent controversies of identity politics, individuals are accused of appropriating a First Nation, Inuit, or, more typically, a Métis identity. I fail to understand how this nonsense phenomenon came to be. If we adhere to the traditional Indigenous practice of self-introduction, time, energy, and emotions would not be wasted on ousting imposters. Is it enough to claim some mysterious lineage, or even flash your newly laminated card to “prove” your ancestry? Or is it more about how you Walk the Walk; how you understand the Teachings; how you hold the history; how you think, breathe, and relate to the world and, especially, the Earth Mother? Do you honour her? How do you honour your ancestors and embrace your ancestors’ worldview? Do you apply those Teachings within a contemporary context? When others hear you speak and watch your behaviours, do they recognize an Indigenous worldview? Or do they think how wonderfully assimilated you are? 

			By willingly adhering to and implementing inherent rights (and values) as per the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples—­particularly in the areas of culture, spirituality, Customary Law, governance, and the management of the environment—­authentic identities will reveal themselves. In other words: Walk the Talk. Be your authentic self. The Truth has a way of rising to the surface when we practise what we preach. 

			A non-status acquaintance, who had been newly hired in a university setting, was suddenly challenged by his (non-Indigenous) supervisor. His supervisor had received a complaint from individuals who were disputing the appointment of my acquaintance to an Indigenous-specific role. His very identity was in question. Due to the institution’s policy of confidentiality, the (Indigenous) complainants were undisclosed, which meant this most sensitive issue was left in the hands of this white-led institution. My recommendation was to apply his cultural knowledge within a cultural context and to have the complainants invited to sit in Circle with him. This way, they could hold Council together to address their concerns directly and respectfully. 

			With each party willing to discuss and defend their positions and their cultural knowledge, identities, and intentions, a resolution would organically unfold. If either of the parties refused to sit in Circle, that too would produce a resolution—­whether self-determined or otherwise. There should be no shame in standing up for who you say you are. Just like the Land Acknowledgement, why would any Indigenous person or group expect conflict resolution if led within the confines of a colonial framework? Let’s apply our ways of knowing to our ways of being. 

			Pretension and Betrayal

			I remember going on a sweetgrass harvest followed by a feast and pipe ceremony organized by the local Friendship Centre. There were all kinds of skin tones in the group that showed up to participate. With no self-identifying protocols in place, one could only assume everyone was Indigenous—­many perhaps on their journey of self-discovery—­but there was one woman who brought a machete to reap as much sweetgrass as she could, unlike the rest of us who handpicked in gratitude and ceremony. No one had informed her of the innate understanding that one picks medicine for personal use, to maybe gift or trade with others, not for commercial purposes. Not for material acquisition. She was non-Native: we could tell by her behaviour. She later revealed as much and admitted she had come to collect medicines to sell in her store. She showed up to capitalize on nature’s gift, growing in the diminishing wild.

			Another woman I met, at a gathering I spoke at, was dark in colour and “looked Native.” She was perceived as such in the schools where she worked to bring the poetry of Pauline Johnson to students and dressed the part to recite those poems. With no self-introductory protocol in place, and no questions asked, she got away with her assumed identity. She wasn’t lying, but she wasn’t telling the Truth either. I could sense she was not “a sister” when the first question she approached me with, after a six-hour presentation including the topic of cultural (and identity) appropriation, was a request for my grandmother’s knowledge of traditional birth control (a reference I made in my presentation). Then, she commented on how “bad” my presentation made her feel when I had spoken about cultural appropriation: she said she was doing such “good work” on behalf of First Nation peoples. Her attitude and behaviour betrayed her assumed identity. I politely asked what community she was from and she reluctantly admitted she was non-Native. She had come to ask for my validation, which I was not in a position to give. I advised her that in order to continue her “good work,” she would have to connect with the people who are descendants of Pauline Johnson and/or their community for their validation. 

			An Algonkin friend of mine was betrayed by his own Euro-Canadian ex-wife. He had shared much of his traditional Teachings and medicine harvests with her, but withheld the location of a cancer-fighting medicine at the request of his own Elder, wary of exploitation. After the wife left my friend, she hooked up with an American doctor and they were both keen on mining that location from my friend, promising to make him rich. He did not bend. This is not a matter of keeping this miraculous medicine from the ailing, for his Elder, whom I ended up meeting, provides the medicine for free to those in need. It is a matter of protecting the Earth Mother from being stripped of her medicines by those who are not in the “good mind” of healing, or who work with the “inferior mind” of greed.

			The Good Mind

			Haudenosaunee Turtle Clan Mother of the Onondaga Nation, Whatwehni:ne (Freida J. Jacques) is a respected Teacher and Knowledge Keeper. She teaches about the discipline of the Good Mind as a traditional practice the Haudenosaunee have held since the Peacemaker came to their people so very long ago. It is a discipline, rather than a description, of a person’s state of mind. The Teaching recognizes that the Human Being is connected to the good and has access to a loving source of good thoughts. With discipline, we can become aware of the onslaught of thoughts we have throughout each day, and see each thought’s substance and realize its intent, so we can determine if our thoughts should be followed and built upon. The realization that one has a spirit (or force) over one’s thinking is key. 

			Everyone has the power of choice to follow their thoughts based on a loving purpose—­the Good Mind—­or to let go of and not build upon thoughts steeped in negativity, such as anger, fear, jealousy, insecurity, greed, and ego. Since our actions follow our Good Mind thoughts, what we do with our lives is kinder and gentler. Since the words we speak follow our thoughts, we also have a way of affecting the world around us with words that will reflect the Good Mind. The Teaching delves much deeper and moves toward the time when we must leave our Earth Walk knowing we have fulfilled our purpose in Life. 

			Nation Identity

			Identity is a delicate concept. Historically, the First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples from across this country never labelled themselves by anything other than, as previously mentioned, what geographical feature shaped their existence or, simply, where they were from. Another layer or variation of a term was testament to their collective character—­for example, the definition of Haíɫzaqv (Heiltsuk) is To Speak and Act Correctly. I have already mentioned that the Kanien’kéha (Mohawk) word Onkwehón:we actually means People Living in Accordance with their Original Instructions. According to Cecil King, the Odawak translate the increasingly familiar Anishinaabe as A Person of Good Intent. Nêhiyaw actor Billy Merasty told me Cree communities of the lakes and rivers region of northern Manitobah and Saskatchewan state they are Misti Nipi Ininoowak (differing Cree dialects include variations such as Iyi-noowak, Ili-noowak, and Ithi-noowak), or the Big Water People. But they also refer to themselves as Nayi’noowuk, or the People Who Do Things Well. The latter has nothing to do with self-conceit but rather a guiding principle or code of conduct.

			Original peoples never named themselves as “nations.” But because we are immersed in a colonial society, the concept of “nation” has permeated Indigenous political reality. One could wonder: Is the Métis Nation and are the First Nations (and perhaps Inuit of Nunavut) defining themselves as nations in the sense of cultural and ethnic entities within the nation-state of Canada? Or are they defining themselves as political and geopolitical entities, asserting their status as nation-states? One definition is occasionally preferred over the other, depending on which definition best serves a cause—­especially when in a court of law. 

			The Lumen Learning website (an open educational resource) has a course on Western civilization and the rise of nation-states, which says: “Most theories see the nation-state as a modern European phenomenon, facilitated by developments such as state-mandated education, mass literacy, and mass media (including print).” However, nationalists and nation-states tend to exclude minorities within the nation and its state. This presents a struggle for Indigenous peoples to achieve an equitable relationship with their historical colonial oppressor—­hence, the adoption of the notion of “nation”; hence, the First Nations and the Métis Nation. 

			Regardless, the Indigenous protocol of self-introduction remains linked to community, politically referred to as a “nation” for status Indians, or to a Land base or geographical region such as Métis Settlements and the Homeland for Inuit. 

			In his paper “Aboriginal Identity in the Canadian Context,” James Frideres says “the notion and image of the ‘Indian’ is a White concept. Indigenous people are real but the concept of ‘Indian’ is a White invention. The primary source of identity for many Aboriginal peoples is their community or nation. For example, if you ask an Indigenous person in Canada where they are from, most will tell you their Indigenous nation first (e.g., Mohawk, Haida, Métis, Inuvialuit).” 

			This recent phenomenon is indicative of the necessary politicizing of Indigenous peoples. It does not reflect the true identities of Indigenous peoples, which are based on Land, and Codes of Ethics. Because Métis, First Nation, and Inuit peoples have suffered relocations—­and because the Land, in general, has been largely disfigured—­many Indigenous individuals and community groups find themselves distanced from the Land, its cultural characteristics and form, and the language of original self-identification. 

			For example, one’s “nation” was determined by one’s relationship to the Land, such as the Kitchissippiriniweg (Algonquin), which literally means People of the Great River. Instead, in this instance, some descendants of the Kitchissippiriniweg would now state they are, for example, from the Pikwàkanagàn First Nation. Five Algonquin families relocated there, via an imposed Montréal-based missionary settlement, when Canada finally purchased some Land (to be held “in trust”) from Ontario in 1873. The name of the confined reserve of Pikwàkanagàn, which means “hilly place,” does nothing to attest to the ten-thousand-year-old relationship the Kitchissippiriniweg had/have with the Great River. 

			As previously mentioned, colonial authorities insisted on proof of “ownership” of hunting boundaries of the Algonquin-Anishinaabeg, who consistently petitioned for a piece of their increasingly violated traditional territory. Of course, the Algonquin had no paperwork attesting to their defined territory, whose boundaries had been understood from time immemorial and by way of verbal Council agreements with other Original peoples regarding jurisdiction. Once again, the very name of the people was itself proof of their connection to a specific Land base or territory. Introducing oneself by way of identifying one’s ancestors’ Original name(s) identifies what historic terrain one is from as well as what moral code one abides by.

			Your Story versus Identity Theft

			In the case of adoptees, or Residential School survivors denied the knowledge of, or reunification with, their family and/or com­munity, this type of personal story will inform their self-introduction. Your story is your self-introduction—­in a few words.

			If you are just commencing your journey of self-discovery, it makes sense to state that. If, on your way, you find you do not relate to your ancestors’ knowledge, landscapes, or belief systems and the people who do, that’s fine. You are simply genetically Métis, First Nation, or Inuk, and someone who is more comfortable living by Canadian norms. I know some individuals who look Native, know their ancestral lineage, but do not, honestly, self-identify as Indigenous because they do not feel a cultural connection in any way. They aren’t the ones signing up for Indigenous-specific employment opportunities, or representing Indigenous perspectives, or claiming authentic voice. 

			However, if you do not act with values that reflect the Indigenous worldview, and never openly or publicly identify as an Indigenous person, then seek opportunities within Indigenous communities or beyond as a Native person, this is problematic and can be construed as identity theft. But if you are a true friend, ally, and advocate of Indigenous rights and demonstrate like-mindedness and spirit, you may be honoured by the offer of adoption into a community or nation, or simply honoured as a good guest. This becomes your story. One does not have to morph into an Indigenous identity by pretense to be valued within Indigenous populations. 

			When non-Indigenous ally Sylvia Smith—­dedicated wife, mother, and grandmother, and 2011 winner of the Governor General’s History Award for Excellence in Teaching—­stands up to self-introduce, she states: 

			I am one of five granddaughters of uninvited guests to Treaty 6 territory. My grandfather came up from what is now called the United States of America, about fifteen years after Treaty 6 had been signed, the Indian Act passed, and the Cree successfully imprisoned on small parcels of land the government didn’t want called “reserves.” If my grandfather promised to stay for three years on the parcel of land he’d fenced off, he could “have it.” Yes, he could own the stolen land! It became his private property. That is how my father “made it” in this “new” country and how I then came to profit directly from what had been handed down.

			In a recent conversation with me, Sylvia admits she would no longer say “uninvited guests”: she would now say “European invaders who set up shop in what is now Saskatchewan and never moved on.” Knowing her family’s story of immigration and sharing the Truth about the impact it had on the Land of the Nêhiyawak, then humbly initiating social justice initiatives such as the Project of Heart, Sylvia is a soul sister to many Indigenous people. She doesn’t just acknowledge her white privilege, she does something about it. 

			Colonial Confidentiality

			Colonial society has made it policy to never ask anyone their religion, cultural identity, or political views; but because the majority of Canadians are intergenerational immigrants living among a minority of Indigenous people, there are underlying requirements for cultural inclusion or minority hiring in the name of equity. The colonial “never ask” policy operates under a guise of confidentiality, but it promotes secrecy, and with more secrets come more lies. So, by adhering to colonial society’s cultural protocols, the phenomenon of permitting what Darryl Laroux refers to as “race shifters” to run at large is inadvertently supported. Or is this on purpose? Could they (colonially run institutions) be afraid of what an Indigenous person of proud cultural and historical knowledge may represent or bring to the institution? Would such an Indigenous person dare point out systemic racism or discrimination?

			I heard a Euro-Canadian educator working on an Aboriginal education framework refer to some of my recommendations for Indigenous advisors as “too bush”—­in other words, too unlike them, too “dark,” too authentically “Indian.” One would assume such positions within colonial institutions are intended for the inclusion of genuine Indigenous presence and perspectives. It just might add up to too much work to address systemic racism and discrimination. It is comfortable, for those who created these systems, to occupy them undisturbed. Positions of power and control are not readily given up. There may also be a veritable guilt complex mixed in with that superiority complex, and that just doesn’t feel good, does it? It may just make those in control feel vulnerable. 

			Token Hires 

			I do not personally know Elwood Jimmy, Nêhiyaw from the Thunderchild First Nation in Treaty 6 territory of northern Saskatchewan, but I have heard him speak. I consider him a Young Elder. His book, in collaboration with Vanessa Andreotti and Sharon Stein, entitled Towards Braiding, examines and critiques Canadian organizations’ efforts to decolonize their colonial structures, including the practice of hiring Indigenous personnel. 

			Based on personal experience, Elwood Jimmy states that “it becomes clear that, apart from this new position, most activities of the organization go unchanged: the mere presence of an Indigenous person is meant to Indigenize and decolonize the public image of the organization. Despite a genuine yearning for deeper connections and relationships, the organization performs a socially sanctioned desire for a specific formula: business as usual [combined with] non-threatening Indigenous content [negates] guilt and risk of bad press.”

			This insightful young Leader goes on to explain that too often unrealistic expectations are put on Indigenous employees, including having to appear in equity photos (if they look the part). “At some point, the two sides and their differing expectations clash. The Indigenous person feels instrumentalized for an agenda that is still fundamentally colonial in an organization that fails to imagine that other ways of working, collaborating and relating are possible. The Indigenous person calls out this tokenism and the frustration it brings. Next, the Indigenous person who identified the problem starts to be perceived as a problem.

			Any negotiations between these “problematic” employees and their employers make confidentiality agreements standard practice before any discussions take place. If the discussions pertain to conflict resolution, it is equivalent to stuffing a sock in someone’s mouth before stabbing them in the back, so no one can hear them scream. How can one agree not to speak of anything before any words are spoken? I know too many people who have been invited into meetings under false pretenses, asked to sign confidentiality agreements before the meeting starts, and before the wolf pack descends upon its weakened prey. This is a foreign concept to traditional Indigenous Codes of Ethics. Aboriginal Restorative Justice does not commence with legally binding paperwork. Instead, it is based on mutual Respect.

			White-led organizations, institutions, and corporations jumped to state the importance of hiring more Black personnel in higher-level positions, following media attention to Black Lives Matter and uprisings across North America to protest yet another brutal police murder in the death of Black American George Floyd. Are having more Black (and Indigenous) cops going to solve the problem of systemic racism on this continent? Racism is not about the individual mindset—­deeply ingrained since the arrival of Europeans on North American soil and the abduction of Africans from their soil. It is about collective power. It’s about ways of knowing and being. It’s about a worldview based on elitism, control, individualism, competition, confidentiality, public perception, and hierarchy. It often includes the deception and manipulation of others: just look at the values the European explorers, fur traders, missionaries, and commercial entrepreneurs imported here in the 1600s. This is what Canadians inherited from their forefathers. This is what the nation-state of Canada sustains.

			These are the symptoms of normative practice within mainstream society developed by the exploitation of others and their resources. Look at the faces, the gender, and religious background of the “founding fathers” of North America. They make the rules, change the rules, and bend the rules to hold onto power (and material wealth), with French and English power dynamics continuing to persist. This way of being is how all Canadian structures function. It is the Canadian culture, the offspring of Protestant British parentage with vying Catholic French Canadian influence. It permeates the justice system, the institution of education, employment practices, political institutions, and business ideals. 

			Hiring a Black or Indigenous person to “be the face of equity and inclusion” is simply tokenistic posturing. Too often, such hires become overwhelmed and isolated when they attempt to initiate change in the monstrous colonial machine—­and are often met with disdain. Unless such hires and solicited others learn to effectively operate within that institutional culture—­unless they assimilate into that culture—­they are not considered successful. Within Black America, I have heard this phenomenon referred to as internalized racism.

			Inclusivity seems to mean “becoming like the status quo” and not challenging it for productive or innovative change based on different morals and values. But inclusivity is not about hosting potluck parties to celebrate multiculturalism; it’s not about putting up a poster with a catchy slogan about “antiracism”; it’s not about posting a photo on your website showcasing a collection of Asian, Black, Brown and White smiling faces; it’s not about figuring out your “colours” to determine what type of person you are; it’s not about placing a menorah beside a Christmas candle at a reception desk; it’s not about hanging Indigenous artworks on the wall; it’s not about going on a team-building retreat to play games; it’s not about a day of noncompulsory antiracism training (where CEOs and directors tend to be absent because they are—­what?—­too special, too busy, too advanced?); it’s not about strategic hiring to improve the “look” of your employee mosaic.

			Inclusivity is about reframing culturally embedded standards, and being open and brave enough to take a look inside, follow some other perspectives, and maybe try something different. But beware: there is also a danger of cultural appropriation when colonial institutions decide to “decolonize” without any foundational knowledge and understandings. (There is a fine line between cultural appropriation and inclusion.) Regardless of their efforts, genuine or forced, colonial institutions remain predominantly white-led within firmly established Eurocentric structures. 

			I recall when a former employer, a school board, invested in Restorative Justice training for teachers as a means of professional development for conflict resolution. After their training, non-Indigenous teachers “certified” in Restorative Justice facilitated a workshop to demonstrate how it is done. Seventy teachers (unknown to each other) were instructed to sit in chairs placed in circles in the room. The facilitator then provided a choice of opening questions, which each person in the circle was to take their turn commenting on. We were given two choices: Which one of the Beatles (as in the British pop group) was your favourite? Or, what are you planning to do on Father’s Day? That was our training in Aboriginal-inspired Restorative Justice. That was it. Now apply this expert training in your classroom.

			If non-Indigenous people discover some Indigenous method, principle, Teaching, or facilitation style they think may adapt nicely to their Eurocentric models of whatever, they better understand and honour the origins of those Teachings (and protocols) or they risk appropriating aspects of Indigenous culture and diminishing them to a point of ridicule. A Talking Circle for conflict resolution is anything but simple, but it does bring truths gently to the surface while each person in that Circle remains intact. In the case of the fellow I previously mentioned whose Indigenous identity was challenged by Indigenous outsiders to the institution where he was working, the Indigenous complainants either chose not to sit in Circle this way, or the institution had no idea how to navigate what the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples establishes: the right to do things “our way.” Regardless, the institution offered him hush money to go away. To make it all go away. I doubt the payoff healed the violation of identity; it only proved an inability or unwillingness to exercise an unhurtful Indigenous way of being.

			Another example of inclusivity and decolonization would be to focus on employee strengths and weaknesses to create a well-balanced team, instead of taking a generic approach to job roles and descriptions. It’s about forming community with various Leaders who are highly respected and having the mechanisms in place to remove those who fail to serve with their community’s well-being in mind and heart. It’s not about punishment and banishment: it’s about nurturing and supporting those who become distracted by ego so they can evolve as Spiritual Human Beings. It’s about understanding what is truly important in this Life. It’s about prioritizing the human over the machine of consumerism, commercialization, and industry. 

			I once volunteered to facilitate a weekly team meeting at my place of work. I was hired in a designated Aboriginal position to work on Aboriginal content. With professional experience as a facilitator, I offered to facilitate from a cultural perspective—­the only way I knew how. I explained the whys of my way of doing to be respectful of my curious colleagues who sometimes had to wrestle with Aboriginal content or clients themselves. We got through the agenda in the designated amount of time. Afterwards, my colleagues genuinely thanked me for such a wonderful, heartfelt way to do business and build the team. Then, my manager came to see me. He asked me never to facilitate in such a way again. I wondered why and he responded with, “We do not ask people how they feel at the workplace.” I told him I would never be able to facilitate a meeting again. 

			Staff whom I genuinely cared about often went “missing.” When I inquired after them, I was told I was not entitled to know why they were gone, as “it is confidential.” I would state how much concern I had for my good colleague(s), wondering if harm had come to them or a loved one, if they were in hospital or struck with disease. Nothing. Not allowed to be human or heartfelt at the office. I later figured out that those who suddenly disappeared had left due to work-related depression or stress. As I did in the end. Did I mention there is a high turnover of Indigenous employees in federal and provincial institutions? 

			Indigenous Organizations

			Indigenous organizations must find how best to truly Indigenize their own institutions, too. They are typically funded organizations burdened by the Roberts Rules of Order: the authoritative guide for any organization, association, club, or group—­including parliamentarians—­to supposedly ensure well-governed procedures at meetings. Organizations follow these rules because of their funders’ requirements. The rules feel pretentious and foreign in supposedly Indigenous-led contexts. They can also feel oppressive. Too many Indigenous executives master the Euro-Canadian way and feel forced to mirror the colonial framework. Someone who truly wants or expects an Indigenous approach is often regarded as a threat and frequently subjected to bullying. It’s referred to as lateral violence.

			Sheila Watt Cloutier admits, “Even our own [Inuit] organizations had adopted the worst aspects of institutional and bureaucratic culture.” We are like fish out of water in these colonial frameworks and cannot seem to go with that flow, even when surrounded by dream catchers, inuksuit, sashes, and permissions to smudge. It breeds heartache, discontent, frustration, confusion, hypocrisy—­and anger (and high turnover rates).

			Is it due to a lack of Indigenous self-esteem and cultural knowledge? How must we define Indigenous identity anyway? Erasures, caricatures, and religious indoctrination defined Indigenous peoples for more than five hundred years. If you hate sleeping in a tent, are you Indigenous enough? If you drink martinis or wear makeup, are you “too white”? A person whose skin is “too brown” may feel like an imposter in that skin. The light-skinned-privileged look is a whole other inferiority complex. So many hang-ups about Who is Who and what is good enough. Everybody has their own story. But I propose it comes down to knowing where you come from, your bloodline, your history (whether you have always known it or have recently embraced it), and relating to the values, belief systems, and spirituality that connect us all to Ancestral Knowledge—­and back to the Land, that Ultimate Teacher—­the Ultimate Guide. Respect for the Land is our common denominator. 

			Hypocrisy

			Blood quantum is a colonial concern. Many Elders have stated it is how one Walks the Walk that determines an Indigenous person’s identity. The danger is being judged by our own as to how you Walk that Walk. Some pound the pavement while others gently stroll. 

			The word hypocrisy originated in the 1200s from old French, Latin, and Greek concepts, and is summarized by the idiom “actions speak louder than words.” It explains the more recent version of that Walk, reframed as how one Walks the Talk. Are we living by our values or are we just talking about them? Are we pouring hair dye down the sink while standing up as a Water Protector? In the Western world, we can intellectualize over our Indigenous value systems; but according to our Indigenous worldview, we must move beyond the (imposed) tendency to think about them and actually live by them. 

			If an Indigenous-designated employment opportunity comes up requiring an Indigenous perspective, Traditional Knowledge, community connections, or customary practice, it should not be offered to someone who admits they are on a journey of self-discovery while embodying values of settler culture in their “hope to learn more” about their Indigeneity. These designated positions and departments are not meant to be Indigenous-identity training grounds for tokenistic (and “nonproblematic”) hires. There are mentorship programs for reclaiming one’s Indigenous identity; it’s called being out in community, seeking information and connection, talking to family members, doing the homework. It is not about the sudden discovery of a root ancestor that enables you to work from an Indigenous perspective. 

			Why ask non-Indigenous people (when planning a Land Acknowledgement) to do all that hard work, but not ask our own to do it when it comes to self-identification protocols? We must shake off the oppressive psychologies of a foreign people whose foundational values are completely different from our own. It’s not enough to be political. We have to be cultural. I remember a British-Canadian once told me how “lucky” I was to be “part of a culture”: she, by contrast, felt she had no cultural identification. What? I could write a book about how culturally British she was! (I have only ever heard white people state that “everyone is the same.” Yes, we all are born the same way, bleed the same, and die, but we are definitely not the same.)

			I hope that by reinstating self-introductory protocols as normative and expected practice, this strange phenomenon of identity theft will be eradicated. I also hope First Nation, Métis, and Inuit individuals will delve into their peoples’ proud and impacted history and ancestry, traditional philosophies, challenges, and traumas. As a result, I would hope their honest intentions would be supported by their good relatives, strengthening community instead of dividing it. It is a protocol based on (and achieved by) the Age Old Value of Truth. Some identity truths are on the surface and others deeply hidden; the latter need to be unearthed if you want to self-identify as Indigenous and assume Indigenous voice and space. 

			



			5  
Identity Politics

			Complex Identities

			The politics of Indigenous identity is an imposed one. Inuit were forced to wear “dog tags” with serial numbers for government identification purposes. Treaty and status Indians are registered and tracked by way of federally issued plastic identity cards and Métis associations across the Land are popping up to solicit membership. The Métis National Council’s registration process requires proof of an ancestral link to Louis Riel’s people. The application requires passport-quality photos to place on laminated citizenship cards. If one can prove they have a “half-breed” (who hung out with Louis Riel) in the family lineage going back up to six generations, they’re in.

			No one has the right to tell me who I am. But I do have a responsibility to tell people who I am. No government-issued or Indigenous-issued plastic card in my wallet or underwear drawer defines me. I am certainly not a “Treaty Indian.” Their ancestors sat in Council with the Whiteman serving as governors and made agreements and smoked the pipe. They made promises—­but one side did not Keep their Word, and the government registrar keeps tabs on which of those peoples’ ancestors were betrayed. It used to be illegal for an Indigenous person to hire a lawyer. Not anymore: so betrayal costs. Throughout history, many peoples have been subjected to laws enforcing racial segregation, but Indigenous peoples of Canada have been the most legislated people in the world. So much of our youthful academic energy is going toward keeping track of those promises of yesteryear and setting them straight. I am certainly not a First Nation status (or non-status) individual, but I am a proud descendant of a free-spirited and independent combination of a distinct Aboriginal people. 

			Indigenous identity is complex. It is too easy to fall victim to the psychological impact of government-imposed systems of identification, but those imposed systems are necessary for political reasons: Land rights, treaty agreements, compensation, principles, and righteousness. So beware of jumping on the registration bandwagon. If you think a handout is at the ready, think again. I know of many Leaders who “fight the good fight” and die of a broken heart and spirit, only for their children and children’s children to have to pick up the torch. It is an exhausting and disheartening struggle for only the most resilient.

			We must all be aware of how identity politics creates further divisions among different associations of peoples striving, for the most part, to rise above poverty and historic injustices. Divisions, rather than unification, are what keep us down, exactly where mainstream systems want us, because of the colonists’ desire to remain all powerful—­and monetarily rich. 

			In the meantime, I endorse making things easier on all by exercising and supporting the protocol of self-introduction. Self-identifying Indigenous people must be able to stand up with pride and unwavering conviction before any group, Indigenous or not, and state who they are as an Inuk, or a member—­status or non-status—­of a First Nation, or a member of a Métis community or settlement. Non-Indigenous Canadians looking to consult or hire Indigenous personnel must be comfortable asking not for a plastic identification card, but for a conversation about identity—­with Elders or Indigenous representation in the room—­especially if identity is the criterion for the job. The above-mentioned pride, unwavering conviction, and cultural or historical knowledge will quickly become the answer. 

			Those who may discover some distant relative in their closet ought to find out what that means and how it shapes their identity today before taking space and voice as an Indigenous person. Settler Canadians do not understand the complexities of Indigenous identity, the hardships of colonialism, and the resilience required to be Indigenous today. They need to be exposed to our self-identification protocols as normative behaviour so they will be better equipped to distinguish those who walk some romantic walk of supposed or vague Indigenous identity.

			No one has the right to tell me who I am or who I am not. But, based on traditional protocol, I do have a responsibility to tell people who I am and what my purpose is. I am a descendant of the Kitchissippiriniweg, or People of the Great River, and les Canadiens on my mother’s side, and I’m pure Irish on my father’s side. I self-identify as Métis from Québec. Keeptwo is a spirit name I acquired after the passing of my younger sister. I carry deep responsibilities by carrying that name. I was honoured to receive a deeply significant traditional name as well: Ikwe Kapòdawé, or Woman Who Builds the Fire, also known as Wàwàtesikwe. Now you know. 

			Community that Claims You

			There is a lot of talk that Indigenous identity is based on what community claims you. This sounds a lot like it is linked to the registration process born of the Indian Act. I have a friend who was scooped in the sixties only to find out as an adult what reserve her biological parents came from. Thrilled to discover what the government had eradicated due to adoption policies of First Nation kids, she applied to have her membership reinstated by the reserve community where she was born, and from whose register she was removed after adoption. Band council authorities rejected her application for membership (most likely due to limited funding). This is systemic discrimination. Was she any less a First Nation person because she had no community that (re)claimed her? 

			Her community became the urban Indigenous community comprising Inuit, Métis, mixed bloods, status and non-status Indians, Residential School survivors, and, in particular, the arts and LGBTQ2S communities that she gravitated to. She chose to belong to the arts and LGBTQ2S communities because that is where she ended up feeling most at home. One’s community can be based on the coming together of like minds and spirits, or kin. Or a combination of both. The arts and LGBTQ2S communities did not claim my friend: she claimed them. It is a relationship based on mutual acceptance and understanding. 

			Another fellow I know of left his wounded, remote reserve to find solace in the traditional programming found at an urban Friendship Centre. (The Friendship Centre movement was put in place exactly for those who gravitated toward urban centres and found themselves living in great isolation.) He returned to his home community a restored and sober man, excited to bring the way of the sweat lodge as a means of healing to his largely broken-spirited people. The sweat lodge he had constructed in his back yard was aggressively torn down and he was run out of town by the community, led by the Anglican minister—­a Native man and member of that First Nation. They would not tolerate any “heathen” practices on their long-Christianized reserve. (For your information: the more remote or isolated the community, the more intensely Christian they are.) He was excommunicated. Is he any less a First Nation man without a community that claims him?

			In my own rural Métis community, there were individual “full blooded” Algonquin (mostly men) I knew of who rejected reserve living, or the community that claimed them, and sought lifetime friendship and camaraderie among the independent mixed bloods and French Canadians of my grandmother’s generation. Many offspring are now part of our community, not the registered, status reserve communities of their parents or grandparents. Although entitled by either Bill C-31 or another code of the Indian Act, these communities would most likely reject them, as in the case of my sixties-scooped friend. 

			To adhere to the definition of a “community that claims you” as the measuring stick of Indigeneity can be damaging, hurtful, and discriminatory, and simply not accurate for all. Belonging to a historic community means you have ancestors and relatives who are intergenerationally connected. Just like Piita Irniq said about how Inuit greet each other: Whose child are you? Whose parent are you? Intergenerational connections provide the link to one’s identity and community. Reaching out to—­or researching—­those communities may provide you with your genealogical history but may not offer an easy place to (re)integrate yourself for various reasons. It doesn’t change who you are. 

			A Land Acknowledgement comes from knowledge of one’s ancestral territory and relates to one’s personal history, whether one lost status or was scooped, removed for education, bound by treaty, or forcibly relocated. In the sections that follow, I explore my own identity (complicated by others’ definitions) as a self-identifying Métis from Québec—­a story that reveals how complex Indigenous identities can be. Regardless, Indigenous identity relates to the Land and one’s relationship to the Land and the People of that Land.

			I am not interested in debating who is more authentic or not authentic. It is not for me or, I believe, for anyone to decide another’s identity. The Old Ones simply watched, looked, and listened to the words and actions of others to determine honourability as defined by Indigenous worldview, or ways of knowing and being. In other words, what values they lived by, for example, according to the Original Agreement. When an Elder refers to me as a “sister” or “friend” after even a brief encounter or opportunity to exchange ideas and philosophies, and I return that endearment, it is an acknowledgement that we have stepped into a permanent place in each other’s Circle. This is yet another understanding of “community.” It is based on mutual trust and understandings, Truth, transparency, and human connection. In fact, it is based on all the good Teachings of Old.

			Let’s take a look at the complexities and controversies surrounding Métis, or Metis, identity.

			Eastern Metis 

			People east of the province of Ontario (meaning Québec and the maritime provinces), who have no firm affiliation with the Red River colony in Manitobah but identify as Metis, are described by the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) as “a minority within a minority within a minority.” The Métis National Council argues that their predecessors alone—­those linked to the Red River colony—­established a unique culture with a language (variations of Cree and French for the most part), traditions, symbols, kinship ties, jigging, fiddle music, the sash, pemmican, and pea soup. Yet, other communities of Métis exist. For example, Sebastien Malette, assistant professor at Carleton University in unceded traditional Algonquin territory, says that genealogical data from Nova Scotia indicate three distinct communities: Native people, Acadian settlers, and the sang-mêlées or mixed bloods. 

			Here’s another example: the Nova Scotia Wampanoag Council represents the cultural and historical interests of a unique community of people descended from the Wampanoag Confederacy of Massachusetts, who largely intermarried with Euro-Canadians. Recruited by an English governor from their homeland in Massachusetts (including eastern coastline islands) to the port at what is now Halifax (Nova Scotia) to assist in developing the fishery and trade economy, their Wampanoag ancestors were granted Land in exchange for their contributions. As private Landowners, they consider themselves fortunate not to have been part of the reserve system, or any other oppressive policies inflicted upon Indigenous peoples in Canada by federal, territorial, and provincial governments. Daphne Williamson, Indigenous legal representative for the Wampanoag community of Nova Scotia and Acadian Métis people, argues that the group’s “identity, language, culture, and sense of community persist to the present day.” She says, “The community didn’t disappear—­it was disrupted and dispersed during the Acadian Expulsion.” 

			The group was validated as an Aboriginal people by the Canadian Senate in 2012. Their website attests to Chiefs of the Massachusetts-based Wampanoag Confederacy such as Iyannough—­after whom Hyannis, Cape Cod, is named—­and Grand Sachem Ousamequin (Chief Massasoit), Leader at the time of the first arrival of Pilgrims from England. They claim their ancestors were the ones to first host the pilgrims beyond food offerings by teaching them how to plant and harvest crops in the New World: “It is from this interaction between our people and the Europeans that the North American Thanksgiving tradition originates.” The Sou’ West Nova Metis Council’s members are descendants of the Wampanoag Confederacy of Massachusetts. 

			So many descendants of mixed-blood communities refer (or referred) to themselves as Métis people, which attests to, in this case, European (Acadian) and Wampanoag heritage. But the term Métis has already been claimed by another, more-recent community of European and Anishinaabe descent. This kind of complication sometimes compels communities of mixed heritage to forgo their identity as a blended culture. Historically, many “half-breeds” had to decide to become either one or the other of their biracial identities. Being a person who exists between two different cultures is not always easy. Being a community that exists between two different cultures is not always easy. The key question is about varying groups of varying identities and their quest for treaty rights and “benefits.” Those issues are largely related to Land (Land-based cultural activity) and compensation for Land loss, and there is only so much Land and money to go around. Divide and conquer.

			Language as Culture 

			During the economic development of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, the borrowings of Original language terms were in the fields of fauna and flora—­the vibrancy of this unique Land—­which naturally related to local Indigenous cultures. The key to a culture—­the heart, mind, and spirit of a people—­is through language, and Original peoples’ languages and cultures were/are relational to the Land (and Codes of Ethics). It is known that European borrowings from exotic languages are indicative of the new realities Europeans faced. Europeans also found it necessary to learn how to effectively communicate with Native peoples in order to get what they wanted as guests in their new world.

			Original peoples, as well, were pressed to learn the foreign languages of Europeans to be able to understand what the newcomers were up to—­and, of course, make a good trade. Missionaries were zealous, even fearless, in their unbridled conversions throughout their new world to “save pagan souls”; effective communication was essential. Old Aurora, whom I have previously quoted, was described by that ethnologist in the summer of 1855 as speaking in “Indian-French.” The many children born of French and Anishinaabe parentage spoke this undocumented hybrid.

			The Sault Saint Louis “Indian” Christian converts (eventually relocated to present day Kahnawá:ke) were not encouraged to speak French with the Jesuit priests who founded the mission in 1680 on the banks of what is now called the St. Lawrence River. The missionaries were more intent to learn Kanien’kéha (the Mohawk language), although the mass was in the Wendat (Huron) language based on earlier evangelization elsewhere. However, when feeling the necessity to communicate with French officials, the predominantly Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) of the mission spoke in a “pidgin,” which developed due to the fur trade. This hybrid was a combination of Algonquin and French expressions mixed with their previous-to-contact gestures or sign language, which was commonly used between different linguistic groups. The Mohawks of what became the Kahnawá:ke First Nation were a largely mixed Native people known to adopt French Canadians into their village. They spoke this intermingled dialect, as well as Kanien’kéha, due to Mohawk predominance at the mission. This is the language that many of my maternal predecessors would have used, as the interconnection of Algonquin-Anishinaabeg and Haudenosaunee with French Canadians created the beginnings of a distinct Métis culture originating in Québec.

			Métis of Québec

			I am from Québec, and those fiddles and jigs, sashes, pea soup, tourtières, and more were all part of my heritage and mixed-blood community, familiar along the waterways from the St. Lawrence River throughout the area of the Kitchissippi (Ottawa River). Samuel de Champlain encouraged his French subjects to marry and produce children with First Nation women, unlike the British who questioned whether “savages” were human—­something not to have offspring with. 

			My mother’s French ancestor arrived in 1710 from La Rochelle, the principal port of entry in France for goods from the Americas. He married a first-generation Canadienne of French origin, and their tenth child, a son, married a local woman whose pur sang French mother-in-law chose not to attend the wedding. The bride was known by an assigned last name: Laframboise. She was from the outpost of St. Laurent, the main trade route to the west leading to the Great Lakes, exactly where many Native people travelled—­and settled—­due to the fur trade. The outpost was where many European men or Canadiens would frequently seek their brides.

			Algonquin-Anishinaabeg and Haudenosaunee French mixed-blood voyageurs (known to be more expert than les Canadiens at canoe travel) and coureurs de bois were among those who went west to help birth the Métis Nation of the Red River—­especially after 1760 when Great Britain took over Québec. I have an ancestor on my mother’s father’s side who is recorded in a history book as a “Métis ferryman from Saskatchewan,” and who fought at the Battle of Batoche, but I do not personally relate to those distant bison-chasing kin. 

			The Great Anishinaabeg all spoke that hybrid French for two hundred years before British rule imposed the English language upon us all. The Ojibwe to this day interchange their French-influenced greeting bozhoo with aanii (hello). There are language structures in my community that reveal the blending of Native and European—­or Métis—­culture. The nicknames or names one grew into or assigned are a characteristic of my maternal francophone-mixed community—­names like ‘ti Loup, Oiseau, ‘ti Joe Co Co, Nanou, and Joe Cou-cou. Other names stuck due to the antics that individuals became renowned for, like ‘ti Conge, Gosses de loup, Quatre Pommes, Poacher, and C’est C’est. My own great-grandfather, Evangéliste, was known as Criquet because of his physical agility (particularly for jumping games they would play). These are by no means traditional “Indian” or Spirit names, but rather an indication of a blending of two cultures creating a unique character of intertwined tendencies. 

			The latter of this list of community-assigned names have humorous stories attached to each individual that eradicated official names found only on birth certificates. Many Indigenous people move through different names to be known by: as one evolves as a Human Being, the naming ceremonies of one’s culture denote these observations, characteristics, and changes in one’s lifetime. I cannot help but think of registered First Nation family names like Weasel Fat, Brokenleg, Otter Eyes, and Many Fingers. There are stories of very long ago, long before Contact, attached to these family names. I heard Dr. Martin Brokenleg of the Rosebud Sioux Tribe (South Dakota) explain that his family name came from a long-ago ancestor who gained a reputation as a healer of horses, particularly those that suffered broken legs.

			My grandmother’s community was born of the rulers of the fur trade, where “Indianness” became outlawed, ridiculed, and shamed (like elsewhere) and was replaced by European language, religion, and norms—­but the spirit of storytelling, humour, and Land-based connections remained part of a blended reality. Many brown-skinned and blue-eyed characters in that community still live for the hunt, the fish, the harvest, and the story—­sharing their goods accordingly. 

			My grandmother’s generation did not refer to themselves as Métif, Métis, or Bois-Brulés: those were terms others used to describe the mixed bloods, along with the more French-focused pejorative Frog. I do remember my grandmother requesting my brothers and cousins to harvest the ouaouaron (bullfrog), something I could not ever enjoy having on my plate.

			My mother’s extended family and community used the adjective moitié indien—­literally meaning half or part “Indian”—­among themselves despite generations of moitié Indiens (I will now adjust “indien” to function as a noun in the English language) intermarrying with other moitié Indiens like both of her parents. In his memoir, Métis, renowned francophone author Michel Noël from the Outaouais (a region of western Québec within Algonquin territory) reinforces this term, which his father used with admiration: “Les Indiens habitent ce territoire depuis des millénaires. Et comme nous, Métis, sommes à moitié indiens, nous avons, nous aussi, des ancêtres vieux comme cette terre que nous foulons.” He speaks of his Algonquin ancestors’ long time presence on the Land; therefore, the moitié Indiens (Métis) are just as connected to the Land by way of their Algonquin parentage. 

			The term really meant you were not a full-blooded “Indian.” Some of those “full bloods” were granted status and placed on nearby reserves straddling the provinces of Ontario and Québec. Others moved deep into the backcountry of the mountains and lakes of what was deemed Crown Land to stay largely out of sight and out of mind, falling into the invisible line of non-status. To be moitié Indien meant you were of a mixed-blood people with characteristics from both sides of the mixed-identity border, not individuals with one “Indian” parent and the other not. 

			Members of my extended family are both dark skinned with black hair, and blue eyed with fair skin. Even full siblings can look different. I (regretfully) teased my younger sister for being so dark and, as a kid, she would cover her entire face and body with beach towels and spread her dark hair out when lying in the sun because she did not want her skin to get any darker and wanted her hair to turn blond. My grandmother would pull her aside and tell her she was moitié Indienne and to never be ashamed of that. 

			In her contribution to The French Language in Québec: 400 Years of History and Life, Marthe Faribault explains that most of the Amerindianisms in current Québécois vocabulary are derived from Anishinaabemowin (specifically Algonquin and Ojibwe), although Inuktitut also made its way into the everyday language of the French Canadian of northern Québec. “Moccasins, squaw, tomahawk and wigwam, replaced the French expressions ‘souliers sauvages’ (savage shoes), ‘sauvagesse’ (savage woman), ‘casse-tête’ (club) and ‘cabane sauvage’ (savage hut), which were widespread in Québec until at least the end of the nineteenth century.” (Please note that the English word savage is a derogatory term despite its resurgent use in current society.) Atoca (cranberry) and ouaouaron, mentioned above, are said to be most likely of Wendat origin, but they infiltrated my grandmother’s region, as mixed-linguistic communities of Algonquin and Nipissing, Haudenosaunee, Wendat, and Abenaki resided together at missionary villages at Montréal before eventually redispersing or being placed on reserves. Those adopted terms—­along with Algonquin terms like babiche and papoose (the latter came to be used for the actual baby rather than the framework within which it was transported), and syntax like G’day, G’day, in the English of my largely bilingual region, to reflect Kwey, kwey in Algonquin—­were embedded into the language of my maternal community located along the shores of the Kitchissippi.

			Yet, in conversation with my francophone mother, I have found that she only knows the Algonquin context and does not recognize any of these French interpretations except for sauvagesse. In her day, the term referred to the typically soft nature of a traditional Algonquin woman. My mother was darker than her own mixed-blood mother, who called her, in tenderness, ma petite sauvagesse, or, in English, “my little Indian girl.” My mother also recalls the use of squaw in its original meaning of “woman,” never as the offensive term it came to be, used by abusive Euro-Canadian men.

			My mother told me how her grandfather would make what he specifically referred to as une bonne smudge, a concoction of medicines from ash and herbs that he placed in a pail, which he would swing while walking alone down to the river from the farmhouse. A smouldering fire was used to drive away not only insects and disease, but negative energy as well. Naturally, colonization repressed any spirituality or prayer related to this burning of medicine. The smoke—­or smudge—­generated by the smouldering of plants is a historical part of spiritual practice, similar to religious incense used throughout Asia and Europe. But certainly not a practice tolerated in Catholic society that did everything to assimilate and erase the way of “the savage.”

			The Indian Act did not overtly ban smudging as it did the large ceremonial practice of the plains peoples’ Sundance and the coastal peoples’ Potlatch, but any spiritual or cultural activities, which often included smudging, were forbidden. Christian missionary indoctrination would additionally hinder such “pagan” practice. 

			Gotquestions.org answers any biblical questions one can punch into the computer. This is the site’s current (2020) answer to my question regarding smudging: “The Bible tells us that God protects His children from evil (2 Thessalonians 3:3). We have no need to smudge; in fact, smudging is sin. We do not trust in pagan rituals but in God our Savior. … He will provide the strength and peace we need to make it through any test. The devil cannot be made to flee with smoldering sage; our refuge is the Lord alone (see Psalm 4:8). God provides us with powerful tools to fend off the enemy’s spiritual attacks (Ephesians 6:10–­17). Smudging is not one of those tools.” The notion of equity and inclusion, and the eradication of systemic racism and oppression, is a pipe dream when certain members of society—­many who head colonial organizations—­adhere to such bigoted beliefs in the name of religious superiority.

			Thanks to all those ancestors—­forefathers and foremothers, relatives and relations—­who somehow managed to resist total obliteration of all good practices, the spiritual practice of smudging made its way back. It “woke itself up” and is very much a part of today’s diverse First Nation and Métis peoples’ proud tradition. I like to think my own great-grandfather was part of that silent resistance and he looks upon his descendants now, smiling, because we do not have to conceal the practice. 

			My relatives are rich with music, humour, song, and storytelling around extended family bonfires. We enjoy community méchouis (feasts) while the ouaouaron croaks along the shorelines, where my brother ensures the custom of cooking beans in the sand (traditionally made with maple syrup with bits of venison)—­for days—­covered by an open flame. People play guitar (and sometimes spoons) and sing and tell ghost stories. It’s all evidence of an authentic merging of French and Algonquin peoples’ cultures. Métis of Québec.
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			The Sash

			Les Québécois created what is referred to as the Assomption arrowhead sash, or ceinture fléchée, an iconic symbol of varying designs of the prairie Métis. This colourful, woven, fringed belt originated in what became an off-island suburb of Montréal on the L’Assomption River. The sash became a status symbol of prestige and a highly valued trade item. It would have been worn, commencing in the late 1700s, by various “Woodland” First Nation traders, French Canadians, and Métis of the Great Lakes region. The Métis of Québec travelled west with these adornments of cultural pride and prestige, which met the liking of the plains people blends of Métis of the Red River, who adapted colours and designs for more variety and personal appeal. 

			I recall staying at my grandmother’s log cabin on the Kitchissippi. It was winter and the smooth ice of the river, not yet covered with snowfall, called me to skate. My grandmother had gifted me a big old fur coat, which had become far too large for her increasingly petite frame, and une ceinture fléchée. It looked lovely against the dark fur, but, influenced by fashion rather than sense, I wrapped it around my neck as a scarf. Soon afterwards, my grandmother instructed me to wrap it around my waist to belt the coat to keep me warm. “The way it was meant to be worn,” she said.
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			Me and my Métis sash/Moi et ma ceinture métisse: Influenced by fashion rather than sense, I’m wearing it around my neck. My grandmother instructed me to wrap the sash around my waist.

		



			Tracking Lineage

			Inserted words do not make for a distinct culture, but the history of the generations of mixed bloods marrying mixed bloods of, in my case, the French and primarily the Algonquin-Anishinaabeg or Bois-Brûlés has been overshadowed by the French-British dynamic resulting in British victory in 1760. Language was the first tangible aspect of the Original cultures to go. Initially, it was by slow erosion due to the trade and religious indoctrination. Subsequently, it was by the necessity to understand the nuances of negotiation, settler influx, and British rule, and as a result of assimilation policies such as Indian Residential Schools. It is a treasure for any Indigenous community across this Land now called Canada that still has speakers of those languages. Language is the window to the worldview. Language holds the culture in place. Cree, Inuktitut, and Ojibwe are the living languages of today. Algonquin, like so many others, is endangered or, for many, has “gone to sleep” as I have heard many Elders say, instead of daring to call them extinct.

			Keeping Track 

			The history of genealogy started in the Indigenous cultures of the world by oral tradition, with reliance placed on memory and based on inherited family narratives. Keeping Track. Once again, the ethics of Honesty had to accompany one’s ability for accuracy—­especially for oral histories and family lineages. I have heard reference to those of Métis identity in claiming that one’s “half-Indian” identity is the honest half. Honesty was an Ethic that kept the gift-exchange economy thriving. Honesty kept one’s word honourable. Honesty kept the Principle of Sharing intact. Honesty is what made a good Trade Relationship. Without Honesty, there is no Trust. Without Trust, there is no Community. Without Community, there is no Harmony. When people start lying, it’s contagious and can quickly become a social disease. 

			Genealogy was about one’s personal as well as communal and ancestral connection to the Land. Knowing who you were and where you came from connected the past to the present, in honour of those who came before you and in preparation of those who would come after. Knowing your clan (for peoples governed by clan systems like the Anishinaabeg and Haudenosaunee) kept bloodlines healthy: those from, for example, the same clan did not marry. If you hosted someone from the same clan, no matter how far away they lived, you hosted them like family, not as suitors or strangers. Similarly, west coast peoples have family crests and “houses” to uphold.

			Euro-Canadian Record Keeping 

			In Europe, from roughly 1100 to 1500, the focus of genealogy was about royal and noble bloodlines—­social divisions to be held in place. Eventually, the monarchy desired acquiring precise information about all its subjects. The tracking of human lives by way of birth and baptismal registries, marriage and death certificates, first became compulsory in England in 1837. In la Nouvelle-France, record keeping started as early as 1655. Parish registers, however, date from the 1500s in Europe; Québec City started a parish register in 1616. Fifty years later, the first census in what became Canada was initiated to help plan and develop the French colony. 

			The focus of the census was on recording age, gender, marital status, and the occupation of the colony’s inhabitants in preparation for raising taxes and conscripting armies. With mounting tensions, both commercially and politically, there was further need to take inventory of privately owned swords and muskets between the years 1710 and 1760. In 1871, Canada’s first official census collected information on the ethnic origins of Canadians, including those who were Indigenous to this Land. But, as the authors of Bois-Brûlés: The Untold Story of the Métis of Western Québec note, “in the 1881 Canadian census, in which Paul Riel is identified as a French Canadian farmer, Charles Logue [the Indian Agent] identified him the previous year as part Indian.”

			Names were fluid in those early days of Contact; Anishinaabe and French names were not easy to spell or pronounce and, with a flick of the pen, someone’s “official” identity, was recorded, but not necessarily accurately, and not necessarily with their approval.

			The concept of surnames was a practice used to distinguish one from another as populations expanded and dispersed. In Québec records of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, one’s occupation or area of origin was typically assigned to one’s identity. In the case of my arrière arrière grand’mère known as Laframboise, was she a local woman who exchanged wild raspberries for woollen blankets from trading post personnel or voyageurs? There is a story there as to why her first-generation French Canadian mother-in-law boycotted her wedding.

			Similar couples of trading post encampments, without savings, education, or societal standing, would move. They would load up their canoes and paddle west into the sunset of the Kitchissippi and stop to trade their furs (or raspberries) at a post established in 1670—­just a five-minute walk along the beach from where my grandmother’s log cabin would later stand. Early Algonquin presence on the Kitchissippi spans close to ten thousand years. The Algonquin “free traders” would come to camp on the very beach that is now in my name. It’s difficult for me and my community to be anything other than People of the Great River. 

			Nicknames were used to describe a person in some way, as evident in my relatives’ village, often connected to animal traits, particular characteristics, or distinguishing stories. It is also significant that the registrar assigning names could not depend on the “illiterate” person before him to spell out their name in either French or English, especially when the newly shaping nation-state of Canada attracted many foreigners coming from many foreign lands. Throw Anishinaabemowin or (much further north in the province) Inuktitut into the mix, and these names took off in many interesting directions on the pages of registrars. In fact, Inuit were arbitrarily assigned Christian English “first names” and their customary single name shifted into a “last name.”

			As racism intensified in the country, many Native names were also translated or transformed to sound more French or English. For example, an Algonquin Leader born in 1790 at the mission of Lac des Deux Montagnes at Kanehsatà:ke (Montréal) was known by the name Shawinpinessi, but recorded in many variations: Shawanipinessi, Shawanipinesi, Cawanipinesi, Chaweni pinesi, Chawanabenesi, Shawanapenase, Shawwinninepisaisens, Chaoanipinesi, and Shawanongpenesi. The Leader was eventually assigned the first name of Pierre and his registered or “official” identity morphed into Peter Stevens, also recorded as Peter Stephens. 

			Inuit were historically given a single name but, like other Original peoples, could acquire other names throughout their lives based on their characteristics or accomplishments. They carried the names of fathers, mothers, grandparents, friends, relatives, ancestors, spirits, or animals. This was too complicated for RCMP and Hudson’s Bay Company purposes, and thus deemed “a problem that needed solving.” By the 1940s, it was decided to impose a numbering system of identification by way of distributing disc numbers to each Inuk, originating from a German wartime practice. This little bit of metal was to be worn around the neck at all times which is where the reference to “dog tags” originated. 

			Project Surname was part of the Inuit political movement of the 1970s that eliminated the disc system; Inuit were then assigned social insurance numbers. Some had their disc numbers tattooed on their skin as a form of political statement and a way to remember. Labrador Inuit Elder Alex Saunders told me the word husky (as in the dog) was used to insult any Inuk as an inferior being. (The word chief was tossed at any First Nation man to ridicule traditional leadership, and the word squaw, as previously mentioned, was used to degrade First Nation and Métis women as promiscuous.)

			Europeans and Euro-Canadians not only took our lands and the names we had for these lands, but our personal names as well. At least the French directly translated Original terms—­for example, of river valley landmarks, which signified Algonquin relationship to the terrain—­whereas the English named most every natural feature after their war heroes, governors, kings, and the like. Ironically, in 2012, immediately following the release of the TRC report, the Ottawa River Parkway, a road that runs parallel to the Kitchissippi in Canada’s capital city, was changed to the Sir John A. MacDonald Parkway. The renaming was to honour the first prime minister of this nation-state, the very one responsible for the Indian Residential School system. The timing of it felt impeccably underhanded and strategically racist.

			Naming—­and renaming—­had nothing to do with the lay of the Land. The foreigners did not come here to understand the Land or have a relationship with it. Besides, whatever traditional name defined a landscape was soon rendered obsolete as the Land was disfigured (or deemed owned by the Crown), left only to memory and the stories of the People. 

			French and English Name Changing

			The famous adventurers Radisson and Groseilliers, of Hudson’s Bay Company fame and shame, were from France and both of questionable character. They climbed their way into the merchant class of their new world. Groseilliers, who was hired as a labourer by the Jesuits and helped build the mission at Ste. Marie among the Hurons near what is now Midland, Ontario, was born Médard Chouart. He changed his name to the self-aggrandizing Sieur des Groseilliers (Lord of the Gooseberries) after his family’s meagre farm in northern France. It gave him an air of aristocracy in la Nouvelle-France.

			My extended maternal family carries renowned Métis and First Nation names of Boucher, Bernard, Caron, Gougeon, Lacroix, Lauzon, Pilon, and Paquette, to name a few. But some surnames were recorded in various ways, such as Grigner changed to Grenier. Messoye dit (known as) Laplaine was also recorded as Massée and Moyes, and Langevin (dit Lacroix). First names were also recorded in various ways or versions, such as Jean Baptiste, known as Paul; Napoléon, recorded as Alexandre; Luce, also recorded as Lucie; and Félix, recorded as Phélice. French names were often anglicized: my own grandmother, Aimée, was registered as Emma. The opposite was also true as English names were often francized, all depending on who was in power and who held the pen. 

			All that to say: the Whiteman’s way of recording information on paper can be fudged or falsified. With or without “proof,” the very faces of my relatives—­and information passed down—­tell a story of a Métis people. Those stories, histories, names, and Land affiliations, locales, occupations, interests, talents, and deeds—­count for something. The chosen professions and pastimes of herbalists, artists, storytellers, trappers, Native education teachers, artisans, canoeists, fishermen, healers, Aboriginal Law professors, game wardens, agriculturalists, Aboriginal health workers, historians, rights advocates, Land and Water Protectors, guides, bow hunters, and musicians all carry the blood memory of my ancestors’ and future descendants’ collective identity. 

			Family lineage by way of the oral tradition breeds Honesty, responsibility, memory, connectivity, relationship, pride, and entertainment. If our families and communities got back to our oral ways of being, we could throw away the paperwork and rely again upon integrity and verbal accreditation. The Human Family becomes the logbook, the registrar, the history lesson—­and the future.

			The Most Famous Métis

			Louis Riel, the most famous Métis, had a grandfather from Ireland, like me, carrying the un-Irish name of Jean-Baptiste Riel (dit Lirlande). Was he originally Jack Reilly (or Rielly), whose name was francized when arriving to Québec? Did the curé who registered his Catholic marriage to Marguerite Boucher (the exact same name found in my own family line) write it as the more French sounding Riel? Was it 1704 or 1798 they married, or 1812? Marguerite was a “half-breed” with a father in the fur trade who had done like the Nor’Westers encouraged—­and Samuel de Champlain before them—­and married, à la façon du pays, a Dene (Chipewyan) woman from what was named Hudson’s Bay in what the English claimed as Rupert’s Land, prime beaver pelt country. Louis Riel’s great-grandmother, of uncertain identity, like my mother’s grandmother, was the only pure “Indian” in his lineage. Louis Riel was born around the same time as one of my own “half-breed” ancestors, Marie Pilon, whose mother was “Indian.” But unlike the Riel family, my grandmother’s ancestors were not as privileged and educated, which often meant they did not make it into the logbooks of political leaders or successful Hudson’s Bay Company or North West Company men.

			Many Irish names became French names in la Nouvelle-France. The relationship between the Irish and the French in Québec originated in the armies of France, where many exiled Irish chiefs and soldiers served. Many Irish wanted to conceal their identity from British forces by changing their names to French-sounding ones. The long-defunct Irish sixpence coin called the Réal dates from the 1600s. Réal itself became a common family name in Limerick, but the spelling morphed into the common name of today, Reale. 

			My point being: names shifted, languages intertwined, spellings differed, nicknames stuck, literacy skills varied, histories skewed, cultures evolved, and not everyone has an accurate record (if any record) of their family lineage, especially the Bois-Brûlés born of Native foremothers and French forefathers with a bit of the Irish thrown in. Even if you were the offspring or the aid or a reputable part of the commercial enterprise of the trade, the records and dates have not always been clearly recorded. Our memories and pastimes as storytellers—­disseminating family information—­are not what they used to be. Too much TV has numbed our memories.

			I have already told you what Nakoda (Stoney) Tatanga Mani said: “Civilized people depend too much on man-made printed pages.” He further said: “If you take all of your books, lay them out in the sun, and let the snow and rain and insects work on them for a while, there will be nothing left.” While the Whiteman is busy building museums and stocking library archives, Indigenous peoples of the world remember a time when community relied entirely on the gift of memory, storytelling, the arts, and the ethics of Honesty and honoring one’s word.

			Unimaginably, because of the vastness of this great expanse of Land and lakes and river systems, there was traffic between Québec City and Montréal, and along what came to be called the Ottawa River, and then along routes to the north, west, and then back again. But, for purposes of “commercial efficiency,” Sault Ste. Marie (Ontario) soon became the relay place where voyageurs from the north and west unloaded furs, which were reloaded onto the fleets coming in from the east. The voyageurs and fleets then headed back in their respective directions. This way, the business of the trade was coordinated to work faster and to beat the incoming conditions of winter. For those engaged in the pelt economy, either as freemen (independent traders) or employees of the North West Company or the Hudson’s Bay Company, travel by canoe was adventurous and arduous work made for the most fearless and free-spirited men.

			Louis Riel, born in Saint Boniface (a francophone community neighbouring Winnipeg), which was settled by fur traders then established by French nuns from Montréal, became the focal point of missionary work in western Canada. It was prime real estate for the saving of souls, as a lot of “Indians” from every direction converged at the Red and Assiniboine Rivers for trade. Just as some of my ancestors who migrated west from St. Laurent toward the northwest and beyond, peoples at the Forks (Winnipeg) intermingled with the Bois-Brûlés across generations, and many of them lived and worked alongside missionaries. Some of my forefathers from the Great Lakes region along the St. Lawrence were employed by the parish of these missionary settlements that encouraged agriculture as a sedentary lifestyle. The trading posts were a natural meeting place for Native or mixed-blood women to meet their French (or British) suitors, who were looking for companionship and to widen their trade networks through family allegiances. The trading posts were perfect spots for Catholic conversion to take place as well. A logical location to gather a congregation of the soon-to-be or forced-to-be believers.

			Some of those families that further mixed with Cree, Saulteaux, Dene, and others came back our way to work at the North West Company trading posts along the Kitchissippi. Some stayed behind and intermarried again with other Bois-Brûlés, or Algonquin. Villages grew up around the forts, as traders came and went to trap and then trade their furs, and subsequently seek jobs. Those “country wives” camped around those posts and their partners ebbed and flowed from those establishments, or set up shop on site, as did generations of their offspring immersed in more than two hundred years of trade culture. According to the Historic Westmeath Township (HWT Project) website, when George Gladman of Albany (New York) ascended from Montréal in 1814, he noted at his stop at Fort Coulonge that “there are two Canadian servants about the House, and several Indians.” Another official, Nicholas Garry, sent by the Hudson’s Bay Company to survey the company’s fur trading establishments in 1821 noted “an encampment of Algonkins” near the very same post. 

			Unless you were affiliated—­genealogically or otherwise—­with an “official” working in the commercial enterprise of the trade, your name didn’t necessarily get noted in any archive, and dates of occupations and timelines were not always recorded or, if recorded, do not always line up. Records were even worse if you were a woman of mixed-blood heritage. Many Montréal archives only attached the term Métis to indicate a marriage had occurred between a Native and a European or Canadien(nne). Any offspring from such a marriage in Québec was expected to be absorbed into a Catholic-French identity—­just like Samuel de Champlain had pronounced: “Nos fils épouseront vos filles. Nous formerons ensemble une seule et même nation.” Champlain’s encouragement was to reinforce a Land savvy but French-acculturated people. (I would argue his “prophecy” was a couple of hundred years off for many mixed bloods of Québec who were absorbed into the body politic.) As a result, not all were identified or registered as Métis regardless of the evolution of a distinct people who resisted complete assimilation. 

			It may have been easier or more advantageous for those Algonquin or mixed-blood daughters to raise their children according to their husband’s French Canadian culture—­but regardless, the culture of the Bois-Brûlés could not help but emerge, however subtly, within an already disadvantaged French-Catholic community. The Métis of the prairies were in a dominating English-Protestant environment—­a situation that consolidated their identity as unique and preserved their culture by sheer isolation. By contrast, many of the francophone Métis of Québec appeared to be absorbed into the body politic of the larger French-Catholic domain. The Métis of Québec evolved in their own unique way. Nonetheless, we are relatives or “distant cousins” of some of the Métis of the prairies, and demonstrate a blend of Indigenous and European culture. 

			As a Catholic nation that spoke Latin as opposed to a Germanic language, with a long history of rivalry back in the Old Country, who fought and lost a war to the English in the New Country, the French Canadiens mixed well with the Original peoples of the Land. Samuel de Champlain knew the best way to gain in trade was through marital allegiance, just like in Europe and in keeping with the customs of Original peoples expanding their own precolonial trade networks. Both the French and Native peoples (converted or assimilated) were Catholic; they had a two-hundred-year history of trade, and had learned to speak each others’ languages, creating hybrids such as the “French-Indian” of the Anishinaabeg and Haudenosuanee, the Mi’kmaq-influenced Chiac of the Acadian and Métis in New Brunswick, and Michif of the Cree and French in the west. They were all oppressed by the English. French Canadians, les Québecois, and Acadians, in general, resisted British assimilation.

			As a fourteen-year-old, Riel travelled to his father’s childhood territory of Québec and remained for a ten-year period, which included residing at his Aunt Lucie’s in Montréal. He had left the seminary and briefly worked as a law-office clerk. He then went on to Chicago and St. Paul, Illinois, to live among French Canadian nationalists in exile. According to Bois-Brûlés: The Untold Story of the Métis of Western Québec by Michel Bouchard, Sebastien Malette, and Guillaume Marcotte, Louis Riel had an another aunt, Marie Louise, who resided in the Outaouais (western Québec), and he returned in 1873 to hide among the Métis within traditional Algonquin territory while in exile. “A letter sent by Louis Riel to his mother confirms his stay in the Outaouais region in May 1874 for roughly eight or nine months.”

			He and his francophone Métis wife, Marguerite Monet (dit Bellehumeur), were devoutly Catholic, as were Louis Riel’s parents. The situation of Catholic francophones, including the mixed bloods, as a distinct group in a white, anglophone, Protestant-dominated terrain ruled by white, anglophone, Protestant federal officials, made for a strong cause to fight for collective rights. A minority within a minority within a minority: struggling to hold on to their language and religion and Land, as most mixed bloods were deemed “squatters,” ineligible to acquire their own Land, which was being offered to incoming pioneers. 

			In the province of Québec, however, although ruled by the same federal government as the Métis out west, the Métis of the Outaouais were living within a wider—­albeit oppressed—­Catholic religion and French language environment. Regardless, they were fighting for their rights before the Canadian Constitution Act of 1982 included them in its definition of Aboriginal people. The grassroots political movement of the Métis and non-status “Indians,” led by force majeure Harry Daniels, Métis (Saskatchewan), involved Métis from beyond the Red River, including—­according to the previously mentioned Bois-Brûlés: The Untold Story of the Métis of Western Québec—­“individuals who identify as Métis in Québec, and specifically in the Outaouais region.”

			When Louis Riel and the Manitobah provincial government arose in defense of language rights, religious rights, and Land rights in the face of an influx of anglo-Protestant immigration, Riel became a heroic spokesperson for the cause among cousins across French Canada. There was a collective fist raising in camaraderie among French-speaking Quebeckers and mixed-blood communities. I imagine there were also ripples in New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland and Labrador, as well as in New England and Cajun country in Louisiana—­all French-Catholic communities that had been pushed around by the English, especially during le Grand Dérangement (the Great Upheaval), that forced the brutal exile of the Acadians along with their mixed Mik’maq kin between 1755 and 1762. I repeat what Old Aurora said of the English: “Il est entré avec la force et il est allé partout avec la force.” Today, the largest population of French-speaking Canadians is in the province of Québec; their motor-vehicle license plate reads je me souviens—­“I remember.”

			The Other Métis

			Previously, the Acadians of what became the Canadian maritime provinces had been largely ignored by France since their arrival to La Cadie in the 1600s. As a result, they grew to be an independent people who freely intermarried with their friends and allies, the Mi’kmaq, who relied on them for trade goods in exchange for their protection against other less congenial Europeans. The Acadians fully acknowledge they would not have survived without the support of the local Original populations. According to Katie K. MacLeod’s dissertation, “Displaced Mixed-Blood: An Ethnographic Exploration of Metis Identities in Nova Scotia,” this union created “a people where none had been before” with a distinct history, culture, and language from that of my Québec-based Bois-Brûlés ancestors. 

			Algonquin and Bois-Brûlés community groups evolved in the Pontiac region where, as I have already mentioned, the very first free trader’s post—­a wooden outbuilding—­was established along the Kitchissippi in 1670, a stone’s throw from my eventual grandmother’s log cabin. That post was operated for nearly one hundred years by the family of Louis d’Ailleboust, only to be deserted when Britain “won” all of Canada in 1760. It was officially reoccupied in the early 1800s by the North West Company of Montréal, which encouraged and supported Algonquin-French unions and hired their offspring to work at the post, and for the post, with many travelling to and from the west. My mother and her cousins remember the buffalo robes their grandfather had for the family to bundle under when travelling in their winter sleigh, inherited from those trading days. 

			It took great courage, stamina, and, as I have said, a great sense of adventure—­reserved for the most free spirited—­to engage in the life of trapping and trading across vast territories and open waters. The majority of my mother’s maternal relatives settled in that terrain and accepted to live the Life of “illiterate” or “uneducated” labourers and farmers, with some falling into service for the lumber barons of the region. I give great credit to the few who ventured further west to join those feisty others whose descendants fought for—­and finally secured—­some Métis rights and official recognition as an Aboriginal people in 1982. 

			The authors of Bois-Brûlés: The Untold Story of the Métis of Western Québec prove that the “same structural forces and processes that had encouraged the emergence of a Métis community at Red River and other points west had promoted a Métis ethnogenesis in the Outaouais, but it did not happen in a vacuum. The historical evidence underlines how the Bois-Brûlés of the larger Outaouais region were related to families in western and even farther northern communities that are now unequivocally recognized as Métis by both academics and government officials.” To this day, the province of Québec and our little brothers of the west refuse to acknowledge our existence.

			The North West Company merged with the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1821 and operated in my maternal ancestors’ settling community of villages, riverfront farms, summer camps, and winter shanties until 1855. Thomas Taylor, the son of George Taylor, an English sloop master (a sloop is a wooden sailing vessel used during the fur trade) and his Fort Severn (Swampy Cree) wife, registered only as Jane (abandoned along with her nine children when George moved back to England in 1818), was a “clerk in charge” at various posts within Rupert’s Land for the Hudson’s Bay Company. He ended his career at the trading post at the beach just down from my great-grandparents’ homestead. Thomas is described in the archives as a “half-breed” and one of the most efficient postmasters in the County. He spoke “several of the Native Languages, is a great favourite with Indians, is a ‘Jack of all Trades’ and altogether a very useful man in his line.” He was the last postmaster of the dying fur trade, who purchased the property upon his retirement. He and his wife, Mary Keith, lived and were buried in Fort Coulonge (Québec). Their son, William, was godfather to my grandmother’s uncle, Napoléon. With ten kids in total, many descendants blended with my own family lines and live there to this day. 

			Post–­Fur Trade Lumber Industry

			After the fur trade days, and having served its purpose, an “Indian” identity was not advantageous in any way. Discrimination, ridicule, and racism would keep the “Indians” in a position of perpetual poverty and growing despair as the great forest valleys of traditional unceded Algonquin territory were invaded by the lumber industry—­at its height between the 1870s and 1900. According to Venetia Crawford’s account, Pontiac Treasures in Song and Story, “there were ten thousand men working on the Black and Coulonge Rivers alone. It was nothing to see five hundred teams on the road. They were as thick as crows.” 

			Most of my ancestors turned to farming, rather than directly assist in the deforestation of their Algonquin counterparts’ territory. Métis in the Great Lakes region, which extends along the St. Lawrence River to the Atlantic Ocean, where my mother’s ancestors are from, had done some farming around fur trade posts throughout the French regime (1534–­1763). The Hudson’s Bay Company came to rely on agricultural foods attained from Métis and French Canadian farmers near its posts. Catholic missionaries wanting to “settle” First Nation converts for religious instruction used farming as one way to keep them close. 

			The same idea was used to “civilize” Africans and put an end to the free trade economy so that commercialized trade could prevail. The policy of the “bible and the plough” made it easier for the colonizer to both control and attempt to assimilate Native peoples into Euro-Canadian society, whether in the Great Lakes region or the Red River colony or beyond. For almost a hundred years, the Algonquin petitioned the government for Land rights, first asserting their rightful claim to their traditional territory, then pleading while they promised the colonizer they would till whatever small parcel of Land they could “officially” attain, build a church, pray to the Christian god, and give up hunting. One hundred and twenty years later, in 1983, Algonquin submitted a modern Land claim, which is still in complex negotiations today. 

			Traditional Métis farms on the prairies were located along riverbanks in long narrow lots (les rangs) just like in my grandmother’s community. Red River Métis river-lot farms were modelled after the same river-lot farming system found along the Kitchissippi and the St. Lawrence in Québec. Métis farming in both of these regions was subsistence based. My arrière relatives turned to tilling the Land and keeping livestock to sustain themselves and their large families. Good Catholics were to obey the priests to “bring forth children” as their solemn duty. My Old Uncle Joe told me he remembers the women coming out of church in tears after these sermons, with one (French Canadian) woman in the community known to have birthed twenty-two children. 

			They supplemented their farmed goods by hunting, fishing, and harvesting les fruits sauvages (wild berries) and other edibles and medicines—­including atoca, butternuts, roots, and herbs. Collecting pine cones and birchbark for fire starter were seasonal activities. My grandmother used Land-based medicines to treat a wide variety of ailments from toothache to poison ivy. She would often send us grandkids—­drawing from a slew of my siblings and cousins—­to harvest whatever she needed from the wild. These were strong and hardy men and women who loved “the bush” and accessed the depths of it by way of snowshoes in the winter and canoes in the summer, because they knew the Earth Mother always provided. My great-great-grandfather, friend to the Métis fur-post clerk Thomas Taylor (of Red River parents) whose descendant families intermarried, “disappeared” from the records for ten years—­perhaps to voyage west as far as the Red River colony or further north? By the mid-1800s, the fur trade was starting to dwindle. He then reappeared to settle down the road from the fort as a subsistence farmer with his wife in 1865. 

			In his memoir Métis, Michel Noël recounts his Métis mother’s sentiments about how hard these farming women worked: “Il y a pas de répit à la ferme! Les curés, avec la bénédiction du gouvernement, nous pousse à défricher, à faire de la terre neuve, à semer même si on récolte la misère. … La ferme, pour moi, ce n’est pas la liberté qu’on nous vante tant, c’est la prison des pauvres.” Noël’s mother equates the relentless labour of the farm as the prison of the poor.

			His father adds what the writer claims his mother would dare not say: “Les curés sont de vrais corbeaux. Ils poussent les gens à cultiver des terres de roche. Ils disent qu’ils font cela pour sauver leur âme, mais, en réalité, ils les gardent dans la misère noire pour mieux les contrôler.” Here, he blames the representatives of the church—­the priests, trickster figures—­for telling these moitié Indiens their attempts to cultivate (nothing but rocky soil) will save their heathen souls. In Truth, the author’s father claims, keeping the moitié Indiens (and their Algonquin counterparts) in a state of perpetual poverty was a way to better control them.

			But the Principle of Sharing was innate. This arrière pépère of mine was known to take their farmed goods to the old post, where many of their increasingly impoverished, displaced, and tuberculosis-ridden Algonquin kin would gather to beg for food and work. He died of tuberculosis himself at a relatively young age. 

			The most adventurous voyageurs, many of course Métis or Bois-Brûlés, now found occupation as lumbermen—­although I cannot imagine the heartache felt at participating in what they were tasked to do to earn their living in a changing economy that now depended on currency instead of trade. My ninety-four-year-old friend, John Lemieux, born and raised in the town of Maniwaki (Québec) in Algonquin territory where many Bois-Brûlés settled next to the reserve of Kitigan Zibi, told me about those hardworking lumbermen. Interestingly, the lumbermen were intergenerationally referred to as voyageurs regardless of no longer working by way of the canoe. It was a testament to their forefathers’ lived experience, and their inherited character of resiliency, regardless of their new occupation as bûcherons.

			None of my ancestors until my grandmother’s generation were able to read or write the French (or English) language. They were bilingual francophones in a world dominated by English-speaking merchants and lumber barons. My mother’s people had little choice regarding how to earn a living. If they could not or did not acquire Land to farm, the men would spend most of the year living in isolated lumber camps. My mother’s uncles were also trappers, although it provided only a sporadic income by that time. 

			Their accommodations in the bush were fashioned after the tipi, but made larger with round logs and canvas—­open at the top for the ever-burning centre fire to release its smoke. The camps were only abandoned once the surrounding forest was completely stripped of its white pine. These majestic white pine forests of the Outaouais surpassed all other lumber regions of eastern North America, but they were logged so thoroughly in the nineteenth century that not enough trees remained to make a typical timber raft, according to Ottawa River historian Robert Legget.

			Of four generations of my relatives who ran the homestead farm, many of the first three supplemented their subsistence living by “portaging” supplies such as lard, beans, flour, and salt pork to the logging camps. Those who worked as loggers spent their Saturday nights jigging to fiddle music and telling stories. Because there were no women around to join the dances, they called their kind of dancing “buck dancing.”

			When these men would make it back to town, they often spent their time in the public houses, drinking their wages away. Could it be to assuage their guilt or horror from the complete decimation of large swaths of traditional unceded Algonquin territory? They developed a reputation for being rough and rowdy. The “finer” citizens of the area considered the lumbermen’s behaviour disgraceful, but just like during the preceding fur trade, they knew these resilient Métis, French Canadians, and their Irish buddies (who had more recently come to Canada to escape famine) were the lifeblood needed to sustain the new lumber economy, so they simply feigned indifference and continued to enjoy the fruits of their Land and labour.

			My great-grandfather, Criquet, eventually took over the farm. During the Depression, he would invite the locals to come pick what they needed to feed their families from the crops he and his wife—­of “unknown parents” from “back in the bush”—­and their children laboured to produce. 

			My Old Uncle Joe, my grandmother’s brother, raised on the hard labour of the farm, dreamed of (and then completed) his bush pilot’s license. He eventually kept as many as three floatplanes in the bay across from the farmstead and worked only for himself. He told me about flying to the nearby Kitigan Zibi reserve to visit and gently demonstrate it was not only white anglophones who could imagine the impossible. He suffered a lot of discrimination in his day, especially because he dared to want to fly and break loose from the shackles of imposed authorities that aimed to hamper them all.

			They were never monetarily rich, my relatives, but they were rich with personality and adhered to the Age Old Principle of Sharing. My grandmother taught my mother the same Spirit of Generosity. My mother’s cousin who inherited the farmland where my grandmother was born allows local Métis to come tap the trees for annual maple-syrup making to this day. They, in turn, supply him with as much complimentary syrup he can consume. It’s a good trade. Then, they sell to or trade with other community members, as we are all addicted to that taste of early spring.

			It was the people residing around that trading post, which was in operation for 185 years, who developed into the mix of French Canadian and predominantly Algonquin Catholics—­that “minority within a minority within a minority” the RCAP so aptly describes—­to whom I am directly related and whose descendants continue to reside in the area. One of my many cousins told me that “long ago” the government considered establishing a reserve where my grandmother’s community evolved. But, alas, it was prime real estate along a prosperous river system necessary for the booming lumber industry.

			The Algonquin “pure bloods” were a dispossessed people in what Mi’kmaq scholar Bonita Lawrence calls a “fractured homeland,” still striving for their rights today. Only some families agreed to move onto a mere parcel of their vast traditional territory, with others choosing to retreat further into what became “Crown Land.” The closest Algonquin reserves were situated at Kitigan Zibi in 1853 (formerly Desert River, Québec) and Pikwakanagan in 1890 (formerly Golden Lake, Ontario). They had to abide by the Indian Act, which made it illegal to speak their language—­a measure meant to replace their language with English, the dominant tongue of the region, the government, the federally legislated school system, the priest, and the Indian agent assigned to those reserves.

			Those who rejected the constraints of the reserve, and avoided living alongside Euro-Canadians, retreated into isolation as non-status Algonquin. Others in the region intermarried with Euro-Canadians but adhered to their Algonquin culture and identity, regardless of the border separating Ontario and Québec. More-remote lumbering villages attracted many non-status Algonquin: they have no plastic cards identifying them as (French-speaking) “status Indians.” It is the Algonquin on the Ontario side of the imposed border who have rallied for and gained rights and recognition as non-status Algonquin First Nations. They are mostly light-skinned-privileged and definitely anglophone. 

			As a result, French-language Québec colloquialisms, and the fur-trade “Indian-French” of the Algonquin-Anishinaabeg (and mixed bloods), became influenced, diminished, or erased by the incoming language of business, education, and rule: English. One of the five fundamental characteristics of language includes cultural relevance. My grandmother spoke her maternal tongue, which was considered a “poor man’s French” coloured with anglicisms and Algonquin idiom, syntax, and semantics. She had to attend an English-language-only schoolhouse, where she said she traded her “poor man’s” lard sandwiches for the roast beef sandwiches of the “rich anglos.” The lumber barons were all anglophones. 

			All My Relations

			Despite losing the war against the British on the Plains of Abraham, French Canadian pur sangs (patriots) have been gaining cultural and linguistic momentum ever since 1760 through their resistance to assimilation. In 1774, the British compromised by recognizing French Canadians as a distinct society and culture with the Act of Québec, which acknowledged French Canadians’ right to speak French, live by their French-derived laws, and practise the Catholic religion. Sounds parfait, right? But it was ٢١٤ years later, in 1974, that French became Québec’s official language—­thus accepted in labour, commerce, administration, and education. French Canadians (and the Métis of Québec) had rallied to support Louis Riel’s struggle for much of the same rights they later won after more than two hundred years of British colonial rule.

			The Canadian Constitution of 1982 created a definition of Aboriginal—­Canada’s new term for the Original peoples of this Land—­that included Métis peoples. Finally, we had an official term to call ourselves instead of the complicated answer of being “moitié Indien” (part Native), which prompted questions about “which part,” “what percentage,” “how far back,” “your mother or your father,” and so on. Such interrogations required explanations about generations of “mixed bloods marrying mixed bloods marrying mixed bloods.” 

			I breathed a sigh of relief and silently thanked those distant relatives of the prairies for their determined fight for official recognition as a distinct society. It was good to know there was now an official term to use (and not in a derogatory way): a term to describe my mother, her ancestors, and the community where my grandmother was born and raised and continued to live in a log cabin on the river, where her brothers were trappers, hunters, farmers, loggers, and guides. Where to this day relatives continue to live off the Land and pass down their knowledge to their children’s children. Where the storytelling, the humour, the music, the language, the extended families, the community, the connection to the river, the mountains, and the bush—­and the shame—­was born. 

			After 1982, some of us—­typically the darker ones—­would finally state we were a community of people born of a unique blend of European (French) and Algonquin identities, and, like it or not, this is who we are: le Métissage de Québec (the Métis of Québec), les Bois-Brûlés, the grandparent ancestors of many of the Métis National Council’s membership, whose cousins and friends adjusted from Great River People to bison-chasing People of the Plains.

			Traditional Métis Teaching

			I was once a guest of renowned Métis storyteller and author Maria Campbell at Gabriel Dumont’s historic residence in Saskatchewan. She shared a traditional Métis Teaching: she began by drawing a Circle on a flipchart. She then created circles within circles, and explained that the children are in the centre, the grandparents encircle them, the women encircle the elders, and then the outer circle is where stood the men. It’s a protection and caring Circle that works from the inside out. Each generation of family has their own responsibility to protect and care for the Circle of beings in front of them—­children being the most vulnerable and men being the most physically protective. 

			I envision the most-inner Circle as the seed of hope and unity—­maybe even representing the Acadian Métis, because they seem so far away, so vulnerable. Like babies, who are said to have just arrived from the Spirit World in this great cycle of Life and Death, coming around again. I know this analogy may sound strange, but Leanne Betasamosake Simpson’s quote from Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back can perhaps help by clarifying that “coming from the spirit-world at birth, children were closer to that world then their adult counterparts, and were therefore considered to have greater spiritual power—­a kind of power highly respected among the Nishnaabeg.” Because those Acadian Métis have surmounted the longest duration of colonization, they are so far back they have become new again, like Old Souls. Long before the Sixties Scoop and the Indian Residential School, there were lost generations of Métis, Inuit, and First Nation people. Why wouldn’t we rekindle traditional adoption protocols and bring these Old Souls back into a nurturing Circle instead of abandoning them further?
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			All my relations: This collection of photos shows my siblings, mother, grandparents, elders, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, and cousins, all blood relatives.

		


			I see the next circle, the Métis of Québec, as the elders that must help protect their eastern neighbours’ heritage and history of resilience. I see the Métis women of the prairies—­symbols of nurturing and family strength—­ensuring the elders are taken care of in their role; and the outer Circle are the descendants of the great buffalo hunters, whose grandfathers were those fearless voyageurs mixed in with some Scottish and English adventurers, standing proudly to protect the Circle, their entire family unit: the Métis of Canada—­the original Canadians, some say. Ginawaydaganuc: We Are All Connected.

			Labrador Metis 

			Due to that old military mentality of divide and conquer, and the colonial umbilical cord that “officially recognizes” Indigenous peoples (while tied to the coffer), the word Métis has been claimed by a strong, much younger community group in the west. Other mixed-blood community groups apart from the Acadian Métis and the Bois-Brûlés of Québec, such as “Inuit-Metis” or the Lake Melville People of mixed Inuit, Innu, and British ancestry, evolved due to the cod industry that developed after the British took control in 1763. 

			Unrelated to the Red River Métis, these groups self-identified as Labrador Metis, a term that was highly contested. The Labrador Metis Nation, a political organization formed in the early 1980s (probably breathing the same sigh of relief in 1982), is situated in NunatuKavut, the unrecognized Inuit territory of south central Labrador whose name means Our Ancient Land in Inuttitut (or Inuttut), the ancestral language of the region. 

			In 2010, Labrador “Inuit-Metis” were compelled to change their name to NunatuKavummiut, or People of the Ancient Land; they had no status and no recognition from the federal government of Canada. Their “new, old” term in the language of their Inuit ancestors does nothing to attest to their mixed heritage and blended cultural identity. Inuit of this more southern region had intergenerationally married European settlers over the centuries.

			Inuit across the Arctic do not generally concern themselves with blended identities, but Labrador Inuit Elder Alex Saunders (of mixed heritage himself) explained that many “Inuit-Metis” learned the lay of the Land as taught by their Inuit mothers, although some ultimately embraced the exploitive practices of those European fathers who fully engaged in the Canadian economic paradigm. Alex told me he often considers those who followed the Canadian paradigm as “Traitors to the People.” 

			Piita Irniq explained to me that Inuit have mixed with the Gwich’in, the Dene, and other First Nation peoples in the Northwest Territories, and that in Nunavut and Nunavik “half our population is half-White, mainly from the Whalers and the Hudson’s Bay Company and some from the RCMP.” He said it’s the same in Labrador, which explains their English surnames, and that “being mixed with either Black or White is not an issue for a lot of Inuit.” The term White Inuit (Blond Eskimo) may describe a respected fair-skinned person of Inuit ancestry or, in some cases, refer to another (not necessarily of mixed heritage) who may have embraced Euro-Canadian ways of being. The term has less to do with blood quantum (a Whiteman obsession), but rather how one Walks the Walk (or Talk) that matters.

			First Nation and Métis peoples are also familiar with how behaviours and values, not appearance, define Indigeneity. You will read in later chapters how governments naturally prefer to negotiate with Indigenous peoples who espouse Euro-Canadian values. 

			NunatuKavut Inuit

			Back in 1765, the British signed a treaty with the Inuit of NunatuKavut after approximately two hundred years of hostilities and inequities due to the foreign quest for whale, seal, and fish known as the “riches of the ocean.” Lighthouse oil, candles, soap, cosmetics, fishing poles, corset hoops, umbrella ribs, perfumes, aphrodisiacs, medicine, typewriter ribbons, and more were all commercial products from the intense whaling industry of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. 

			The treaty promised that the British Crown would protect Inuit territorial rights and trade from American and French interference. Yet, when Newfoundland joined confederation and became a Canadian province in 1949, Canada did not recognize Indigenous presence in Newfoundland and Labrador. For more than a decade afterwards, Indigenous peoples living within these new provincial borders did not legally exist. They remained an invisible people to the colonizers who assumed total control over Inuit lands and resources. This information alone is worthy of an Inuit-specific Land Acknowledgement across the region. 

			Labrador is about seventy percent of the Land mass of the all-encompassing Newfoundland but not considered populated enough to warrant provincial status. If it were to split from Newfoundland, it would most likely become a territory like the Yukon, the Northwest Territories, and Nunavut. Labradoreans complain that the governing body out of St. John’s (Newfoundland) is too remote, and neither aware of the reality of their needs nor responsive to those needs.

			After a long battle to ensure the protection of their constitutional, democratic, and human rights, Labradormmiut (Labrador Inuit) formed the Labrador Inuit Association in 1973. It became the official regional government (called the Government of Nunatsiavut) in 2005. Its administrative offices are in Happy Valley-Goose Bay, but its head office is further north in Nain (Labrador). The Nunatsiavut government is responsible for a range of programming, including education, health, culture, and language. 

			However, in 2019, NunatuKavummiut, composed of “Inuit-Metis” who had formed the NunatuKavut Community Council in 2010, were officially recognized by the nation-state of Canada as an Indigenous people under section 35 of Canada’s constitution. They are the current holders and beneficiaries of the 1765 treaty for approximately six thousand Inuit of largely mixed heritage. The NunatuKavut Community Council also has its head office in Happy Valley-Goose Bay. 

			Neither the Nunatsiavut government nor the neighbouring Innu First Nation recognizes their mixed-blood relatives; they are all in overlapping Land claim negotiations with the federal and provincial governments. Governments typically consult and negotiate with those who are willing to comply with what those governments want, such as the multibillion-dollar hydroelectric dam at Muskrat Falls, about thirty kilometres west of Happy Valley-Goose Bay—­a project of Nalcor Energy (a Crown corporation of the Newfoundland and Labrador government). 

			Infighting among brethren, among relatives, among cousins, among kin only slows down any negotiations with the federal and/or provincial governments. The various associations and councils are all clamouring for their piece of the pie and the pie is sliced up with differing cultural or political agendas. The Land itself (the Earth Mother and her body) has become a commodity in what has become a disjointed, materialistic, and greedy world. Just think if Inuit of NunatuKavut united as one in honour of the Original Agreement: how powerful their collective stance would be—­not necessarily for any specific financial advantage, but for the benefit of all living beings. 

			Some of the mixed-blood community members in my grandmother’s hometown also shifted from the term Métis to call themselves “non-status Algonquin of mixed heritage.” Others simply called themselves “Algonquin,” independent of government tracking as status or non-status. There are different community associations now in place based on how one self-identifies. When I was asked to join that latter group, I refused as that title negates my European lineage which makes me a whole person with a distinct history and, I feel, insults those whose ancestors, for the most part, were not culturally influenced by intermarriage or relocations and stuck to their own Original ways. It only becomes political when money is involved—­money to compensate for stolen Land or for “valuable” Land sold to the highest bidder. And money always seems to be involved when it comes to identity politics. 

			Wouldn’t it be nice if all Métis/Metis/metis or mixed community groups across this nation-state went back to the Land for self-identifying inspiration to avoid this controversy and confusion over a word? Something like: the Métis Nation of the Plains (Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta); the Métis Nation of the Waterways (Québec and Ontario); the Métis Nation of Rising Sun Snows (Labrador); the Métis Nation of the Rockies (British Columbia); the Métis Nation of Setting Sun Snows (Northwest Territories); and so on. These are, of course, just random suggestions. It would be entirely up to individual Métis nations to identify the uniqueness of the very Land that defines them. Associations among them could unite to fight for the Greater Good—­the Original Agreement—­rather than fight about whose unique community evolved more authentically by comparison, falling prey—­once again—­to the divide-and-conquer strategy. 

			Language Blends

			The Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) converts at Kahnawá:ke were multilingual for many specific reasons: there were different Haudenosaunee peoples residing there; Wendat was the language of the Catholic mass; they intermarried and adopted French Canadians into their settlement community; they spoke the language of the fur trade, a hybrid of Anishinaabemowin and French; they had to speak English with both American and British trading powers; and, before Contact, the different linguistic groups in the Great Lakes region communicated in sign language for purposes of trade and council meetings. 

			More recently, Oji-Cree is not only a unique hybrid language but a new cultural group: the Anishininew. They are descendants of the historic intermarriage of Ojibwe and Cree cultures and considered a distinct nation independent of their Original ancestors, located in northern Ontario and at Island Lake, Manitoba. 

			The Cree of Kelly Lake—­explored more fully in the next chapter—­were also a blend of Original peoples and French Canadian Métis situated in what became British Columbia. In fact, early in the fur trade, some Kahnawá:ke-based Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) abandoned their Jesuit settlement in Montréal to pursue the Life of free traders, and landed in that Dane-zaa region along with Cree and Métis traders migrating from the east and the prairies. The Cree language, influenced by French, became their common language. In all cases, these meetings of languages and cultures directly resulted from European influence, either due to out crowding, reserve making, or the need to escape.

			Missionary Influence 

			The missionary movement had an enormous impact on these blending elements. A range of peoples were herded into Catholic settlements or pushed onto reserves, and the missionaries’ chosen language of instruction was only one language among many. In fact, the chosen language sometimes came down to what bible-in-translation the missionaries used. For example, missionaries had worked hard to translate the bible when evangelizing the agricultural Wendat, so the Wendat language became the official language of the sermon for all nearby groups. This was similar to Catholic mass being delivered in Latin to all Catholic peoples, regardless of their ability to comprehend. The first bible on record as a translation into an Original language was that of the Wampanoag or Massachuset, which was printed in 1663. Missionary work—­relentless evangelization including bible translations, particularly into the many Cree dialects—­is ongoing on First Nation reserves and remote communities to this day.

			In the colonial province of British Columbia, there are eight distinct Original peoples’ linguistic groups who call that Land base home. The nearly extinct Chinuk Wawa (Chinook Jargon) was a language of trade used among those distinct peoples, who had no common language. It was used long before the Spanish, Russian, British, Chinese, American, French, and Métis arrived, and it was subsequently simplified and adapted by these new foreign traders. Chinuk Wawa also found place in the churches as missionaries, bent on conversion, translated hymns and prayers into this hybrid language spoken by so many different groups.

			The people who spoke these early ancient blends—­“pidgin” languages that began in the 1600s and moved west to the coast, and the sign languages used between different groups for trade purposes—­had no means of preserving them. Many of these languages did not survive once Britain took control, except for remnants found here and there in the names of places, and in distant memories. 

			The most endangered blend of languages—­because it is the most recent—­is that of the uniquely blended peoples of the prairies: Michif, which the Métis Nation is striving to preserve. Michif dictionaries offer a fascinating examination of terms and pronunciations, many of which my mother recalls her grandfather, in particular, using (although familiar to subsequent generations) within our own historic community in Québec. 

			Peoples whose languages are endangered or “sleeping” (extinct) because of policies of assimilation such as the Indian Residential School often gravitate toward learning a related language, if possible. For example, many Algonquin are now learning Ojibwe-Anishinabemowin, a more prevalent, and closely related, language. Many Métis of the prairies are learning either French or Cree.

			Mixed-up Identities 

			Wendat historian Georges Sioui wrote about how his original community of the dispersed Wendat became a minority on their own reserve, which was established in 1651 and moved to its present location near Québec City in 1673. (Do any of you remember how schools taught that the “Huron” were all massacred by the “Iroquois”? Meanwhile, they’ve been on that reserve for the last 350 years.) The church and state conspired to undermine any political autonomy of the Wendat by granting legal Indian status to several families of European origin and placing them on the reserve. In other words, whites received status to infiltrate the Wendat psyche and impose their Eurocentric worldview—­from the inside—­and assist in the assimilation tactics of the government. Georges Sioui describes this as “the most overtly racist program of assimilation of the First Peoples.” 

			Non-status “Indians” aligned with the Métis cause were often encouraged to apply for Métis status. Then, due to a shifting of consciousness or rules, such as Bill C-31’s reinstatement of disenfranchised “Indian” women in 1985, that identity would be dumped to achieve First Nation status under section 6 (1) of the Indian Act. White women, who married status men, got full Indian status—­and the plastic cards to prove it—­and could keep that status even after divorce. Their white children from a previous marriage to a white man could also get (and keep) status. Their white grandchildren born of white parents could inherit full Indian status.

			A First Nation friend of mine, who once worked at Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, told me he would get calls from his status community friends offering bribes to have him list their white girlfriends on the registry. The girlfriends wanted to gain “rights” and “benefits” such as basic dental care (equivalent to welfare coverage) and tax-free goods. Those latter “benefits” changed pretty quickly when the feds imposed the goods and services tax, and other conditions for “tax free” off-reserve shopping. Some of those gals must have thought they could get one of those prefab houses and a rez address and apply for “free” education, too.

			I remember when another First Nation pal of mine, living and working in an urban centre, decided to buy a new car. When he pulled out his status card for the provincial tax exemption granted “in exchange for the Land,” the car salesman was stumped. My friend was later instructed by the dealership to drive his new vehicle directly out to his reserve (a few hundred kilometres away) with the car salesman following behind. Upon arrival at the sign announcing the Indian reserve, the car salesman had my friend pose in front of that sign—­along with his new car—­for a photograph. Then they both drove happily away. The photo was provided to the department of Indian Affairs and tucked away in the department’s files as “proof” of my friend’s right to tax exemption. Tax exemption is a fallacy, a joke burdened by copious paperwork, application processes, and reimbursements (including photographs). Both provincial and federal governments can change taxation rules pertaining to the promise once made to the Original inhabitants when the Land was being colonized.

			I have an Ojibwe friend who applied for status and was successfully registered under section 6 (1) of the Indian Act. Her sister was given a section 6 (2) coding when she applied a couple years later. Both are daughters of a status father and a British mother, which confused the bureaucrats playing the Indigenous identity game. Reinstated status as per Bill C-31 was intended to address gender discrimination in the Indian Act, which meant reinstating status (carded identity) to the offspring of white fathers and status women. The sisters were arbitrarily coded. The beautiful, darker 6 (2) sister married a beautiful, visibly Native non-status man and they live a culture-based Life. They have three beautiful, visibly Native children who have zero status. By contrast, the fairer 6 (1) sister married a Euro-Canadian man and had three beautiful, light-skinned-privileged children who have 6 (2) Indian status.

			So, someone who is three-quarters Native has no rights of membership to any First Nation community due to non-status parents, whereas someone who is three-quarters white has rights to, and full status within, a First Nation community. This is the problem with the federal system of identification of Indigenous peoples. It gets worse. Just as there are full-blooded “Indians” walking around with no plastic cards attesting to their First Nation identity, there are full-blooded white guys walking around with a status Indian card in their wallets. My plastic Métis card is in my underwear drawer.

			Once again, it ultimately comes down to values and belief systems, cultural connections, and spirituality that all connect to Ancestral Knowledge and Age Old protocols that lead us back to the Land. What a powerful, unified people we would become if our values, behaviours, and traditions, such as the self-identification protocol, were used to define us, rather than genealogy charts, plastic ID cards, government registrations and codes, and political posturing and stances, which serve to divide us. Just as genealogy-expert Darryl Leroux says, there is much more to Indigenous identity than a distant ancestor.

			



			6 
Examples of Problematic Land Acknowledgements

			This chapter presents random examples of Land Acknowledgements from across regions and organizations. I provide a review of the parts I find confusing, misleading, or uninformative to help guide the making of stronger acknowledgements. I will not provide a Land Acknowledgement template to fill in. Rather, I offer some research I did as an example of how to truly honour the intention of this essential practice. My curiosity about areas I knew nothing about prompted a desire to investigate more deeply—­and uncovered some fascinating and complex information. 

			Toronto

			Toronto is in the “Dish With One Spoon Territory.” The Dish With One Spoon is a treaty between the Anishinaabe, Mississaugas and Haudenosaunee that bound them to share the territory and protect the land. Subsequent Indigenous Nations and peoples, Europeans and all newcomers, have been invited into this treaty in the spirit of peace, friendship and respect.

			The term Anishinaabe is the singular form of the noun that is commonly translated as Original Person (rather than Cecil King’s more specific Odawa translation: A Person of Good Intent). The singular form is also used as an adjective. Anishinaabeg or Anishinaabek is the plural noun typically translated as Original Peoples. This Land Acknowledgement implies the plural noun, although it uses the singular noun, which is grammatically incorrect. I also suggest requesting confirmation of the preferred spelling of the word from the people to which the Land Acknowledgement refers. There are various spellings found across different Anishinaabe regions. 

			The Mississauga (of the Credit) are an Anishinaabe people, or Anishinaabeg: Why the redundancy? This is confusing. The Anishinaabeg comprise the Ojibwe, Alqonquin, Odawa, Potawatomi, Nipissing, Saulteaux, and the Mississauga—­and each is a distinct cultural group. They either deserve to be distinguished from the larger linguistic group or they simply remain acknowledged as part of the initial reference to the Anishinaabe peoples. 

			The Haudenosaunee, are completely distinct from the Anishinaabeg, and historically known by the misnomer “Iroquois.” Until this becomes common knowledge—­much like Haida Gwaii, the original name for what the colonizers called the Queen Charlotte Islands, has become universally accepted—­it is helpful to contextualise this and promote its accuracy. There are, in general, many audiences that are non-Indigenous, non-Torontonian, and non-Haudenosaunee. Let’s help them out with this transition of terms. Eventually, “Iroquois” will be an outdated, historical term only.

			The Dish with One Spoon treaty is a wonderful reference. Which peoples were involved? When did it take place? Why? What area are we referring to? What time frame? How is it relevant today? The statement regarding “all newcomers” being invited into this treaty makes me ask: By whom? When? Can, or did, any of the newcomers listed decline this invitation? What is the mutual understanding for those who entered into this treaty or those newcomers who accept/accepted this invitation? How is the treaty being honoured in a contemporary, multicultural, urban framework? 

			Finally, can any examples or definitions of what it means to be “in the spirit of peace, friendship, and respect” be offered? Can any current actions be provided whereby these qualities need to be, or have been, applied? 

			Tkarón:to

			As I am not from the region, I did some basic research to find a wonderfully informative article by First Nation writer Jamaias DaCosta, who is of Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) and Cree descent. As a person of Kanien’kehá:ka ancestry, she provides some interesting notes to consider. For example, the word Toronto originates from the Kanien’kehá:ka word Tkarón:to which translates to Place in the Water where the Trees Are Standing. A traditional way to fish was to place stakes in the waters for weirs used to catch fish from the narrows of inflowing river systems. The reference is said to come from the different peoples such as the Haudenosaunee and Wendat (Huron) who came to the lake to fish. This reference, one would imagine, became a common description for the landmark where a meeting would take place. “Meet me at the place where the trees are standing in the water…” (Please keep in mind that Indigenous languages are rich with allegory and analogy: poetic, if you will.) In fact, it was the Wendat who referred to this lake as Ontarí’io, which simply means Great Lake. Jamaias unabashedly states the rivers and streams flowing into the Great Lake have mostly been covered by concrete.

			The lake served as a natural border between the Wendat and the Haudenosaunee long before the arrival of any European explorers. By the 1600s, once the fur trade was in full swing, the Haudenosaunee pushed their fur-trading competitors away from the southern Great Lake territory to settle north of the lake. 

			The most relevant point is that Tkarón:to has a history of shifting use by many different Nations over the course of time. Is there evidence of settlement or was the edge of the Great Lake a commonly shared region due to its abundant supply of freshwater fish and waterways leading to and from elsewhere? Water—­today—­has been claimed by the Crown as its property, and it is regulated by provincial and, in some cases, federal legislation. The public is permitted to access and use navigable waterways as well as shorelines up to the high-water mark. However, this right does not include the right to cross private property beyond the waterways. I wonder where these rules originated? 

			The Europeans settled and developed the cities of Toronto, Ottawa, Montréal, Winnipeg, Saskatoon, and so on because of their merging waterways. Charlottetown, Iqaluit, Vancouver, and Saint John are all seaports. These were naturally important precolonial access points shared among Indigenous peoples in and beyond the surrounding areas. These access points provided an abundant food source while serving as a meeting ground for trade with other peoples. 

			All the Land in and around the Great Lakes was highly desirable territory. Agriculturists such as the League of Five Nations (the Haudenosaunee before the 1800s) and the Wendat Confederacy situated their villages close to a water supply and good farming soil, and would relocate when soils were exhausted and firewood was depleted. Hunting both large and small game provided an important food source in the late fall and winter. It was this food-searching activity that led to bumping into other people beyond their well-established boundaries, vying for the same food source.

			If agreements to share had not been respected or predetermined based on what nature (the Earth Mother) could provide, skirmishes would occur—­not wars. The Dish With One Spoon wampum belt covenant between the Anishinaabeg and the Haudenosaunee was an agreement to share the resources across the vast ancestral lands of the Great Lakes region. 

			The Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg, or People Who Dwell at the Mouth of a Large River, were originally located at the Eastern Doorway of the Anishinaabe Nation—­now geographically known as the St. Lawrence River outflow of Lake Ontario. The word Michi Saagiig (or Mizhi-zaugeek) transformed with anglicization into Mississauga.

			So, what do the Mississauga (of the Credit) have to do with this area? At the time of Contact, this particular Anishinaabe group had established terrain within the vast area that eventually encompassed the lake-hugging city of Toronto. However, due to the popularity of the spot, the Haudenosaunee also acknowledge their ancestors’ use of the place—­although disputed—­due to the burial mounds known within the same area. The (problematic) Williams Treaties of 1923 were the last of the historic treaties to be signed in the province of Ontario and in all of Canada. The treaties were signed with the Chippewa (an Ojibwe people) of Lake Simcoe and Lake Huron and with some Mississauga of the north shore of Lake Ontario and central Ontario, but they excluded the Mississauga (of the Credit). In their haste to acquire lands, Crown representatives did not bother to fully research, investigate, or inquire about the peoples and their ancestral homelands and hunting territories before drafting up their vague and ill-defined deeds, resulting in perpetual legal power struggles—­inherited by generations of Anishinaabeg and others like them across the nation-state—­over respective ownership claims. 

			The Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation and the Mississaugas of Scugog Island First Nation are the closest Anishinaabe reserves to Toronto, but the Six Nations of the Grand River is the closest reserve to the city, which happens to be Haudenosaunee. The Haudenosaunee had been “gifted” their tract of land by the Crown—­a tract that was originally “acquired” from the Mississauga—­after being dispossessed in the United States due to their loyalty to the British during the American War of Independence. Previously, government officials had offered twenty houses to be built on the west bank of the Credit River to a group of Mississauga who had converted to Christianity, so they could prove themselves as farmers. Despite determined effort, the transition to a farming life was not easy (I wonder about mental health and depression). 

			The Mississauga band applied for a deed for its reserve, but were denied and subsequently destined to be moved to Manitoulin Island, more than five hundred kilometres north of Toronto on Lake Huron. It was the people of the Six Nations who, in 1847, offered the Mississauga a place to establish themselves, at the neighbouring town of Hagersville, just over a hundred kilometres south of Toronto, where they are to this day. This is a perfect and concrete example of the Dish with One Spoon treaty between these two distinct nations: the Haudenosaunee offered a chunk of their small tract of land back to the Anishinaabeg “in the spirit of peace, friendship and respect.”

			This proximity may play into the reason that so many Toronto Land Acknowledgements lump together these distinct cultural groups as the Original peoples of Tkarón:to. It is a safe and noncommittal way to honour them without getting into any of the nitty-gritty details that reveal the Truth of the sordid situation.
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			Migrations of both these linguistic and cultural groups occurred due to military conquests, primarily because of foreign allegiances during the fur trade. After the British conquest of la Nouvelle-France, all “Indians” were considered an obstacle to “progress” and subjected to great violations of human dignity, although Britain had previously considered them sovereign nations and used them to advance the European cause on foreign soil.

			A Disrupted People

			Some Algonquin hunters I know of still enter into ceremony to request permissions to enter another territory for the acquisition of game or to harvest berries, roots, medicines, or other supplies such as birchbark. But these historic protocols have been sideswiped by colonial takeover, imposed borders, and development and devastation that create a whole new form of conflict: inner conflict. The Original peoples are disrupted peoples, with every aspect of what makes them distinct replaced by Christian doctrine, a foreign business model, and loss of lifestyle.

			Without the common philosophy of sharing, negotiation, and the Teachings of Honesty, Honour, and Respect around the Council Fire, conflicts become chronic: deep wounds inherited by generations that do not heal, with devastating impacts upon every living and breathing entity. 

			The Toronto Purchase 

			Tkarón:to was a strategic location for many diverse community groups to visit for purposes of networking, trade, forming alliances, and ceremony. Afterwards, those visitors went along their way. In 1787, the head of the “Indian Department,” Sir John Johnson, called a Council meeting with the Mississauga at the Bay of Quinte—­a location closer to the present-day city of Kingston than to Toronto. He met to reward the them with “presents,” such as blankets, kettles, and gunpowder, for their faithful allegiance to the British during the American War of Independence. In fact, trade goods were distributed to various Anishinaabe communities—­or Mississauga clans—­at three different locations across southern Ontario. 

			At that Council, there was mention of “Land sales” (a foreign concept) along the north shore of the Great Lake and a potential purchase of the Carrying Place from Tkarón:to to the Wendat-named lake Taronto (Lake Simcoe) of “ten miles square” (10 x 10 miles, or about 16 X 16 kilometres). The British later deemed this distribution of gifts “The Toronto Purchase.” This is a prime example of where the Law of Hospitality and gift offerings were manipulated by the British to seize what they wanted: the Land.

			The “purchase” of 1787 was revisited in 1805 with what is sometimes (strangely) referred to as Treaty 13. (The Numbered Treaties are specifically Treaties 1 through 11, which were signed post-Confederation.) This review in 1805 resulted in the Crown giving about 335 bucks ($) to the Mississauga band “in exchange” for 250,830 acres (about 102,000 hectares) of Land—­and the promise of exclusive fishing rights on Etobicoke Creek. Based on the going rate of $1.25 per acre at the time, the Mississauga should have been paid over $300,000 for that swath of Land. 

			Both these “purchases” were suspect, and after a 223-year battle for righteousness, the Mississauga were paid $145 million in 2010 for the cities of Toronto, Etobicoke, North York, York, and Vaughan. 

			Just to put that amount into perspective, the LakeShore condo building located in downtown Toronto is the tallest condominium in the city with a total of 876 suites with prices starting at $672,900 each (parking is an additional $65,000). Do the math—­just for fun. One condo building in the city of Toronto is worth more than the entire payout to the Mississauga for their 223-year struggle and loss of home territory. Reserves like this typically use such payouts to build a health centre and a school that offers cultural Teachings and language programs—­until the money runs out.
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			Concept of Ownership 

			Despite the need for righteousness regarding Indigenous peoples’ legal title to their homelands—­or what is left of them—­or compensation for the theft, destruction, or resource extraction of their lands, the Eurocentric concept of ownership has seeped into Native consciousness. In the modern Land Acknowledgement, it is difficult to say which First Nation has the right to “claim” the specific site of Toronto. Let us not fall into that trap. 

			In conversation with Ojibwe-Anishinaabe Cultural Carrier Isaac Murdoch about the efficacy of current Land Acknowledgement practice, he duly observes that, historically, Land Acknowledgements “used to be about giving offerings to the spirits that shared their lands with us. Now, all of a sudden, it’s ‘our’ Land. The Land Acknowledgement has turned rights-based and political, with no mentioning of the spirits anymore. We need to turn this around somehow.” 

			Land, trees, water, plants, animals, and insects are all glorious, mysterious elements—­the Greatest Teachers of Creation. They are separate living entities independent of the Human Being; hence, their “spirits” are honoured in recognition of how they sustain the Human Being. The relationship with the Great Mystery of Creation or, That Which We Do Not Understand is what shaped Indigenous understandings of our place in the world, our spiritual sense, our inherent link to the natural elements, and our affiliation with other humans—­all of which strives for what the Anishinaabeg refer to as mino bimaadiziwin: the Good Life. The places rich with food sources (including overlapping territories), natural supplies, and transportation routes were shared, based on Indigenous Customary Law and humanitarian philosophies of survival.

			Story of the Land

			A Land Acknowledgement that simply lists off the various peoples that lived in, around, or passed through an area over the course of different time frames does not do justice to the history of the place and the story of the Land. Nor does it explain the true nature of the Indigenous mindset and worldview in relationship to that Land with those who have settled in, developed, and now claim ownership of that Land.

			So, how do we utilize this historical knowledge within a cultural context that honours the Original peoples known to the area? How do the Teachings of the wampum-attesting Dish With One Spoon agreement pertain to the current reality of the area and the city of Toronto? Is there a relationship? How do the holders of the agreement—­those who inherited the wampum belt, who are the descendants of those who negotiated it centuries ago—­negotiate its understandings in a contemporary context in a transformed world? How does the agreement hold true in an urban centre and its environs now populated with peoples from all over the globe? 

			Some may argue that the meagre payoff of “Treaty 13” dissolves any previous claim to that specific Land. So many uninformed Canadians say, “Get over it. Conquest happened all over the globe.” Keep in mind: no European and Indigenous war was fought in what is now Canada; there was no conquest, capture, and occupation of the Original peoples. There were “negotiations,” treaties, or Councils with Indigenous peoples (who safeguarded the British against American invasion, under what turned out to be false pretenses on the part of the British), which were underhanded, vague, deceitful, fraudulent, and corrupt despite the colonizer’s many written proclamations to treat its Indigenous allies otherwise. That accumulated unethical treatment is what caused the uprisings on the plains in 1885.

			Teachings within a Contemporary Context

			I suggest that Teachings of Old hold true to this day. The challenge is how to reframe the Teachings within a multicultural, contemporary setting. The key is this: a deep connection to the Land prevails and many Indigenous people want to adhere to the Original Agreement to care for the Earth Mother, now more than ever, because of what poisons now lay upon and within her. Can mainstream and new Canadians relate to that ideal? Many of them do. Thank goodness.

			According to the Fourth Fire of the Seven Fires Seven Prophecies of the Anishinaabeg, the prophets warned of the coming of a light-skinned people who were not to be trusted until they proved their good will. Their “good will” is equated with the newcomers’ relationship with the natural elements, or spirits, of the Land. I quote from The Mishomis Book written by a former Grand Chief of the Three Fires Midewiwin Lodge, Edward Benton-Benai: “You will know that the face they wear is the one of death if the rivers run with poison and fish become unfit to eat.”

			Again, Tkarón:to, and the city of Toronto it became, is rich with history that can produce evolutionary Land Acknowledgements that tell stories from the past and how those stories and relationships carry forward, to today and beyond, from varying First Nation perspectives. The story of the Mississauga alone is worthy of a living Land Acknowledgement to be progressively shared in every arts and academic institution and government building across Toronto. The point is to ultimately learn from their relationship (as well as the relationship of others dependent upon those same Life-giving resources) to the Land and waters now scarred by the city. Can this relationship to the Land and waters ever be reconciled?

			Speaking of Toronto

			Speaking of Toronto, I must mention Pride Toronto, a not-for-profit organization that supports the LGBTQ2S community in the Greater Toronto Area by way of a parade each year. Organizers suffered a rampage of criticism when they posted the following Land Acknowledgement:

			Land Acknowledgement—­What is that? Let us journey together …

			Take a moment to connect with the Land that you are currently standing on. Now introduce yourself spiritually; build a relationship with Mother Earth that provides for all our relations.

			After an onslaught of disapproval, Pride organizers apologized to the public for not referring to any Indigenous communities or treaties connected to the Land that the city of Toronto sits upon. Considering the complexity and controversy over which First Nation or Nations were “originally” from and remain affiliated with the location the city was built upon (as explained above), can you blame them? Perhaps Pride Toronto organizers were directed by an Indigenous liaison to “do the work yourself.” Perhaps they were confused with the historical use of the site. Perhaps they followed advice to simply “speak from the heart and make it personal.” What if they had followed the advice that says “if you do not know what to do, then do nothing at all”?

			I give the organizers of Pride Toronto credit for a) providing a Land Acknowledgement, and b) relating the Acknowledgement to humankind’s rapport to the Land itself. It is not perfect, nor are any of the other Land Acknowledgements I have included in this chapter that do mention affiliated peoples but fail to mention those peoples’ actual relationship to the Land. The harsh criticism of Pride Toronto’s acknowledgement is indicative of what traditional Anishinaabe Knowledge Keeper Isaac Murdoch noted: there is a political preoccupation with the concept of ownership.

			Pride’s statement does make the case to remind Torontonians to stop for a moment to consider where they are standing and to “build a relationship with Mother Earth.” Is that so bad? But is it Pride’s responsibility to impose that sentiment? Is Pride’s Land Acknowledgement any worse a message than the ones empty of insight or instruction that simply list a whole pile of peoples who are now dispersed? I have even seen the Métis added to these Toronto associated lists. What is with that? Whoever included that information should be apologizing.

			Saskatoon

			In 2015, University of Saskatchewan officials introduced their Land Acknowledgement for purposes of opening events, meetings, and public-speaking engagements. They ethically consulted with local Indigenous community members, Elders, students, faculty, and staff on the respectful intent of their statement in development. The university’s Land Acknowledgement resulted in:

			As we gather here today, we acknowledge we are on Treaty 6 Territory and the Homeland of the Métis. We pay our respect to the First Nations and Métis ancestors of this place and reaffirm our relationship with one another. 

			This statement perfectly acknowledges the Land as treaty territory, but merges the acknowledgement in its recognition of the territory as the ancestral Homeland of the Métis. This is confusing. Was the treaty signed between Canadian officials and Métis representatives, or between Canadian officials and First Nation Leaders? If the latter, which nation or nations? 

			It provides no summary of the agreements within that signed treaty, and it doesn’t say if those agreements have been, or are being, honoured. It doesn’t present the descendants of that original Land as independent of the current political relationship with their post-treaty-signing colonizer. 

			It doesn’t provide any historical context of the Métis and how that area became their Homeland. It doesn’t make any reference to the scrip they were offered (if they were offered any within this region). It offers no information about current realities and relationships between the treaty holders and the Métis and the First Nations. It doesn’t contextualize the historic or current relationship between the Métis and the local First Nation(s). 

			Additionally, the statement claims those on the other end of the treaty are paying Respect. How are they paying Respect to these ancestors and their descendants? How are they “reaffirming” their relationships to one another? What do those words mean exactly? Are they just pretty words Indigenous peoples are tired of hearing from governing authorities that carry no weight, action, or proposition? 

			The Temperance Colony Settlement

			In 1881, the Temperance Colonization Society was founded by a group from Ontario that actively opposed the consumption of alcohol. Devoted to the ideals of what was called the “temperance movement,” the society adhered to a philosophy that condemned alcohol for its detrimental impact on the general public. Taking advantage of the Canadian government’s offer of large portions of Land to colonization companies, the society sought to establish a “new colony”—­a social and agricultural paradise—­in and around what would become the city of Saskatoon. The new colony also provided a chance for the teetotallers to make a pretty penny from selling that (Indigenous) Land to prospective settlers.

			For your information, from the sixteenth through to the eighteenth century, a considerable amount of Europe’s long-distance trade and colonial ventures were undertaken by “colonization companies” or business enterprises that generally possessed royal charters (a formal grant issued by a monarch). The Hudson’s Bay Company is an example.

			By June 1882, Methodist-minister-turned-entrepreneur John Lake was scouting out Land along the South Saskatchewan River on behalf of the Temperance Colonization Society; the society had already registered more than three thousand would-be colonists for more than two million acres, but the Land grant received comprised “only” 313,000 acres (about 127,000 hectares) between Clarke’s Crossing (present-day Clarkboro) in the north and Moose Woods in the south, where the Whitecap First Nation, with 1,280 acres (about 518 hectares), was established.

			Newspaper reports of the 1885 Northwest Resistance (which the reports called the North West Rebellion) discouraged settlement, reducing the intended influx of settlers in the area to less than a dozen a year between 1885 and 1890. Members of the Temperance Colonization Society were strapped for cash; as my Métis friend Bruce Sinclair, from this treaty area, often says, “Money makes people funny.” Those good Christian soldiers, ruined by internal bickering and lawsuits, folded their colonization company in 1891.

			The Dakota

			Briefly, the name of the Whitecap Dakota First Nation (Moose Woods Sioux Reserve), located just outside Saskatoon, honours their founding Leader, Wapahaska (1819–­1889), whose name transformed into White Cap. Tensions were rising in the United States because, by 1862, this formerly vibrant and self-reliant people were starving due to the American takeover. A number of them had travelled north to the Hudson’s Bay Company territory (Rupert’s Land) and joined Métis buffalo hunters. Others, like Wapahaska, ranged further west on what the French called the Qu’Appelle River in present-day Saskatchewan. Wapahaska and his group moved next to the Métis settlement of Prairie Ronde, south of Saskatoon. They continued to hunt buffalo along with their Métis friends and neighbours, intermarrying over the years. Although the Métis of the Prairie Ronde community largely dispersed, with only a restored cemetery in 1973 to mark their location as a historic site, they were so interconnected with the Dakota they are often considered “cousins.” 

			The Canadian government maintains that the Dakota are “American Indians” who arrived as refugees in the 1860s. From this perspective, the Dakota are not considered “Canadian Indians,” although “tolerated” within the imposed borders of Canada largely due to a lack of military force that could push them out. Therefore, Canada does not consider the Dakota eligible to apply for treaty status. 

			The invisible line drawn between Canada and the United States was without any consideration, thought, or consultation with the Original peoples regarding their traditional use of, and jurisdiction over, the Land. But as “wards of the state,” First Nation and Métis peoples were classified as either “Canadian” or “American” depending on what side of the imposed border they lived on.

			Canada allotted reserves for the Dakota (these reserves were, in fact, within the Dakota’s precolonial traditional territory), but the reserves were much smaller than those assigned to the “Canadian” First Nations. The Dakota were placed on a reserve within the nation-state of Canada in 1881 despite never having negotiated a treaty.

			Though the Canadian government considers them American, these Dakota are not considered American by the United States. Both the United States government and the Dakota on the American side of the border regard the Dakota living in Canada as Canadian. Caught between two differing powers because of an imposed boundary, the Dakota in Canada still struggle to have their claim for Land and title recognised, as they are regulated by Canada’s Indian Act. 

			First Nations Land Management Act

			In 2013, the Whitecap Dakota First Nation decided to draft their own Land use policies outside the limitations imposed by the Indian Act, as per the First Nations Land Management Act put in place in 1999. This act—­driven by First Nations—­enables federally controlled Land management of a reserve to be transferred to the authority of the reserve. This means reserve leadership (with support of its membership) can make its own decisions regarding Land use and environmental protection without the need of governmental approvals. 

			Whitecap First Nation now makes revenue off its profitable casino and golf course operations. Moneymaking ventures for sure, but in exchange for what? Golf courses are notorious for excessive use of chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides—­and water—­all of which harms fragile ecosystems. Developers destroy vast natural environments and replace them with artificial landscapes where people hit tiny balls toward tiny holes. Casinos are magnets for the gambling addicted, an addiction that easily occurs in communities suffering from lack of employment, inferior education systems, poverty, despair, and boredom.

			The First Nations Land Management Act does not result in self-governing reserves—­or independent “nations.” It offers a quick way (within two years) for reserves to simply initiate their own business ventures or Land management projects. Negotiating the nuances of self-government agreements of modern Land claims can take decades and it usually involves millions of dollars. 

			An analysis by the Canadian Bar Association in 2017 found that, over the past four to five decades, close to twice as many First Nations were using the system created by the First Nations Land Management Act than had completed Land claims or self-government agreements. With the act, First Nations can hastily process Land transactions, boost outside investments, and increase band revenues and employment opportunities. In the race to generate income and break from the oppressive laws of the Indian Act, have we forgotten our Original Agreement? 

			Increasingly, impatience dominates our lives as Western “civilization” ideals endorse capturing instant rewards and serving pleasurable emotions in the now—­at whatever cost. Patience and self-control lead to deep reflection and wise decisions that align with our Traditional Teachings. By contrast, wanting and desiring—­especially by today’s standards—­too often lead to destruction of the soul, the body, the mind, our relationships to one another, and the Land. 

			Since the 1970s, conservationists, scientists, poets, environmentalists, religious thinkers, and philosophers the world over have embraced a version of what is indicative of our Original Agreement. It is sometimes accredited to Chief Seattle of the Suquamish or People of the Clear Salt Water. Representing both the Suquamish and Duwamish peoples of what became part of the state of Washington, he was famous for having made a treaty speech in 1854 that related the environment and respect of the Land to the rights of his people: “We do not inherit the Earth from our ancestors—­we borrow it from our children.” That concern was expressed more than 126 years ago. Where are we now?

			Indigenous peoples are now in a quandary to determine how much to give up in order to survive in this “Western world.” How much must be compromised in order to navigate the best of—­or the limitations of—­both worlds? What value systems do a people or peoples choose to adhere to, develop, nurture, and celebrate?

			Corporate Farms and Water

			The entire province of Saskatchewan is treaty territory. Forty per cent of Canada’s cultivated farmland is in the province, some of which is the most productive Land in the world. But do not let the stereotype of prairie farming—­someone in dungarees and a cowboy hat—­prevent you from realizing that farming is big business and draws big investors. In 2014, the Assiniboia Capital Corporation sold 115,000 acres (about 47,000 hectares) of farmland to the Canada Pension Plan Investment Board. The controversy led to changes one year later to prevent pension plans and large trusts from buying Land. These investors are not about pulling the teats of dairy cows to provide fresh milk to their children or pulling the weeds from their canola fields, or gathering an egg a day from their laying hens to make scrambled eggs for breakfast. It’s about making big, Monsanto-like money. 

			Natural landscapes are drastically altered when Saskatchewan farmers grow crops and raise livestock. Manure, fertilizers, soil particles, and pesticides can seriously contaminate surface and ground waters on site and downstream. Water pollution from industrial agriculture has environmental consequences and, in turn, financial consequences. 

			In 2000, the rural Ontario town of Walkerton was tragically affected by E. Coli. The municipal well was contaminated when heavy rainfall washed cattle manure, spread as fertilizer in farmers’ fields, into the well. The contaminated well water was processed in a faulty treatment plant and distributed throughout the town. Just by drinking the water from their household faucets, seven people died and more than 2,300 became ill. The end result: the farmer who spread the manure was absolved of any wrongdoing because he had followed “proper” farming practices, but two buddies working at the Walkerton Public Utilities Commission pled guilty for having falsified reports, and one guy pled guilty to drinking on the job (they apparently kept a beer fridge at the facility). 

			After the crisis, increased water-quality testing occurred throughout farming country, which resulted in sixty-six boil-water notices in rural Saskatchewan’s towns and villages. Have I mentioned that despite decades of federal government promises to address the water crisis in more than a hundred First Nation communities, the Neskantaga First Nation in northwestern Ontario has been on a boil-water advisory since 1995? That’s twenty-five years. Walkerton’s water system was immediately repaired after the outbreak.

			Potash production and uranium mining are also Saskatchewan industries. The way this industry affects the Earth Mother in Treaties 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, and 10 is relevant to any Land Acknowledgement within the province—­and yours to discover. 

			Regina

			The University of Regina provides three tiers of Land Acknowledgements depending most likely on time allotment. Again, why are Land Acknowledgements never provided enough time? The following is their most-developed version: 

			The University of Regina is situated on Treaty 4 lands with a presence in Treaty 6. These are the territories of the nêhiyawak, Anihšināpēk, Dakota, Lakota, and Nakoda, and the homeland of the Métis/Michif Nation. Today, these lands continue to be the shared Territory of many diverse peoples from near and far. The nêhiyawak originally referred to Regina as oskana kā-asastēki which literally means “The place where bones are piled up.” This is why Regina’s nickname is “Pile O’ Bones” and this is the origin of the name of our current location in Wascana Park.

			Why is nêhiyawak not capitalized? In English, the capitalization of proper nouns is basically an indication of Respect, and keeps within the norms of English-language constructs. Capitalizing nêhiyawak would also be consistent with the other names listed in print. 

			Why not mention that this nation is commonly known as the Plains Cree? Could they help us by informing us that Anihšināpēk were known as the (Plains or Western Ojibwe andSaulteaux? This would help distinguish them from, for example, the Ojibwe-Anishinaabeg or Potawatomi-Anishinaabeg and the like. Why not, for consistency’s sake, use the original names for the Dakota, Lakota, and Nakoda? These are Siouan peoples, originally from south of the imposed border of the United States and Canada. What brought them north? When did they arrive? Do they have a historic relationship with the Nêhiyawak, Anihšināpēk, and the Métis/Michif?

			Why “Métis/Michif” Nation? The University of Saskatchewan states their territory is the Homeland of the Métis. What’s the difference? What’s the link? I know there are diverse Métis peoples within the Nation: explain this! People, including other Métis from across the country, need to understand this.

			Although Regina’s nickname is a cute story, what bones are they referencing and why were they piled up? Buffalo bones? Enemy bones? Is this a university built on an “Indian” ossuary? Were those bones repatriated or are they being held captive in a local museum? If the latter, could repatriation not be a reconciliatory initiative? 

			This Land Acknowledgement packs a lot of information that doesn’t inform or clarify much, because the focus is to ensure all human dynamics of the area are covered in order to make the acknowledgement safe, inoffensive, and politically correct. There is so much to unpack here! What a fascinating corner of the world in terms of its human geography. This is a perfect example of a Land Acknowledgement that should not be contained as one statement to be repeated time and time again. This territory has an unfolding story to discover. It’s a beginning, but I am left wanting to learn so much more about this territory. Let’s start with Treaty 4.

			Treaty 4

			Treaty 4 is also referred to as the Qu’Appelle Treaty, signed in 1874 at Fort Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan, between the Nêhiyawak (Plains Cree), Anihšināpēk (Plains Ojibwe, also known as Saulteaux), and the Assiniboine (related to the Nakoda, Dakota and Lakota) and the government of Canada. The majority of Treaty 4 lands are in southern Saskatchewan with much smaller portions stretching into Alberta and west-central Manitoba. The highly coveted geographical wonder of the Cypress Hills is situated at the southwest corner of Saskatchewan and the southeast corner of Alberta, bordering Montana.

			The Cypress Hills, known by a variety of names by various Original peoples of the plains including the Nêhiyaw descriptor Area to be Respected, Protected, and Taken Care With. Yet, it was known as les montagnes des cyprès to the Métis hunters for its vast jack pine trees; the English translation became the “official” name of this sacred territory now known as the Cypress Hills (despite a lack of true cypress in the vicinity).

			Due to its high elevation and mild temperatures, the Area to be Respected, Protected, and Taken Care With was inhabited for thousands of years by the peoples of the otherwise semiarid plains. The forested hills offered protection from the winter winds of the prairies and supplied an abundance of game, as well as pine for tipi poles, the travois (used for travelling with supplies), and the ceremonial pole for the Sundance. By the late 1860s, foreign traders had penetrated the area to illegally exchange “rotgut” whiskey for furs and pelts.

			On June 1, 1873, a wolf-hunting party of American and Canadian men who were angry about some missing horses from weeks earlier came upon—­and massacred—­a Nakoda camp of elders, women, children, and men. For your information, wolf pelts were unscrupulously obtained by lacing buffalo carcasses with strychnine (also used to lace trade whiskey) and then the pelts of the poisoned wolves were collected. One buffalo carcass could produce twenty wolf pelts as well as kill foxes, coyotes, birds, and domestic dogs that the People of the Plains used to pull their travois. Plains peoples resented these immoral hunting techniques that violated their own hunting Code of Ethics. Treaty 4 was signed one year after the massacre in 1874.

			The massacre of the Nakoda camp resulted in the burning down of two trading posts that employed American whiskey traders, established along a stream now called Battle Creek. The tensions hastened John A. MacDonald’s Canadian law enforcement policies to dispatch the North-West Mounted Police (NWMP) to the region. The extradition of seven wolf hunters in Montana failed; three wolf hunters captured in Canada were tried and acquitted in Winnipeg in 1876. The violent attack went unpunished. Fort Walsh, the biggest and most heavily armed fort garrisoned by the NWMP was built, previous to the acquittal, near the site of the massacre in 1875. The NWMP controlled the rampant liquor trade, violence, horse thieving, and illicit border trafficking, and “encouraged” the Original peoples to remain on their reserves.

			Treaty 4 did not come easily, as the government felt the signing of Treaties 1, 2, and 3 had already provided ample lands for “Indians” of the prairies. Increasing encroachment on traditional territories by settlers, whiskey traders, Métis, and surveyors created tensions. The buffalo were being slaughtered and the Original peoples were being starved into submission. The spoken promises for agricultural assistance and medical aid that were negotiated in the previous Numbered Treaties had not been reflected in the paperwork of Treaties 1 and 2 in particular. First Nations responded by obstructing Land surveyors’ work and the arrival of settlers. The government eventually agreed to negotiate a treaty.

			Nekaneet, and the approximately one hundred Nêhiyawak (Plains Cree) he led, refused to relocate when other bands were forced by the NWMP to leave the Cypress Hills in 1882. They were denied a reserve in the Cypress Hills—­their ancestral home—­but, thirty years later, in 1913, they were allotted 1,440 acres (about 460 hectares) near Maple Creek. Forty-five years after that, in 1958, their acreage was increased, but the poor quality of the Land prevented successful agricultural endeavours other than small-scale cattle ranching. In 1968, Nekaneet and his people were considered Treaty Indians; Nekaneet signed an adhesion to Treaty 4 in 1976, making his band eligible for annuity payments to help them “adapt” to the Canadian economy. It wasn’t until 124 years later, in 1998, that the federal government agreed to the Nekaneet First Nation’s request for compensation for the infiltration of their territory—­compensation promised under the treaty.

			Fort Walsh was dismantled and moved just outside of Maple Creek in 1883, which opened up the Cypress Hills region for economic opportunity, such as providing lumber to incoming settlers. Sawmills then created the need for coalmines. But the Cypress Hills were better suited to ranching than farming, which had been imposed upon the Original inhabitants of the region; ranching became especially important after the Canadian Pacific Railway arrived at Maple Creek in the same year. Many former members of the NWMP were among the earliest ranchers in the area.

			Distrust and Dissatisfaction 

			Funny how those pretty words of persuasion did not always translate into official written documents. Right from the get-go, there was distrust and dissatisfaction about Canada’s failure to honour its treaty promises. Luckily, however, those verbal promises just happened to be documented in records of discussion, providing the “needed proof”—­for the Whiteman, not for the Original peoples whose Code of Ethics made one’s word and honour one and the same. The lead representatives were then willing to accept the same terms offered to their kin in Treaty 3. 

			To further aggravate the situation, traditional boundaries—­requiring linear clarity as per surveyors’ maps and legalese—­had to be determined between the Nêhiyawak, Anihšināpēk, and the Assiniboine in order to negotiate final terms with treaty commissioners. The First Nations involved are distinct peoples with varying sentiments and historic experiences pertaining to, for example, the impact of the sale to the Crown of Rupert’s Land, which was “owned” by the Hudson’s Bay Company. The First Nations needed time to meet among themselves to determine how to best approach the issues that would monumentally impact their collective future—­and future generations. 

			Among a few others, Canada sent lead commissioner Alexander Morris, lieutenant governor of the North-West Territory, to outline the Queen’s promises of reserves, agricultural provisions, schools, and annuities. According to Blair Stonechild’s account of Treaty 4 in the University of Saskatchewan’s online encyclopedia, Morris understood Indigenous cultures just well enough to mention concern for “the well-being of children and the yet unborn.” He also promised the terms and conditions of the treaty in a language that spoke volumes to a people who understood universal concepts and responsibilities toward future generations. He used words that aligned with the very basis of the Original Agreement in stating that the treaty agreement would last “as long as the sun shines and water flows.” Traditional Leadership is never shortsighted. Leadership isn’t about advancing yourself: it’s about advancing your people well into the future. 

			Along with the vow that hunting, fishing, and trapping rights (except on “Crown” Land intended for agriculture, forestry, mining, or settlement) would be respected, the treaty included various “gifts” including one British flag (how nice), a coat and medal to the chiefs, blankets, and 5 bucks ($) a year for each individual. Chiefs were offered $20 more of course. It’s too bad the treaty negotiators did not explain the concept of inflation to the First Nation Leaders. 

			Another agreement was to have a Treaty Ground set aside because “this site … represents the place on which the Treaty was signed, also where the Indians have assembled to receive their annuities ever since, and they feel a strong attachment to it,” as recorded by Indian Agent Allan Macdonald in his advice to Indian Affairs and reported in Blair Stonechild’s account of Treaty 4. It was also confirmed that those who negotiated Treaty 4 were told the Treaty Ground was promised to them and “the agreement should be carried out as sacred as if the land was an Indian Reserve.” But guess what? Settlers began to occupy the area, so First Nation Leaders had to then make their pitch to the government to safeguard their historic gathering place.

			In 1879, the Department of the Interior had a 1,300-acre site (about 525 hectares) formally surveyed, but ultimately government officials didn’t like the notion of so many “Indians” gathering in one spot. Could it be because of a guilty conscience—­because they lied, denied, and manipulated the very peoples who kept those buffalo-roaming lands so pristine, so plentiful, so “rich”? Government officials did not want people gathering in large numbers because they did not want people comparing notes about false promises. The Indian Act made it illegal for more than three “Indians” to meet. 

			The Pass System 

			Mistrust, betrayal, fear, and insecurity due to the rapidly invaded plains led to the Nêhiyaw uprisings of 1884 and 1885, and the Métis Resistance of 1885. Nêhiyaw Chief Piapot believed the Nêhiyawak had been cheated by the terms of the treaty. They had used the pipe ceremony with the treaty commissioners to seal negotiated promises as a sacred vow and those promises were never understood by the Nêhiyawak as Land surrendered for development and settlement. 

			The armed resistance, now known as the Northwest Resistance, against the Dominion of Canada resulted in defeat and all First Nation bands, including the Nêhiyawak who had been free roaming in the Saskatchewan district, were restricted to Life on reserves. The pass system came into effect, forbidding status Indians from leaving their reserves without formal permission from the Indian agent. It was like putting herds of horses into a locked cage, or like putting children into a residential school where they were completely at the mercy of cruel masters whose job was to absolutely control and systemically crush their Spirit. 

			By 1927, the Indian Act had been amended to ban First Nation peoples from forming political organizations for fear of their desire to correct the inequalities endured. It was not uncommon for Leaders to be apprehended by the RCMP and jailed for trying to rally together in opposition to unethical and unfair treatment. This same amendment made hiring a lawyer or filing Land claims against the government illegal, unless—­get this—­you had the government’s consent to do so. Total systemic racism.

			Annual treaty payments were restricted to distribution on the reserves, so no more gatherings were allowed at those Treaty Grounds, no more community ceremonies among diverse peoples with a now shared reality based on collective negotiation. The Treaty Grounds were authoritatively deemed no longer needed for “Indian” use and became the official property of the Department of the Interior responsible for Land management, immigration and—­after settlement and agriculture was underway—­natural resource extraction. 

			It took more than one hundred years for Treaty 4 peoples to get this Land back. In 1995, the federal government settled with the Original peoples, awarding them $6.6 million and gave them permission (imagine that) to purchase up to 1,300 acres (about 525 hectares) of Crown Land within a ten-kilometre radius of the Treaty Grounds for purposes of conversion into more reserves. (Please take note of that transaction and transferring of monies and Land. Think it through.) The people constructed the Treaty 4 Governance Centre, a Keeping House for the archives pertaining to the preservation of Treaty 4 culture and heritage, and office spaces for First Nation organizations and governance.

			Buffalo, Cattle, and Bison

			After Fort Walsh moved just outside of Maple Creek in 1883, thousands of cattle appeared upon the grasslands where the bison once roamed. One year later, in 1884, the first trainload of western Canadian-raised cattle was sent off to market from Maple Creek. Ranching remains the primary activity in the Cypress Hills and surrounding area.

			Before the 1800s, the grasslands of Saskatchewan were home to millions of “buffalo.” More than thirty million wood and plains bison once roamed the Great Plains of the continent. They were nearing extinction by the late 1800s, with numbers dwindled to seven hundred. Canadian and American governments supported the slaughtering of bison so the local First Nations would be forced to become dependent upon provisions (“gifts”) offered by way of the reserve system. Bison was hunted and lands were cleared of “Indians” so that settlement could occur. Just as beaver were trapped to provide Europeans their hats during the fur trade, and whales were overhunted in Inuit homelands before the fur trade, bison were overhunted in the nineteenth century for leather, used for drive belts to run the industrial machinery of Europe and the United States. 

			In 2015, a herd of twenty-two bison were gifted to the Peepeekisis First Nation (fourteen kilometres east of Fort Qu’Appelle) by way of a Christian group from the town of Balcarres (about eighty-five kilometres northeast of Regina). The herd originated from an Alberta-based cattle rancher who had tried his hand at raising bison, but found it wasn’t lucrative enough to make it worth his while. So, he donated this herd of twenty-two to the Saskatchewan-based First Nation. The majestic buffalo was sacred to the Original peoples of the plains and remains a significant part of many local First Nation and Métis peoples’ culture. The Peepeekisis First Nation wanted to revitalize the buffalo for its cultural significance. The nearby Muscowpetung First Nation also received (by way of purchase) bison from the same Alberta rancher. By the winter of 2020, Peepeekisis had enough in their herd to provide to yet another First Nation, Zagime Anishinabek (Sakimay First Nation), also wanting to welcome this sacred beast back to their territory. In another five years, Zagime will carry on this gift-giving tradition by donating some of their growing herd to yet another First Nation—­and so on, until this Spirit Animal is once again firmly reestablished. Apparently, the Alberta rancher readily acknowledges that, by gifting bison (he is now gifting more to the Muscowpetung), he has forged lifelong allegiances (surprise, surprise) and a deep understanding of the local First Nations’ great reverence and connection to the once-thundering beasts. 

			Cattle ranching is not good for the environment and cows are expensive to keep. By contrast, bison, indigenous to the terrain, are exceptionally well suited to survive the prairie climate. They don’t need barns for shelter. Bison meat is also healthier to eat than hormone- and steroid-pumped beef; it is low in cholesterol, low in fat, and high in iron, and is protein dense. For the conscientious meat eater, it is ideal, especially because it is not associated with controversial industrial farming practices and conditions. Bison barely survived colonialism, just like the very peoples who honoured the Original Agreement to protect these Sacred Animals and their shared environment for the future generations of both species. 

			Bison are also being reintegrated into the wild. Parks Canada recently set loose sixteen bison in Banff National Park. Wanuskewin Heritage Park near Saskatoon is also anticipating hosting a protected bison herd at its site. Bison have finally made it full circle and are giving back both culturally and economically to their First Nation kin. 

			The Canadian Bison Association and the United States’ National Bison Association recently announced their aim to produce one million bison within the next ten years. I do not think their goal is to give the bison away or to release them back into the wild. Of course, it is an economic opportunity to invest in this new, lean, meat-making machine. Let’s just hope the associations are not aiming to quash the independent rancher, like what agrochemical giant Monsanto did to Saskatchewan farmer Percy Schmeiser. Farmer Percy dared to fight against Monsanto’s patent on a genetically modified (GMO) seed—­and lost (after going to the Supreme Court of Canada). Let’s hope that by the time these bison associations reach their target, the Original Agreement will be well understood and embraced by all Canadians (and Americans). Let’s hope that by the time they reach their one million bison, current industrial farming practices are not cruelly applied to this supreme animal that once roamed the prairies for thousands of years.

			The Sioux

			We haven’t even talked about the Lakota or Nakoda, nor much about the Dakota (previously introduced in the Saskatoon Land Acknowledgement), within Treaty 4 territory. They have been known collectively as the Sioux, which comes from Nadouessioux, a term that merged a French (plural form) ending—­oux—­with the Anishinabemowin Na:towe:ssiwak. It is either a derogatory reference to snakes or refers to a verb meaning “to speak a foreign language.” The Dakota originate in what became the American states of Minnesota and Nebraska. The Nakoda come from what is now Montana, South Dakota, and North Dakota, and the Lakota, the largest of the three communities, are traditionally from the two latter-named states. Some say, in each of their respective dialects, dakota, lakota, and nakota mean “friend” or “ally.” Whether this translation is accurate or not, these three distinct peoples formed a political alliance within their common linguistic group.

			How did they end up within Canadian borders? Their story is worth another book’s worth of information. Here are some tidbits to tantalize you further toward Truth. 

			The Lakota 

			Wood Mountain Lakota First Nation is situated sixty-five kilometres southwest of present-day Assiniboia, Saskatchewan. Its members are the descendants of Sitting Bull and his band, who famously massacred Colonel Custer at the Battle of Little Big Horn in what the Americans named Montana. Sitting Bull’s band travelled throughout Montana in search of increasingly scarce buffalo and, in 1877, Sitting Bull led his people north into British-controlled Canada. It is the only Lakota First Nation in the nation-state, and one of only three Saskatchewan First Nations, that did not enter a treaty. 

			Just after World War I, the Canadian government arbitrarily gave away half of the original reserve lands secured by the Wood Mountain Lakota First Nation—­essentially turning over Lakota First Nation lands to private ownership for the benefit of returning Canadian soldiers and more settlers. In 2019, after ten years of litigation over a dispute that commenced one hundred years prior in 1919, the two parties reached a tentative settlement. 

			This is how it worked: representatives of Wood Mountain Lakota First Nation, which did not enter into a treaty, settled with Canada by receiving a payment of $50 million for the theft of half of their designated reserve Land. Then, the government “generously offered” more than 2,000 hectares of Crown Land (previously stolen Land) to replace what had been taken—­at a price, of course. Remember how Treaty 4 First Nations were awarded $6.6 million for the further theft of their promised Treaty Grounds? And then were “permitted” to purchase up to 525 hectares of Crown Land to make up for their losses? What goes around comes around. Keep this pattern of money exchange in mind, because it continues to come up and is typically how modern Land claims settlements work. It costs to opt out of the Indian Act. 

			The Nakoda

			The Îyârhe Nakoda (Stoney-Nakoda or People of the Mountains) have a much longer history within the plains of what became the Canadian nation-state. They are closely aligned both culturally and linguistically with the Assiniboine peoples south of the imposed colonial borders. Carry the Kettle Nakoda First Nation is also known as the Assiniboine First Nation. It is located about eighty kilometres east of Regina (Saskatchewan) within Treaty 4 territory. The Assiniboine/Nakoda were a major part of the Iron Confederacy, a political and military alliance of plains First Nations from the late 1600s to the late 1800s within what became western Canada and the northern United States. As well as the Assiniboine and Stoney-Nakoda, the Iron Confederacy included the Nêhiyawak (Plains Cree), Anihšināpēk (Plains Ojibwe), Métis, and some individual Haudenosaunee—­most likely Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk)—­who came west as employees of the fur trade.

			The Iron Confederacy participated in the fur trade, particularly for the Hudson’s Bay Company. Ultimately, the decline of the trade and decimation of the buffalo devastated the food source of Iron Confederacy nations, which caused the demise of the confederacy after having participated in the Northwest Resistance. Completely oppressed, with their inherent rights violated, they were placed on reserves or dispersed into other communities.

			The Îyârhe Nakoda are considered one nation but operate under a unique three-chief system. They have three separate tribal councils, hence three separate chiefs made up of the Chiniki, Wesley, and Bearspaw bands. This increases costs and bureaucracy. Located just west of Calgary, they are resting on some desirable real estate. 

			In 2018, the Îyârhe Nakoda membership voted against a controversial Land deal that had been put forward to the nation. The deal proposed the commercialization and leasing out of three thousand hectares of designated reserve Land. Moneymaking ventures for the band, of course. Yet not all members wanted that Land to get developed, regardless of how much money it was worth. (Each band member would get their cut of the deal.) The whole ordeal created division within the community resulting in a $1-million lawsuit against one of its members who was accused of speaking out against Îyârhe Nakoda First Nation leadership. 

			The quandary of the “need” or opportunity for riches versus disappearing natural space tugs at many hearts. A band council that operates with business ideas against members clinging to the sacredness of the increasingly degraded Land represents the complexities too often found on First Nations. It is not easy to sort out the issues created by a government structure imposed upon Original peoples, who have been placed on government-designated plots of Land called reserves, held in perpetual poverty of body, mind, and spirit in the midst of a consumerist society. 

			To complicate matters further, if a First Nation is considered an independent nation (as in a nation-to-nation relationship with the Canadian government), governments are not allowed to sue individuals for defamation—­at least by Canadian standards. A government within a government, or not? Which rules apply? It should make for an interesting—­and costly—­legal case. 

			Pitikwahanapiwiyin

			Justin Trudeau cleared Nêhiyaw Leader Pitikwahanapiwiyin (Chief Poundmaker) in 2019 of treason—­a charge stemming from the Northwest Resistance of 1885, in which some of Pitikwahanapiwiyin’s band members took up arms and for which the Leader was imprisoned and found guilty. Pitikwahanapiwiyin spent three years incarcerated and died soon after his release, due to poor health and a broken spirit. Ironically, he was known to be a Peacemaker who had thoroughly scrutinized the terms of Treaty 6 to protect the interests of his people and their descendants. According to the Canadian Encyclopedia, Pitikwahanapiwiyin only reluctantly signed the treaty. He dared to question how the government could lay claim to his people’s territory, stating: “This is our land. It isn’t a piece of pemmican to be cut off and given in little pieces back to us.”

			Interestingly, the Nêhiyaw Leader was born of a Métis mother and Îyârhe Nakoda father and adopted, by way of a battle custom that replaced a slain son of the enemy, by a Siksika (Blackfoot) Chief, which ultimately led to an allegiance between the two nations. This reminds me of how Gandhi famously advised a distraught Hindu, whose son had been killed by a Muslim, to adopt a Muslim child and raise the child according to Allah in the spirit of nonviolence. 

			In May 2019, 134 years after the $5-per-person annual payments promised by Treaties 4 and 6 were unlawfully withheld due to the 1885 Northwest Resistance, the Trudeau government settled with nine First Nations to resolve the Treaty Annuity Rebellion Claims.

			The Métis/Michif Nation

			The historic Métis Nation Homeland includes all three of Canada’s prairie provinces and the federally recognized Métis communities of Ontario, British Columbia, and the Northwest Territories. Métis peoples and communities east of Ontario are not officially recognized as connected to the historic Homeland, despite many Bois-Brûlés migrating west. The Métis Nation Homeland also extends into the northern United States.

			Métis Nation-Saskatchewan aims to preserve their Métis language, Michif. They recently announced a 2020 partnership with Canadian Geographic, which committed almost $2 million to a language preservation initiative.

			The two other dialects of the Métis Nation Homeland are French Cree and Métis French. French Cree is mostly the Cree language (Woodland dialect), with some French words spoken by some in the Treaty 10 territory of Saskatchewan. French Michif (Métis French) is said to be the language derived of the union of French Canadiens and Original peoples residing around the fur trade posts within the Great Lakes region. This is an old French intermingled language of the 1600s and 1700s that moved west with the fur traders of the 1800s—­of which my older relatives in Québec still hold memory (and make use of). Words or expressions such as oobor la rivyayr (riverside), dret anavaan (straightforward), enn shaar (originally “cart,” now “automobile”), otway (get away), lii bladenn (corn), shmayn (road), enn bookaan (smudge), and, many, many more are in my maternal DNA. French Michif or “Indian French” landed in what became the province of Manitoba, where it continued to evolve, and where some Métis located on Lake Manitoba still speak it today. 

			I have heard Karen Schmon, award-winning Métis educator and director of the Gabriel Dumont Institute Press in Saskatoon, say that some Métis of the French-Cree speaking communities are proudly able to preserve heritage and language by gravitating toward (learning) the Cree language. She explained that some descendants of Métis-French speakers gravitate toward (learning) the French language. By contrast, community members who spoke or speak Michif, the most unique hybrid and most endangered of all three, are striving to document and preserve and reinvigorate their language—­hence the Canadian Geographic’s investment in the language project of the Métis Nation-Saskatchewan. 

			One must understand which particular Métis community one is descended from in order to understand the reference used in the University of Regina’s Land Acknowledgement. There are the North West Company voyageur-affiliated French-Métis (Bois Brûlés and Gens Libres); the “Country Born” Hudson’s Bay Company–­affiliated English and Scottish Metis; the Red River Métis of Louis Riel’s community, who are of predominantly Nêhiyaw and French Canadian parentage; and then there are the Michif-speaking Métis, who descend from a wide mixture of Nêhiyawak and French, with an Anihšināpēk, Nakoda, Dene, and Scottish fur-trading-influenced blend, which most likely explains the originality of their dialect. Long story short: in order to distinguish the Michif speakers from the other mixed-blood peoples speaking different dialects, they refer to themselves as the Michif People or Nation. Phew.

			I am hoping the University of Regina celebrates the incredibly diverse and rich histories of the peoples upon whose Land it is situated by way of offering an enriching Land Acknowledgement. Remember: the Original peoples are intrinsically connected to the Land. What is going on in the province of Saskatchewan pertaining to the Land and water? That will require the good people of Saskatchewan (or the University of Regina) to research further because, after all, the Land Acknowledgement is ultimately about the Land. All I can say to get you started is this: many provincial and territorial governments (with the support of the federal government) declared mining, energy, and construction in the province as essential services during the otherwise initial shutdown caused by the COVID-19 global pandemic.

			Pandemic, Industry, and Interconnected Peoples

			Imperial Oil’s Kearl Lake oil sands megaproject (northeast of Fort McMurray, Alberta) was permitted to continue operating during the COVID-19 pandemic, despite the difficulty it posed for practising social distancing and proper hygiene because of its remote location. More than one hundred COVID-19 cases were linked to an outbreak that started in April 2020 at that Alberta site. Carriers of the virus unknowingly spread the disease to four provinces by returning to their home communities. In northern Saskatchewan in particular (Treaty 10), there was a significant outbreak in the largely Métis and Denesuline (Chipewyan) community of La Loche—­adjacent to Fort McMurray. More than 160 people contracted the virus and two Denesuline elders died as a result. Neighbouring Clearwater River Dene First Nation (Treaty 8) confirmed 21 cases. But who is counting? Land is connected to the people, people are connected to the Land, and the Land continues to be violated which, in turn, contributes to the spread of disease.

			What became the province of Saskatchewan has at least seventy First Nations on 782 reserves and various Métis communities in different settlements and villages, many of which are located in the southern half of the province. Treaty 4 and Treaty 6 cover wide-reaching stories, attesting to many convergent linguistic groups and diverse cultures. These stories are rich with strong Leaders and brave warriors who dared to resist colonization to protect their way of Life on the Land—­a way of Life practised since time immemorial. Their descendants are resilient peoples, interconnected through trade, marriage, and political collaboration, and deserve recognition of their history and place alongside Canadian society. 

			Rural Ontario

			We acknowledge that our rural farm is situated on the traditional Land of the Three Fires Confederacy of the Ojibway, Potawatomi, and Odawa people.

			This is a very straightforward, but uninformative Land Acknowledgement: Is this privately owned property upon stolen, treaty, or disputed land?

			The Three Fires Confederacy, an ancient alliance dating back to 796 AD, is also known as the Council of Three Fires, or the United Nations of Chippewa (Ojibwe), Odawa, and Potawatomi. These specific Anishinaabe peoples are known as the People of the Three Fires. The confederacy is known as Niswi-mishkodewin in Anishinaabemowin, the language of the Anishinaabeg, a wide-reaching linguistic group.

			In this confederacy, the Ojibwe-Anishinaabeg are the Keepers of the Faith; this label attests to their role as spiritual Leaders within the Council, and they are thus referred to as the Eldest Brother of the three. The Odawa-Anishinaabeg are the Keepers of the Trade; they have negotiating power, hence known as the Middle Brother, who depends upon their Eldest Brother for spiritual guidance. The Potawatomi-Anishinaabeg are the Keepers of the Fire; they are referred to as Little Brother, whose important role is to support and tend to the other brothers so they may fulfill their roles accordingly. All three in conjunction are what makes the union strong and assures an effective governance structure that is highly functional by way of moral code. It is important to list the three distinct groups by appropriate age and order. The Land Acknowledgement from the farm in rural Ontario got that wrong.

			At the strategic bend of what is now known as Lake Michigan and Lake Huron on what has been renamed Mackinac Island (Michigan), the Peoples of the Three Fires met for military and political purposes. This site became the central location for gatherings with a variety of other nations with which the Council maintained allegiances, including the Haudenosuanee, the Wendat, the Sioux, and subsequently the French, the English, and the Americans. Over time, the alliances and divisions of the Three Fires Confederacy shifted, largely based on the promotion of trade—­in particular, trade with foreign European nations, which had wavering allegiances with each other, impacting domestic alliances.

			So what does a pork farm along the South Saugeen River have to do with this ancestral history? The region of the South Saugeen River is part of the Upper Canada Treaties, of which thirty were signed during the late-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries. The treaties stemmed from the Royal Proclamation of 1763, which stipulated that only the Crown could purchase Aboriginal lands. This meant Big Daddy was in control and no independent deals “between traders” were allowed. This was framed to maintain peace between the First Nation peoples and encroaching settlers, because a lot of settlers just showed up and starting chopping, blocking, and building. 
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			Many of these “surrenders” covered very small parcels of Land. They were agreements about security and trade rather than Land purchases. Through these treaties, however, the Crown acquired Land “to protect” the Original peoples, then made way for thirty thousand United Empire Loyalist settlers, who flooded into Upper Canada in 1783 as refugees following the American War of Independence. And then, after the War of 1812, an influx of European immigrants arrived, increasing the pace of Land surrenders, as lands for farming were made available to the newcomers in regions from south of Lake Huron to around Lake Superior and Georgian Bay. 

			There is dispute to this day surrounding the Anishinaabeg understanding versus the Crown’s interpretations of these treaty negotiations where, interestingly, no lands were reserved for the once Great Peoples of the Three Fires to reside. In virtually every historic treaty or Land claim, there is an agreement to uphold the right to hunt, fish, and trap as per Original custom. But if the Land is simply turned over to developers, does that not impact the Earth and the water and the animals meant to be hunted, fished, and trapped? How do the animals survive on concrete? How does one exist without the other? On that premise alone, the treaties are broken.

			An Algonquin Aside

			Traditionally related to more than forty-four-thousand square kilometres of Land in what is now the Outaouais region of Québec (about three hundred kilometres north of the city of Ottawa), the Mitchikanibikok Inik (Algonquin of Barriere Lake) were crunched into an area in what became a provincial park. In 1939, the area was designated a natural reserve (not an “Indian reserve”) accessible to thousands of settler hunters and fishers. By 1950, the government transformed the hunting and fishing reservation into the official Parc La Vérendrye, named after a French Canadian explorer. Then the so-called provincial park gained protected status as a wildlife reserve in 1979. Both the Anicinape de Kitcisakik community and the Mitchikanibikok Inik exist within the limits of the La Vérendrye Wildlife Reserve. It sounds pretty ideal that a peoples’ traditional homeland—­albeit a limited portion of it—­fell inside a protected wildlife sanctuary. That is, until the clear-cutting started.

			Because of their isolated location, the Barriere Lake community is rare within the Algonquin First Nation, now scattered on reserves across two provincial borders and many jurisdictions: the Algonquin language is their first language, not French or English as in communities elsewhere. They were more or less left to enjoy as much of a traditional lifestyle in connection with their Land as permitted by colonial constraints and restrictions, including laws that mandate time frames and costly permits and licenses for hunting. Despite the richness of a culture more or less intact, the people—­and devastated wildlife—­live in relative poverty in their reduced homeland. This may sound contradictory because a traditional life is a rich existence.

			The Algonquin of Barriere Lake began petitioning the federal government for a protected piece of their ever-impacted Land in 1876. The government finally carved off a piece of eroded, sandy, stolen Land measuring 59 acres (about 24 hectares)—­eighty-five years later, in 1961—­calling it the Rapid Lake Indian Reserve. In exchange, the Algonquin were expected to stay put and shut up. Welfare cheques and cheap prefab housing were part of the deal, and diesel-fuelled generators for heat during those cold, snowy winters. Meanwhile, others make millions off their traditional, unsurrendered lands in revenues from logging, hydro, and sport fishing and hunting. An estimated $100 million is extracted from their traditional territory every year, but not one cent of it ends up in the hands of the Algonquin. One only needs money if the Land, once expansive, can’t produce enough healthy food and shelter. 

			The interesting aspect of this particular story is that the federal government and the province of Québec signed a trilateral agreement with the Algonquin First Nation in 1991. The agreement stemmed from the Algonquin’s proposed alternative to the Canadian government’s preferred Land claims process, which effectively has First Nations give up all title to their lands in lieu of private ownership. The agreement promised the novel idea of cooperative sustainable development regarding logging and traditional Algonquin uses of the Land. In simple terms, the Algonquin understood Canada’s desire for wood, so they agreed to work with the loggers and government powers to instate responsible harvesting that—­unlike clear-cutting—­would sustain tree, animal, and plant species and habitat, and the Algonquin traditional way of Life. A win-win scenario. But, like most treaty or official agreements between the nation-state of Canada and a First Nation, it never seems to get from the signed paperwork—­or wampum belt—­of understanding to honouring the terms of the agreement. The rules to the game change because the rule makers are in it for themselves—­always. 

			Clear-cutting continues to occur regardless of the trilateral agreement. It is a quick and easy way to make a buck as opposed to the more selective, patient, sustainable approach reflective of the Algonquin people who struggle to adhere to the Original Agreement to conserve and protect the Earth Mother and her inhabitants in exchange for her Life-sustaining gifts. The result: roadblocks, protests, fines, arrests, and tear gassing of elders and children, and never-ending (and expensive) court cases inherited by these Algonquin families for more than forty years now. Children are inheriting these court cases into adulthood and adults have inherited them from their elders. 

			En plus, in 1996, the department of Indian and Northern Affairs decided to no longer recognize the traditional governance structure of the Customary Chief and Council, guided by an Elders’ Council. Instead, with promises of revenue to the community from logging, they appointed others from just outside the immediate area as a band council under the Indian Act. Once again, it is divide and conquer in full swing: the feds said they would only negotiate with the imposed band council, in front of whom they had dangled a golden carrot. 

			The puppet government appointees were rejected by the traditional Algonquin and were refused back into the community so had to rule as a “government-in-exile” from a town more than a hundred kilometres away, detached from the very Land and lifestyle that had sustained them and their ancestors for millennia. The Original Agreement had been broken and bought with millions of dollars from Indian Affairs while their relatives remained in la misère noire (dire poverty) left to stop the logging. And so the infighting begins, just like intended, to slow down any process of negotiation while the logging trucks keep coming and hauling thousands of trees out of this wildlife reserve every day. In her 2009 article “They’re Clear Cutting Our Way of Life,” author-academic Shiri Pasternak includes the voice of then Algonquin youth spokesperson Marylynn Poucachiche: “I think the government has us where they want us, fighting with each other and forgetting about the real issues … they can then keep exploiting our land and renegotiate the outstanding issues on their terms.”

			Oh yes, the point of this aside is that early in their struggles for their rights, the Algonquin discovered that a protected wildlife designation strictly pertains to the fauna and not the flora. In other words, no animals will be harmed while the loggers slaughter their habitat. How does one exist without the other? It repeats the illogic of the Upper Canada Treaties that promised the peoples of the Three Fires Confederacy a protected lifestyle but not any Land. I know the Eurocentric mind tends not to think wholistically, but how does this hold up in a court of law? Who is making the rules again? Who is drafting these agreements? Who is writing these policies? And to whose advantage?

			Back to the Three Fires Confederacy and the Upper Canada Treaties

			One must comprehend that the Land-acquisition treaties (versus Land-sharing agreements) with various branches of the Anishinaabeg of the region were conducted in a language—­and a worldview—­not yet well mastered by the Original peoples of the area. Deep ran the lack of understanding of foreign Codes of Ethics and concepts of “purchasing” or “privatizing,” let alone “developing,” these pristine and abundant territories. These treaty agreements were entered into with the same Age Old Principles of Sharing according to Natural Law with the innate understanding of perpetuating adherence to our Original Agreement. 

			Our ancestors did not have to write that down as it was a common understanding that all First Peoples adhered to organically. They couldn’t imagine the Earth and waters being used in any other way than respectfully. I guess they should have spelled it out for the treaty commissioners; instead, they spoke of their connection and dependence on the Gifts of the Land. This was all documented in the wampum belts, the stories, even in some of the songs and, eventually, in the many petitions made to secure a little piece for themselves as they bore witness to the Windigo that was swallowing their hunting grounds, their homelands, their territories, their lifestyle, languages, cultures, and spirits.

			The way my simple brain must imagine this in order to fully understand the phenomenon of the Upper Canada Treaties is this: a bunch of strangers arrive and help themselves to whatever, wherever they see fit, to build their new lives, impacting you and your community, who are long-established Indigenous peoples of these newly violated lands. Big Daddy steps in and offers gifts, trade goods, and this new currency called money, promising to fulfill the role of protector of your pristine homeland from these irritating white dudes. Phew. What a great deal, right? X marks the spot. Then, Big Daddy turns around and encourages these foreigners to keep chopping, building, developing, extracting, polluting, and decimating your beautiful home! What’s with that? Time to go to school to get a law degree to understand how these guys work and to figure out the rules to their powerful game, so you can get your Life back. 

			Treaties, relocations, and removals caused the great dispersion of the Odawa, who, as a modern community are divided by what the Original peoples of the plains call the Medicine Line (the American and Canadian international border). The first treaties in what became the province of Ontario, which included small parcels of lands reserved for decimated peoples, are known as the Robinson Treaties, signed with the Ojibwe of the northern shores of lakes Huron and Superior in the 1850s. The majority of reserves in Ontario are held by the Ojibwe-Anishinaabeg. 

			The Potawatomi lands south of the Great Lakes, totalling more than thirty-six million hectares, had all been seized by the United States government by the end of the 1790s. The Potawatomi, dispersed by European settlement, were pushed into what are now the American states of Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma. Those that remained north of the border were largely reduced by intermarriage and absorption into small pockets of primarily Ojibwe communities. Some struggle for their rights to their traditional territories to this day. 

			How can this Truth be reconciled? Is it enough to simply state the lands were once occupied by a strong Confederacy of Anishinaabeg blurred by the presence of other Nations? Nations vying for control over foreign trading partners or passing through because of pre-Contact principles of sharing, or dispossession? Will a statement as minimal as the Land Acknowledgement from the farm in rural Ontario generate interest? Will it generate the pursuit of deeper information to understand the story of this Land?

			Ottawa

			Welcome to this gallery space whose name was gifted to us by an Algonquin Elder and artist and serves to acknowledge the fact that we are located on the unceded territory of the Algonquin Nation. We respect and affirm the inherent and treaty rights of the Indigenous peoples of this land and will continue to honour the commitments we have made to Indigenous Nations and peoples.

			Accreditation 

			My first criticism is that the name of the Elder referred to is not given. This is a phenomenon I have noticed across both Indigenous and Canadian cultures: unnamed Elders or Knowledge Keepers not getting their due recognition. Accreditation is an Indigenous protocol. Our First Nation, Inuit, and Métis ancestors were strictly oral peoples: therefore, accreditation was spoken. There are strict rules of accreditation for the cultures of the written word, too. 

			Listing one’s sources in an oral tradition is of equivalent importance to citing another’s words in an academic paper or a bibliography at the back of a book. I was once deducted marks for missing punctuation in a bibliography that was heavily evaluated based on the style guide of the university I attended. Yet, I have heard too many state “my Elder told me …” without ever mentioning who that Elder is. 

			We must reset the same standards for the peoples of Oral Tradition. How are we to honour another’s contributions if they are not named? How is this Truth? How do we ethically pass down this knowledge in our own way? It also keeps the Sharers of Knowledge accountable to their words. Anonymity is a dangerous thing—­and it’s rampant with social media today. With anonymity often comes cruelty and deceit. Anything or anyone that provides what is deemed reputable information is accredited as a form of record keeping and official recognition. If we take our Elders and Cultural Carriers seriously, this system of recognition can only function upon the moral codes of Honour and Respect in our shared society. 

			In fact, the moral code found within the Seven Grandfathers Seven Teachings of the Anishinaabeg is what guides this and many other cultural protocols. It is sad when, for example, an Elder or any other contributor I interviewed for this book shared good words and observations but then asked me not to assign their name to their fine words. Fear runs rampant in this increasingly aggressive and anonymous society. The traditional role of Elder is not always clearly defined, respected, or understood. Historically, these were people who others regarded as Wise Ones, helpful to all with arms reaching out to the Earth Mother herself. Today, one can earn a living as a self-identifying elder.

			Disconnects

			In the Land Acknowledgement from Ottawa that starts this section, there is a blatant disconnect between the reference to unceded Algonquin Land and the reference to respecting the treaty rights of the Indigenous peoples of this (same?) Land. Unceded territory is Land that has not been negotiated, traded, purchased, or given. It means stolen Land for which no treaty agreement was entered into or held. The unknowing listener to this Land Acknowledgement is misled and misinformed. The knowing listener is left perplexed, upset, and insulted because it is factually wrong.

			Once again, this statement talks about commitments this organization “will continue to honour” made to “Indigenous nations and peoples.” What commitments and to whom exactly? Every First Nation, Inuit, and Métis community and the entire First Nation, Inuit, and Métis population within Canada? This is where Land Acknowledgements, such as this one, can use their statements to bridge the gap from performance into reality by announcing any social justice actions or acts of Reconciliation they are actually leading or pursuing. 

			In other words, put your money where your mouth is. Don’t just talk the talk. This way, the Land Acknowledgement avoids redundancy by remaining a living testament, as possibilities for Truth and Reconciliation initiatives are endless, especially as we are all affected by a very ill planet. Specific nations, community groups, organizations, and associations entering into true partnerships and collaborations should be named, tracked, held accountable, accredited, celebrated, and renewed.

			Lastly, this part of the acknowledgement is confusing: “will continue to honour the commitments we have made to Indigenous Nations and people.” The term Indigenous encompasses First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples. Do Inuit refer to themselves as a nation? Only some Métis groups refer to themselves as nations, defined by strict criteria. In fact “nation” is itself a very colonial concept. Does this sentence refer to the federally recognized “Indian” reserves (First Nations) as well as the peoples left “unrecognized” by the nation-state of Canada, such as Eastern Metis, Métis of Québec, and non-status “Indians”? If so, this creates a divide: it seems like political posturing and is confusing. 

			Algonquin Land Acknowledgement 

			I suggest a more informative, more truthful Algonquin Land Acknowledgement would include information like this: 

			From 1772 until 1863—­almost a hundred years—­generations of Algonquin ancestors submitted twenty-eight separate petitions to the newly imposed leaders of the Land, which is now called Canada. They initially petitioned to those in control of the invasion to have our vast territory recognized, thus protected, as our homeland, for which documented evidence of our presence stretches back ten thousand years. As the petitions went ignored, my ancestor relatives begged for just an island within the drastically transforming territory—­the island where the Kitchissippiriniweg or People of the Great River were once headquartered. Subsequent petitions are indicative of an impoverished people reduced to promising they would give up the hunt to till the soil, build a church, and pray to the foreigners’ god. One hundred and twenty years later—­in 1983—­a contemporary Land claim was submitted. Thirty-three years after that, in 2016, an agreement in principle was signed with the federal government that allowed the Land claim to proceed. Some Algonquin, both status and non-status, are currently working on the criteria that will define who will be beneficiaries of the Land. These negotiations have further divided the Algonquin First Nation. (That only took about two and a half minutes of your time. See how much you learned?)

			It has been a total of 248 years of striving to be recognized as the once self-governing people of this unceded Land, all the while bearing witness to deforestation, mining, industry, and development without any regard to the health and well-being of the human, plant, and animal species. Unceded means unsurrendered. This Land was not lost by a war: it was taken, imposed upon, paved over, stolen. We are not all Treaty People. 

			Here is another example of an (oral) Algonquin Land Acknowledgement, delivered during these pandemic times at a virtual gathering:

			My maternal ancestors, the Algonquin, were once a strong and self-governing people. We adhered to our Original Agreement: to live by the Natural Law. We kept the air, Earth, and water in pristine condition for thousands of years to safeguard the health of the animals and plant life, who kept us alive. We sustained ourselves by participating in the hunt. We gathered and grew foods, we traded with others, and we practised toll collection, which made the Kitchissippiriniweg or People of the Great River distinct from other Algonquin relatives. We lived mino bimaadiziwin, the Good Life.

			I want to tell you about an Algonquin Spiritual Leader. Leader in any Indigenous language is typically translated as Highly Respected One. Mishomis, or Grandfather, William Commanda was the Keeper of three wampum belts, intricately beaded memory aids used to depict the highest form of agreements.

			One belt he held was the Welcoming Belt made in the 1700s—­more than three hundred years ago. It depicts three figures: a French settler, a British settler, and, between them, an Anishinaabe who is holding the hands of his guests on either side. 

			The agreement was one of friendship and the equal sharing of the Land and its resources. It marked the beginning of a new, unified nation as envisioned by the Fourth Fire Prophecy of the Ancient Wisdom of the Anishinaabeg called the Seven Fires Seven Prophecies.

			The agreement was to Respect our Earth Mother and the people who were respecting her since time immemorial: to keep in good harmony with nature as we had lived before. Our guests—­who wanted to make this place their home too—­agreed they would do that. In fact, on the right side of the belt, there is a sign of the Vatican—­the cross—­not to indicate the imposed Christianization of the people, but to serve as a reminder to the newcomers that their promise—­based on their own religious values and tradition—­was and is a Sacred Agreement to Uphold for All Time.

			This traditional unsurrendered Algonquin Land was not lost by a war: it was taken, imposed upon, stolen, and violated by industry, recklessness, and encroachment. Today, the Algonquin nation is a divided nation, split up with only some situated on reserves. We have been divided geographically, politically, linguistically, provincially, ethically, and spiritually due to the impacts of unhonoured agreements.

			Canadians are all guests to this vast and diverse Indigenous territory that was named Canada. I encourage you to honour Truth and Reconciliation by discovering the Truth about those sacred agreements, or historic treaties, or modern Land claims that exist in your own home territory within the nation-state of Canada, and investigating whether they are being honoured today. I encourage you to consider the health of our planet—­Earth Mother to us all—­and to do everything your heart and soul can imagine to help bring her back to health.

			Thank you/merci beaucoup/kitchi miigwech for gathering here in this virtual way today, for listening to my words. I pray that you are encouraged to uphold those sacred agreements that our French, British, and Anishinaabe ancestors made on our behalf, for the sake of all our future descendants—­for the next Seven Generations to come—­upon whatever Indigenous territory you now claim as home. 

			New Brunswick 

			We [I] would like to begin by acknowledging that the land on which we gather is the traditional unceded territory of the Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) and Mi’kmaq peoples. This territory is covered by the “Treaties of Peace and Friendship,” which Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) and Mi’kmaq peoples first signed with the British Crown in 1725. The treaties did not deal with surrender of lands and resources, but in fact recognized Mi’kmaq and Wolastoqiyik (Maliseet) title and established the rules for what was to be an ongoing relationship between nations.

			Universities across New Brunswick consistently use this Land Acknowledgement. This one is well done as it refers to a historic treaty that has nothing to do with Land surrender. It specifies the term unceded, which indicates the territory was never purchased or given to a foreign nation. It also uses the original name of the Wolastoqiyik and indicates, by parentheses, its misnomer. Where I require more clarity is about those “rules” pertaining to the perpetual relationship between nations. I assume this is about the relationship between not only the Mi’kmaq and Wolastoqiyik, but also between those two First Nations and the British? 

			My burning question is how that “ongoing” relationship with the British Crown transfers to Canada. Or does it? This is what would inform the audience member of current realties and if those understandings of the past are still relevant. If so, how? If not, why not? 

			The Wolastoqiyik have always lived in the valley of a 673-kilometre-long river that, in 1604, was renamed by Samuel de Champlain for Saint John the Baptist. It stretches across what became the imposed international border of the United States and Canada—­across what is now the province of New Brunswick and the state of Maine—­and empties into the Atlantic Ocean. Wolastoqiyik youth, situated in present-day New Brunswick, want the name of the Saint John River changed back to its original name, Wolastoq, which is pronounced Wuh-luh-stuh-q and means “Beautiful River.” Wolastoqiyik means People of the Beautiful (and Bountiful) River.

			Floods are becoming an increasing threat to many communities due to climate change. Graham Chivers of Graham’s Green Design, located in Harvey Bank, New Brunswick, notes that flooding also threatens the river with pollution: “As waters rise and rush, buoyant items and leaky containers become part of the mix. This pollution is complex, it has many elements: plastic items, fossil fuels, agricultural products, paint cans. … There are warnings not to eat fiddleheads along flooded riverbanks. … The runoff from this disaster will be passing through fish, mussel and seaweed farms. … One drop of fossil fuels can taint one million drops of drinking water. … Will the government provide public guidance and best practices to lower pollution risks in future floods?”

			In 2016, Irving Pulp & Paper in the city of Saint John was found guilty of dumping waste directly into the Wolastoq, resulting in a $3.5 million penalty. The company had previously been fined in 1999, 2009, and 2010 for polluting the fish-bearing river. Like all river ecosystems where irresponsible, greedy, spiritless, modern human behaviour dominates, the Saint John River basin is home to an increasing number of species at risk such as Atlantic cod and salmon.

			You can’t eat money, right? Beautiful River no more. How does that tragedy affect the very spirit of the Wolastoqiyik, the People of the Beautiful (and Bountiful) River? It alters their very identity. 

			The traditional lands and resources of the Wolastoqiyik were bordered by their allies: the Mi’kmaq to the east, and the Passamaquoddy and Penobscot (eastern Abenaki) to the west. The Penobscot terrain ended up in present-day Maine. The vast majority of Passamaquoddy were pushed to the American side of the border due to settler encroachment, with a few left to reside in what is now Charlotte County, New Brunswick. They uphold active Land claims, but they are not federally recognized as a First Nation despite having an organized government. 

			The Mi’kmaq, the Wolastoqiyik, the Passamaquoddy, the Abenaki, and the Penobscot formed the Wabanaki Confederacy in the 1680s. By 1862, the British had forced the Wabanaki Confederacy to officially disband. Regardless, the five Wabanaki nations continued to meet, and they formally reestablished the confederacy in 1993, after 131 years of being silenced. The Council of the Wabanaki Confederacy was hosted by the Penobscot and the Sacred Council Fire was reignited with embers from the Original Fire, which had long been kept burning. The concerns of the confederacy naturally include the right to clean water and subsistence rights, such as the protection of seeds, waters, and soil from chemical contamination. 

			Back to the 1600s

			In the face of overwhelming population loss due to previously unknown European diseases, the Wolastoqiyik maintained their presence on coastal and river sites for their usual hunting, fishing, and gathering. They had coexisted with French fur traders and fishermen for close to a hundred years, so were ready to join military forces against the British during the late 1600s and early 1700s. Intermarriage between the two cultures strengthened their alliance against the British.

			Between 1725 and 1779, the British Crown engaged in peace talks in order to encourage better relations with the Wolastoqiyik, the Mi’kmaq, and Passamaquoddy resulting in the Treaties of Peace and Friendship. The agreements promised the First Nations annual “gifts” of food supplies, provisions, and ammunition, the right to unhindered trade, as well as the right to fish and hunt in their usual manner. Traditionally a hunting, fishing, and harvesting people, the Wolastoqiyik soon took to growing corn, beans, squash, and tobacco. This practice was soon denied to them by the arrival of Europeans seeking to settle in the pristine river valley. All the previously occupied farmland along the Saint John River was taken, causing the displacement of the Original inhabitants and their mixed-blood relatives. 

			After years of being pushed further and further from their traditional base, the Wolastoqiyik were parceled up during the 1800s and forced to live on small reserves—­the largest being Tobique, which was actually the result of a petition the Wolastoqiyik submitted to the government due to their desperation to hold on to some form of Land. Twenty thousand acres (about eight thousand hectares) were “granted” to the Wolastoqiyik in 1801, but this was reduced over the years by settlers who squatted on the Land. Between 1890 and 1892, the government of New Brunswick ventured to release a hefty portion of the Tobique reserve for Euro-Canadian settlement by (unofficially) having the Land surrendered. Most of the Land was sold to individuals. Ever since, the Tobique First Nation has been working on Land claims to retrieve that loss, which totals almost five thousand hectares, or nearly two-thirds of their original “allotment” of two hundred years ago.

			The Mi’kmaq

			The Mi’kmaq of present-day New Brunswick and beyond hold their own unique story, including being informed that the British had claimed their homelands in 1715. When the Mi’kmaq complained, they discovered the French, without the knowledge of the Mi’kmaq, had held “legal” possession of their territory for a hundred years prior to the British claim because, under European law, no Land in the world could be “owned” by non-Christians. Funny how those European laws work, especially when a Mi’kmaq Grand Chief and family had been successfully converted to Catholicism in 1610. (Or did they convert as a strategy to hold on to their lands? Regardless, religious conversion dating back more than a hundred years should hold up in a court of law, non?)

			There is deep history to be explored when it comes to the Eastern Door of Turtle Island. From what is aptly named First Light by the Native Friendship Centre in St. John’s, Newfoundland, all the way west along the river called the Kaniatarowanénhne, or Big Waterway, by the Kanien’kehá:ka (now called the St. Lawrence Seaway), these peoples, these lands, hold the stories of First Contact and so much more. These stories are not stagnant: they evolve and need to be heard, understood, and honoured.

			Whitehorse, Yukon 

			On behalf of the Whitehorse City Council, I would like to acknowledge that we live and work on the traditional territory of the Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an Kwäch’än Council.

			The Kwanlin Dün First Nation recognizes the Tagish Kwan as the Original people of the territory located along the Chu Nínkwän (Yukon River) in what is now known as Marsh Lake. The Kwanlin Dün First Nation is one of the largest First Nations in the Yukon and its membership also includes the descendants of the southern Tutchone and Tlingit peoples who, along with the Tagish Kwan, situated themselves in the developing city of Whitehorse out of necessity, kinship, or forced relocations. As a result, Kwanlin Dün members form a multicultural society representative of diverse Original languages and peoples. Kwanlin is a Southern Tutchone word meaning Running Water through Canyon. It refers to present-day Miles Canyon, located a few kilometres south of Whitehorse along the Yukon River. Once again, the very name of the people attests to their homeland and verifies their ancestral attachment to a vast and beautiful Original territory. There’s proof itself of yet another existing people related to yet another Land base.

			The headwaters of Chu Nínkwän, at what is now called Atlin Lake and Tagish Lake, were home to the Tagish Kwan, and a natural meeting place for trade and socialization with other First Nations, including the Tlingit, Kaska, Han, Dinjii Zhuh (Gwich’in), and Tutchone. Other more-distant nations—­such as the Atlin and Tagish to the southeast, Little Salmon to the northwest, and those residing in the Kluane area to the west—­were also welcomed to the territory hosted by the Tagish Kwan. Moose, caribou, sheep, elk, and fur-bearing animals away from the waterfront provided sustenance beyond what the river could provide. Established families had boundaries, which others would not cross to hunt, except in times of need, because it was known to be affiliated Land. This way, Life was kept in good harmony and balance for all. Then, gold was discovered and the world as they knew it changed forever.
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			The Long Journey of Land Claims

			In 1900, at the height of the Klondike Gold Rush, hereditary Leader Kishxóot (Chief Jim Boss) of the neighbouring Ta’an Kwäch’än people of the Tagish Kwan, at the heart of whose territory lies Tàa’an Män (Lake Laberge), took the first initiative of what would become a long journey of Land claim negotiations. He petitioned the Commissioner of the Yukon for a reserve of 1,600 acres (about 645 hectares) at Tàa’an Män, as it was becoming apparent his people needed protection for their Land and hunting grounds due to the growing settler population and the developing town of Whitehorse. Kishxóot and his people were granted only 320 acres (about 129 hectares) of swampy ground found unsuitable to the colonizers. 

			Dissatisfied, the Ta’an Kwäch’än Leader wrote to the Department of Indian Affairs in Ottawa, calling on the department to address the impacts on wildlife from overhunting by newcomers and to compensate the Ta’an Kwäch’än for lost Land due to encroachment. The department responded with an assurance that the North-West Mounted Police would protect his people and their Land. This, of course, was nonsense. 

			In 1908, without consultation, a separate grant of 282 acres (about 114 hectares) of Land was designated as the Whitehorse Indian Reserve. It lay in a floodplain next to the town’s sewage outfall. Meanwhile, hundreds of people were settling—­or “squatting”—­along the waterfront, many of whom were Kwanlin Dün. Settlers who had only been in the territory a few years complained that the Original peoples were trespassers on the very riverfront that had been their ancestral home. Incoming settlers preferred they were moved away—­out of sight—­to a more remote location. According to an article in the Whitehorse Star on October 22, 1915, “it is better for the Indians that they should be away by themselves and it is certainly better for the town that they not be camped so close to the source of public water supply.” They failed to recognize how those very people kept those waters pristine for thousands of years. 

			The removal from the waterfront signified a deep disconnect from the very identity of the Original peoples in relation to their ancestral terrain. It severed them from all they knew, loved, and honoured. The move was the first of several forced evictions and relocations that took place over the next decades.

			As soon as the hereditary Leader Kishxóot died in 1950, the Ta’an Kwäch’än were no longer recognized as an independent nation and those located at what was renamed Lake Laberge were ousted. The Ta’an Kwäch’än were made part of the federally legislated Whitehorse Indian Band, because in 1956 the Department of Indian Affairs decided there were too many Indian bands in the Yukon Territory between Marsh and Laberge Lakes. So, the federal government decided unto itself to merge six bands into three, creating the Whitehorse Indian Band, now known as the Kwanlin Dün First Nation.

			By the late 1950s, the squatter-eviction movement became official and the Original inhabitants were officially landless in their own homeland. Previously, in 1948, the feds had withdrawn the status of that “sewage site” as an official Indian reserve under the Indian Act because of its need to secure roads for military uses—­without any compensation to the First Nation to which it was assigned. By combining the smaller community groups into the federally named Whitehorse Indian Band, services could be delivered to one central place, which was now the reactivated, swampy 320-acre reserve originally granted to the Ta’an Kwäch’än after the petition of their Leader, Kishxóot. After many years of being displaced, the First Nation moved to its present location west of the Alaska Highway on Land intended for a subdivision adjacent to a pipeline that was disputed and, thankfully, never built.

			You must be seeing a pattern here? Colonial Canadian history repeats itself regardless of place and time frame. No matter what location across this country called Canada, the federal government and its allies use the same tactics of dealing with “the Indian problem” while simultaneously selfishly and recklessly taking the gifts of the Earth Mother. Lumping diverse peoples together, naming them all “Indians,” forcing relocations, placing them together on undesirable plots, and upholding systemic racism and the overt racist attitudes of incoming settlers: this is the pattern.

			Political Mobilization

			After Pierre Elliott Trudeau’s infamous White Paper of 1969, which called for the eradication of the Indian Act and any rights or agreements promised to the Original peoples in the nation-state as per the Royal Proclamation of 1763, outraged First Nation peoples started to mobilize themselves politically. By 1973, the Yukon Native Brotherhood and the Yukon Association of Non-Status Indians merged to form the Council for Yukon Indians. (It changed its name in 1995 to the Council of Yukon First Nations.) The Council was formed to pursue a comprehensive Land claim with the federal government on behalf of all Yukon First Nation peoples, regardless of the federal government’s determination of status Indians and non-status Indians for their own tracking and registration purposes. No treaties had ever been signed between the federal government and the Original peoples of the Yukon.

			The Yukon Native Brotherhood’s first president was the formidable Leader Elijah Smith. He, along with others, travelled to Ottawa in 1973 to personally present Pierre Elliott Trudeau with the Council for Yukon Indians’ landmark document, Together Today for Our Children Tomorrow: A Statement of Grievances and an Approach to Settlement by the Yukon Indian People. The paper is a heartfelt, honest, and clear presentation of the violations of the Whiteman’s world upon the Original peoples of the territory, stating, “without land, Indian people have no soul—­no life, no identity—­no purpose.” It was the first time any First Nation submitted a comprehensive Land claim to the Canadian government. 

			It took more than twenty years of negotiations before the Kwanlin Dün First Nation signed its final agreement and self-governing agreement, which became part of Canada’s constitution in 2005. It officially marked Kwanlin Dün as the tenth self-governing Yukon First Nation. The Land claim process throughout the Yukon is still going on today.

			Official recognition of the Ta’an Kwäch’än Council didn’t come until shortly after 1987. The Ta’an Kwäch’än—­originally from the Tàa’an Män region, home of the formidable Kishxóot who first stood up in 1900, eighty-seven years prior, in defense of his people and the Land—­submitted a request to the Council for Yukon Indians for the official recognition as a separate band, finally resulting in their independent Council.

			The Truth about Lies 

			Over the past century, the Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an Kwäch’än Council suffered the impacts of three major colonially imposed developments: the Klondike Gold Rush (1896–­1898), which suddenly brought six thousand people into their isolated area; the construction of the Alaska Highway (1942–­1943) which brought a wave of havoc-wreaking American Army soldiers and disease; and the construction of the hydroelectric dam at Whitehorse Rapids (1956–­1958) with numerous negative impacts typical of major hydro dams and the flooding of traditional territories. 

			The Kwanlin Dün and Ta’an Kwäch’än peoples painfully witnessed the erosion of their Land base and the decimation of fish and wildlife habitats. They lost absolute control of their territory, and were forced time and time again to shift locations. Their languages and cultures were suppressed by the forced schooling of their children in Indian Residential Schools. Their very worldview and way of Life was criticized as inferior and undesirable, causing the marginalization and impoverishment of what had previously been a healthy, self-governing, and resourceful people.

			The First Peoples’ value system of sharing and honouring the Earth Mother was a spiritual foundation, but was spat at by a self-proclaimed superior Christian religion that worked hand in hand with governing officials to occupy and control the Land and its people. Church and state joined forces to strategically inflict every level of hardship upon a gentle and wise human relative. The groundbreaking document submitted to Pierre Trudeau in 1973 included the following statement: “We had our own God and our own religion which taught us how to live together in peace. This religion also taught us how to live as part of the land. We learned how to practice what is now called multiple land use, conservation, and resource management. We have much to teach the Whiteman about these things when he is ready to listen.”

			Having once opposed pipeline development in the Yukon, the Yukon’s fourteen First Nations united to form the Alaska Highway Aboriginal Pipeline Coalition in 2000. The coalition aimed for balanced outcomes through stronger input into a possible Alaska Highway gas pipeline project. There are deep concerns about the adverse effects of large-scale resource development, such as pipeline construction, in the Yukon—­effects on the environment, and on traditional cultures and value systems. 

			Once again, if a pipeline is going in regardless of shady environmental policies, protests, and Indigenous opposition, one would like to think that with wise Leadership and a traditional adherence to the Original Agreement, the Yukon Council Elders, as stated, will “teach the Whiteman about multiple land use, conservation and resource management when he is ready to listen.”

			Notwithstanding co-ownership of a pipeline, there is both apprehension and optimism when it comes to resource development. It’s a dog-eat-dog situation at the best of times. The hope is that “new” First Nations–­led approaches for managing developments and decisions affecting Yukon First Nation peoples will prevent or reduce adverse effects on the Land and secure benefits for all instead of members of an exclusionary society. 

			Strong Leadership

			While some Yukon First Nation communities mirror liberal democratic institutions and arrangements, others have returned to more traditionally inspired governing structures. For example, the Kwanlin Dün First Nation has five separate governing branches: the Elders Council, Judicial Council, General Assembly, Youth Council, and an elected Chief and Council. The Ta’an Kwäch’än Council functions similarly, but also recognizes six traditional families and provides for their representation in the General Assembly, the Board of Directors, and the Youth Council. The Carcross/Tagish First Nation is structured purely on the traditional clan system.

			When those Leaders and Elders in the 1970s started talking about Land claims in the Yukon, a young Ta’an Kwäch’än man by the name of Mike Smith was tuning in. He decided the best thing he could do to assist with the plight of his people and the Land was to get educated and prepare for future legal battles. He became one of Yukon’s first Indigenous lawyers. (Yet another pursuit of a law degree out of necessity to advocate for inherent human and Indigenous rights.) He learned the rules to the Whiteman’s game, and thus could comprehend the legal jargon and concept of Aboriginal title; he was then able to set the legal framework to put forward his people’s argument for a Land claim. 

			Mike had been raised by his grandparents in a small community on the shores of Tàa’an Män, surrounded by extended family in what he called the Old Ways of Living. Thanks to that strong early foundation, Mike heartily promoted First Nation languages, traditions, and cultural practices. He was known to be fact based, transparent, and direct. According to a Yukon News article of October 20, 2017, Sean Smith (no direct relation), a Kwanlin Dün First Nation councillor, says Mike carried himself with “integrity and dignity that he learned from his previous elders and leaders within our community—­and I’m talking about going back to the Elijah Smith days. Passing on that knowledge and carrying on that knowledge was such a critical piece to who he was and the work that he was involved with.”

			Because of the Canadian government’s policies of assimilation, Mike Smith was forced to attend Indian Residential School. Once out, he became active in First Nation political organizations and earned his law degree in 1984. Mike was a lifelong advocate for justice, First Nation self-governance, and cultural preservation. When Mike passed away in 2017, Yukon’s minister of tourism and culture, Jeanie Dendys, described Mike’s leadership style as quiet but fierce in a humble way: “It was never about power or ego for Mike, and I always respected that about him. … He spent his life working for self-sufficiency and the well-being of his people.” A Leader.

			To me, these testimonies describe what the Anishinaabeg—­far removed in geography from the Ta’an Kwäch’än—­refer to as lived Grandfather Teachings. The Teachings of Respect, Truth, Love, Honour, Bravery, Honesty, and Humility. Deep Teachings of words well known, but concepts not well lived in past or present colonial society. The definition of Leader from a traditional perspective. A Highly Respected One.

			With Mike Smith’s legal eye and traditional mindset, he and other Leaders spearheaded what would ultimately become the Umbrella Final Agreement for Yukon First Nations, signed in 1993. It identified 8.6 percent of Yukon’s Land mass as Settlement Land to be owned and managed by independent Yukon First Nations. 

			Between 1993 and 2005, eleven final agreements (Land claims or modern treaty agreements) and self-government agreements were created. The latter gave the Yukon First Nations the authority to make their own laws and arrange programs and services that benefit their citizens—­citizens long impacted by colonial, racist forces and indoctrination. These self-governing agreements ensure the people are no longer held by the policies of the Indian Act, and thus function similarly to a Canadian territory or province, which oversees the management of lands and resources and economic development. Three Yukon First Nations—­the White River First Nation, the Liard First Nation, and the Ross River Dena Council—­have not yet concluded any agreements with the federal or territorial government.

			This all sounds so powerful and promising, equitable and just, right? It sounds like nation-to-nation relationship talk fulfilled. But it’s never that easy because of opposing value systems and wavering interpretations of signed agreements—­or, more bluntly, absolute disregard of the terms of those agreements, just like in the case of the Algonquin of Barrier Lake. What else is new? More law degrees are necessary when Indigenous peoples must wrangle with territorial and federal governments (as well as provincial governments) that refuse to give up power.

			Legal Battles Begin

			In 2012, a five-year legal battle began between the Yukon government and a group of First Nation and environmental groups—­a battle that ended up in the Supreme Court of Canada. The Yukon territorial government had violated its Land claim treaty obligations when it decided it wanted to open up seventy percent of the ecologically sensitive Peel River watershed to resource development. This opposed recommendations already in place for the watershed that were based on consultative review and that would better protect the Land, animals, and people. 

			The two northern Yukon First Nations involved accused the Yukon government of violating Land claims, previously signed with First Nations, in its plan for the Peel River watershed. When interviewed for a CBC news release about the matter, Eddie Taylor, Chief of the Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in First Nation, said, “We do not want to see mining in the Peel watershed. To us that land is sacred and should be preserved for future generations. As our elders say, the Peel is our church, our university and our breadbasket.”

			Dozens of First Nation peoples from both the Yukon and Northwest Territories attended the Supreme Court hearing in Ottawa in 2017. They were met by host Algonquin representatives for a Water Ceremony before the trial. The First Nations won the case, but the consultation process had to start all over again. This time, the recommendations were ordered to be respected. Respect—­a Traditional Teaching—­must be mandated by the judicial system for the people who designed the very system of justice. How does one mandate Respect? As I said, a simple concept but not one so readily honoured. 

			Behind Closed Doors

			I can’t help but end with this last humdinger (but certainly not the last legal challenge out there now or coming). In 2014, in the midst of that five-year legal battle about the Peel River watershed, Yukon First Nations Leaders had to travel to Ottawa to meet with then Aboriginal affairs minister Bernard Valcourt, to address yet another violation of their modern treaty agreements. This time they were opposing Bill S-6, a federally imposed amendment to the Yukon Environmental and Socio-Economic Assessment Act (YESAA) which had come into force almost ten years prior. 

			The Council of Yukon First Nations worked in collaboration with the governments of Canada and the Yukon to develop the legislation and regulations to meet the unique needs of all Yukon First Nations and for the benefit of all Yukon residents. YESSA is a federal law guided by specific treaty objectives that define the environmental and socioeconomic-assessment process for all projects—­big and small—­in the Yukon. It identifies environmental and socioeconomic effects of proposed development projects and addresses any potential harmful effects to the Land, animals and people before these projects are allowed to start. 

			Pipeline Accidents

			How often do we hear megacorporations, or a provincial minister of the environment of, say, Alberta, state they are ready for any environmental emergencies that may happen—­that do happen, that are bound to happen. They prepare for the worst because the processes of resource development are environmentally violent and dangerous. The result: accidents are often too sudden to be foreseen and too overwhelming to be “fixed.”

			In 2017, Montréal-based Équiterre examined data about pipeline incidents and spills that Canada’s government had collected since 2004. The data show there were more pipeline “accidents” in 2017 than in any other year of the previous decade. Équiterre is a nonprofit and nongovernmental organization that offers solutions for a more ecological and equitable society. It accused the National Energy Board (NEB) of failing to protect Canadians and the environment from pipeline incidents.

			Équiterre found that months or years can go by before an accident is reported, which is partially explained by “misunderstandings” of reporting requirements. Its ٢٠١٧ report is titled Oil Pipeline Safety Failures in Canada: Incidents, Accidents and Spills and the Ongoing Failure to Protect the Public. It shows that pipeline incidents like gas and oil leaks and spills are on the rise across Canada.

			There were twenty-three spills of either refined petroleum products or crude oil in Québec between 2004 and 2017. In Ontario, there were more incidents in each of 2016 and 2017 than in any year since 2008. In British Columbia, there were more incidents in 2017 than in any year over the previous decade. Alberta also had more incidents than in any year since 2012. But pipeline or mining investors and provincial, territorial, and federal government representatives will tell the public “they are ready” for disasters to give the impression they are “green minded.” 

			Just like Elijah Smith and his contemporaries stated in their document Together Today for Our Children Tomorrow, Native peoples have something to teach if only the Whiteman would listen. The Original worldview considers the well-being of future generations with a much wider focus than the profit-driven, short-term, and narrow Euro-Canadian worldview. The Native worldview is common to Indigenous peoples worldwide. And guess what? There are a slew of consciously “awake” Canadians that are listening and doing homework of their own. They and Original peoples the world over are joining forces.

			Real Governments

			Canada proposed Bill S-6 to amend the Yukon Environmental and Socio-Economic Assessment Act (and the Nunavut Waters and Nunavut Surface Rights Tribunal Act) without properly consulting Yukon First Nations or the Yukon public. The changes undercut the spirit, intent, and efficiency of the YESAA process—­permitting political interference. The amendments allow the federal minister to transfer their authority to a territorial minister without the consent of Yukon First Nations. Do you see how this works? These are power plays that strategically set in motion a highly manipulative method that pretty well guarantees the colonizers ultimately get what the colonizers want. Regardless of all those Xs that marked the spot. Regardless of all the studies, the reports, the agreements, the scientific evidence, environmental and Indigenous opposition, and legal challenges, the system makers are set to win.

			So, at their meeting with the Aboriginal Affairs minister, representative Leaders of the Council of Yukon First Nations were told the self-governing First Nations were not in fact considered “real governments.” This is why they were excluded from active participation in changing legislation that will directly impact their ethical role to protect the Earth Mother and all that lives within the region of the Yukon. Regardless of Supreme Court decisions that affirm the duty to consult. 

			The Yukon First Nations say it undermines the Umbrella Final Agreement, a political agreement of 1990 pertaining to Land, compensation, and self-government finalized between Yukon First Nations and the territorial and federal governments. Minister Valcourt said: “Their argument is that they should be, under the umbrella agreement, considered as governments. Unfortunately, that was not the deal concluded. The umbrella agreement is clear that government is defined as either Canada or Yukon.” What did I tell you? Colonial governments are set to win.

			In 2016, Canada’s First Ministers held climate change talks in Vancouver. Invited First Nation Leaders had been informed initiatives would be “Indigenous led.” Yet, according to Kwanlin Dün Chief Doris Bill, there were few First Nation representatives in the room. According to a CBC report, Chief Doris was not impressed: “Premiers and governments need to get serious about building positive working relationships with Indigenous people on an equal level. We are a government here in the Yukon and we’re seen as a government and we’re treated as a government. For far too long we’ve taken a back seat to a lot of these projects that happen on our land. No more. Those days are over.”

			Paperwork

			A 2019 exhibit called To Talk With Others, hosted by the Yukon Arts Centre in Whitehorse, showed the work of five Yukon artists inspired to create pieces in response to a 1977 meeting between then prime minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau and five Yukon First Nation Leaders. At the time, the Yukon First Nations were fighting the Mackenzie Valley pipeline, which had been approved.

			Lianne Charlie, a descendant of a Northern Tutchone-speaking people, the Tagé Cho Hudän or Big River People, and an instructor in the Indigenous Governance degree program at Yukon College, participated in the exhibit. In an interview for the Kwanlin Dän Ch’a newsletter, she explained she had worked with others on an art project that pieced together pages from the Umbrella Final Agreement (UFA) signed in 1993: “The time we spent creating and piecing together pages from the Umbrella Final Agreement opened up conversations, and not just about the UFA, but about life as Indigenous people. We realized that it’s not much different for us now than it was all those years ago.”

			I found the most telling comment recorded by Yukon News journalist Jackie Hong was Lianne’s reflection upon the written word of Western society: “One of the questions I’m asking [is about] this reliance on paper that we have that I see sort of happening in our politics. … We go to these laws, these policies, we go to regulations, it’s all on paper, and we go to these things to determine how we interact with each other, how we make decisions, what [to] do or not do,” she said. “And we, as Indigenous people, we would have gone to the land to do all these things. … All our decisions, all our governance, would have been being made in relationship with and in response to the land. And here, it’s paper that now does that.” What she was referring to is Natural Law. We all used to abide by the dictates of Natural Law.

			Dancing with the Devil

			In 2015, Bill S-6 to amend the Yukon Environmental and Socio-Economic Assessment Act and the Nunavut Waters and Nunavut Surface Rights Tribunal Act was given royal assent, which means it had pushed through all processes necessary to become an official law of Canada. This kind of deception means more legal battles, and more violations of the Earth and the Spirit of the People and their ancestral agreement to Honour the Land and all its inhabitants for the welfare of future generations. Why is that such a difficult battle to fight? Why must we continue to fight this fight to be treated as equals in a society that is actually beneath us when it comes to ethical and just behaviours?

			Meaningful consultation with First Nations continues to be a problem throughout the nation-state because, like effective Tricksters, the colonizers have ways to get around “the system.” But, it takes a lot of money, energy, time, and legal skill to dance with that devil. Indigenous peoples must now assert their modern-day, legally binding rights to sit at decision-making tables, as the fate of ancestral lands continues to be negotiated and court cases continue and more Land continues to get destroyed within a colonial economic paradigm that functions without moral code.

			The Kwanlin Dün First Nation and the Ta’an Kwäch’än Council—­and other Yukon First Nations—­have trekked a long way to overcome many systemic obstacles to regain control and pride of place in their traditional territory. Decades of negotiations and signed agreements and legal battles are testament to the resilience of a strong nation of diverse peoples who rally to protect the Land that has sustained them for thousands of years. While doing their utmost to Honour the Original Agreement, they continue to wrestle with pitiful man’s paperwork that too often gets “blown in the wind.”

			By the way, those three First Nations that have not entered into a comprehensive Land claim agreement are simply not yet ready. White River First Nation participated in negotiations for a Land claims agreement—­with some issues of concern. Subsequently, they did not make the federal government’s offer-to-negotiate deadline of 2005. You see how there is pressure to comply? The Ross River Dena Council is in a problematic situation because their traditional territory crosses the imposed provincial and territorial borders of Yukon, British Columbia, and the Northwest Territories. And the Laird First Nation seems to be still figuring out how to work with the imposed structure of an Indian Act band council. In a 2002 report of the auditor general, it was estimated that each reserve is responsible to file a minimum of 168 reports annually to Big Daddy. That’s a lot of paperwork. I would rather be fishing. 

			Maybe those three out of fourteen Yukon First Nations do not see the point of opting out of the Indian Act. Would it really matter in the end? Opting out of the Indian Act seems like the only way to go and those fourteen First Nations in the Yukon are leading the modern treaty and comprehensive Land claims movement across the country. Yet, federal policies sometimes conflict with those self-government agreements, which end up, once again, in costly and complex legal disputes. Those “self-governing” First Nations in the Yukon are no exception. 

			Grande Prairie, Alberta

			We acknowledge that the 2018 Alberta Summer Games is taking place on the traditional territory of Treaty 8 and, in the spirit of reconciliation, we also acknowledge that we are on the ancestral lands of Horse Lake First Nation, Duncan Lake First Nation, Sturgeon Lake Cree Nation, and the Indigenous community of Kelly Lake in region 6 Métis Nation of Alberta. There are many Indigenous peoples whose ancestors have walked this land since time immemorial including Cree, Beaver, Dene, and Métis people.

			This Land Acknowledgement is about a deeply complex region rich with First Nation and Métis history and presence. Treaty 8 territories represent the largest Land area covered by a Numbered Treaty, stretching across imposed colonial borders of northern Alberta, northeastern British Columbia, northwestern Saskatchewan, and the southernmost portion of the Northwest Territories. This area is populated by people of Kristinaux and Métis identities, and the Dene Nation, inclusive of the Denesuline (Chipewyan), Tlicho (Dogrib), Deh Gah Got’ie (Slavey), K’ashot’ine (Hareskin), and Dinjii Zhuh (Gwich’in). Treaty 8 territories include 24 First Nations within the province of Alberta alone, but the entire treaty area covers a total of 45 First Nations divided into 138 independent “Indian” reserves. Bear with me as we cross these provincial boundaries to unpack the Truth of Treaty 8 territory.

			The 2018 Alberta Summer Games took place in Grand Prairie, Alberta, which is 456 kilometres northwest of Edmonton and considered the business centre of the province’s Peace River region. Grande Prairie is located on the traditional territory of the Dane-zaa, whose families for millennia have lived along the (Rocky) mountain river valleys where the Tsades or River of Beavers, now referred to as the Peace River, flows throughout what is now northeastern British Columbia and northwest Alberta. The Dane-zaa, or Those who Live Among the Beaver, have multiple spellings for their name. In French, they are known as les gens de castor (People of the Beaver). They travelled mainly by canoe, interconnecting with other similar linguistic groups, each with their own hunting ground. 

			The Dane-zaa intersected with Kristinaux (Swampy Cree), originally from the southern area of what is now referred to as James Bay (Québec), who intermingled with European and Bois-Brûlés (Métis) fur traders pushing west as middlemen engaged in the fur trade in the early 1700s. The Dane-zaa adopted many cultural characteristics of the Kristinaux. During the early 1800s, some independent Kanienʼkehá꞉ka (Mohawk) abandoned their Village of the Rapids of Kahnawá:ke (Chaughawaga), a Jesuit mission just south of Montréal, to eventually trade with the Dane-zaa and the As’in’i’wa’chi Niyawak (Rocky Mountain Cree). Cree (which has many dialects spoken over a wide geographical area starting from northeastern Québec and northern Labrador) was a common language of commerce for the fur trade. These three distinct nations created the backbone of a growing Cree-speaking mixed-blood community called Kelly Lake. Their dialect included some French from their Bois-Brûlés ancestry. The origin of the name Kelly is not necessarily remembered. 

			In the early 1900s, the area attracted dispersing Nêhiyaw-Métis families from the Red River colony, including Alberta-based families from Lac Ste. Anne. The Kelly Lake people were missed during the enumeration of peoples living within the area of Treaty 8 in the late 1800s. They were initially considered a Métis community in the 1970s, (then a non-status “Indian” community), but since the 1990s the community is striving to be recognized by the federal government as a First Nation. Because the government has historically refused to acknowledge their inherent right to Land, the Kelly Lake people have suffered from the impact of clear-cut logging, drilling, and fracking. More on this later.

			After the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) sold their commercial domain (Rupert’s Land, which occupied two-thirds of the territory that became Canada) to the Dominion of Canada in 1870, First Nations became increasingly anxious to negotiate treaties with the Crown. Prior to that sale, due to the HBC’s former fur-trading relationship with First Nation and Métis peoples, the HBC provided some support to the negatively impacted Indigenous peoples in the immense area over which it took control. A clause in the deed of purchase relieved the HBC of any responsibility for the social welfare of Indigenous peoples within the territory, passing that responsibility directly to Canada. This responsibility had been determined by the British North America Act of 1867, whereby “Indians and lands reserved for the Indians” had been officially assigned to the federal government. 

			Dane-zaa Medicine People, or Dreamers, had prophesized the Whiteman would come to infiltrate their territory and impact their traditional way of life. In fact, according to Marian Kwarakwante’s paper, “The Rebirth of a Nation: The Kelly Lake Cree Peoples,” the Cree-speaking mixed bloods settled at Kelly Lake as a place of escape. They avoided the missionaries and their schools, and “never wanted to be owned by the government.” They remained independent in order to be able to speak their own language and “came to Kelly Lake so the government wouldn’t try to force us to be reserve Indians.” Despite seeking refuge within their own traditional territory, the onslaught of development and resource extraction caught up with them.

			In 2007, BC Hydro commenced consultations with the Kelly Lake Métis/non-status First Nation community for its hydroelectric megaproject. Although desperately interested in the job offers, Kelly Lake expressed a range of concerns, including: potential downstream and upstream effects on water flow, water levels, and water quality; effects of project-related activities on air quality and pollution; effects on wildlife, including moose, elk, deer, caribou, bison, and stone sheep; impacts on berry harvesting and plant (medicine) gathering; damage to or destruction of spiritual heritage sites; and the potential of dam failure or rupture. 
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			Throughout the years of back-and-forth communications to determine the impacts on the ecosystem and the people’s traditional lifestyles and human health, BC Hydro has sent capacity-funding cheques to the community being consulted. These are designated monies to enable First Nation negotiations. Capacity-funding cheques are intended to cover the often substantial costs, time, and energy it takes for such negotiations—­negotiations to build community members’ understandings to better accept and hopefully support the government’s Aboriginal policies. The dangling of golden carrots is hard to resist when your people are starving.

			The Gold Rush

			In the fall of 1898, the Dane-zaa and Tse’khene (Sekani), or People of the Rocks, situated at a lake now called McLeod Lake (just west of Kelly Lake) on the edge of the Rocky Mountains, refused passage to the thousands of gold rush prospectors arriving in the Peace River region en route to the Klondike in the Yukon. Fearing violence—­especially after the uprising of the Métis in 1885—­the government of Canada promised the Dane-zaa and Tse’khene a treaty to protect their traditional homelands and lifestyles from intruders. Starting in 1898 and for fifteen years following, the government signed up various “Indian” bands in northeastern British Columbia. The Dane-zaa signed the treaty in 1899, believing it would secure their lands from encroaching newcomers and their right to fish, hunt, and trap as they had always done. However, the government did not sign the Tse’khene to the treaty for another hundred years—­not until 2000. I will explain further along.

			A marked increase of Euro-Canadian settlers arrived in the Peace River region after the signing of Treaty 8 in 1899. The Dane-zaa mixed bloods were offered Land northwest of Edmonton where the soil and climate were suitable for the commercial production of wheat. The membership of Duncan’s First Nation (near present-day Grimshaw, Alberta) descends from the peoples of traditional territories that became northeastern British Columbia and western Alberta. The First Nation adopted its name from the Headman of the “Indians of Peace River Landing,” Daukhan Tustowits, whose name was anglicized to Duncan Tastaoosts (also registered as Testawich), who signed the Treaty 8 document. Apparently, he spoke Cree, Mohawk, English, French, and some Dene.

			Please know that the 2018 Alberta Summer Games’ Land Acknowledgement incorrectly named Duncan’s First Nation.

			Although present-day members of Duncan’s First Nation are descendants of various cultural groups, they were registered by Indian Affairs and Northern Development Canada as Cree (another case of Crown-imposed identification), whereas Horse Lake First Nation recognizes their Original mixed heritage. Duncan’s First Nation, Horse Lake First Nation, and Sturgeon Lake Cree Nation form the Western Cree Tribal Council.

			Opening Reserves for Settlement

			Just after World War I, in 1919, there was an official request made to the superintendent of Indian Affairs to open the Duncan’s First Nation and Horse Lake First Nation reserves for the hundreds of returning soldiers seeking Land. The Dane-zaa—­registered as Cree—­refused to surrender their lands. Pressure to open the reserves also came from white settlers who submitted petitions to the government to enable the purchasing of these reserve lands, which were fertile and highly coveted for agricultural development.

			By 1928, with the railroad stretching deeper into this territory, eight out of ten reserves allotted to Duncan’s First Nation were purported as having been surrendered. The Duncan’s First Nation chief and council challenged the validity of the 1928 “surrenders” by claiming they were in violation of the Indian Act, thus null and void. Once again, treaties were supposed to “protect” the lands reserved for the “Indians” so they could sustain their lifestyles, not to allow Big Daddy to carve up the lands for others. Canada rejected these claims, resulting in the 1991 launch of an inquiry officially known as Duncan’s First Nation Inquiry, 1928 Surrender Claim. Duncan’s First Nation resubmitted the claim and it was eventually accepted four years later in 1994. It took sixty-four years to wrangle their rights. 

			So much contributed to the mess and cost of grappling with Land surrenders: meddling Indian agents (seeking their own financial gain); the manipulation of peoples and voting systems to achieve surrenders; the division and herding of Original peoples onto reserve lands that crossed imposed provincial borders. In 1927, the Indian Act was revised to prohibit First Nations to secure legal counsel. (In what became the province of Ontario, treaty commissioners categorically refused to negotiate the 1850 Robinson Treaties with Anishinaabe Leaders’ legal representative.) The amendment to the Indian Act in 1927 made it punishable by law for a lawyer to receive any payment from a First Nation to bring a claim against the Crown. When the law was retracted in 1951, First Nations across the entire country mobilized to pursue claims against the federal government in the Canadian court system. 

			Ten years later, in 1961, the Indian Act changed again: First Nation students pursuing postsecondary studies or professional training, such as a law degree, no longer automatically lost their status. This meant they could retain residence at their home reserve and inherit that home base on that reserved Land (but never sell it privately as it is deemed “Crown Land”).

			In 2001, an agreement was finally signed to settle the illegal 1928 Land surrender by the band’s predecessors, the “Beaver Indians of Dunvegan”—­the Dane-zaa of the Peace River region. Duncan’s First Nation received a one-time cash settlement based on the Kiskatinaw natural gas deposits discovered on the confiscated Land near Fairview, Alberta. (Have you heard that earthquakes can be caused by hydraulic fracturing during natural gas development?) The amount of money offered was based on estimated revenue the First Nation would have gained from development of the natural gas under their illegally surrendered Land. Still with me? The assumption is they would have sold out.

			Many tribes (bands) ended up petitioning the government to negotiate treaty to secure their way of Life. The Crown could choose to ignore or accept entering into treaty, depending on the government’s needs and the availability of government negotiators. Crown interest in negotiating Land claims of the Original inhabitants of Treaty 8, including the Deh Gah Got’ie (Slavey) to the north, the Dene linguistic groups to the east, and the more recently migrated Nêhiyawak and Métis, was because of the discovery of gold in the Yukon in 1896. More than two thousand “Indians” were included under the terms of Treaty 8 and more than one thousand Métis were distributed scrip.

			Scrip

			Métis community groups or settlements did not enter into any treaty agreements with the Crown. Because no treaties were signed, no reserves or Land tracts were allotted to Métis peoples. Instead, the Métis living in the west were offered “scrip,” a type of certificate or voucher that could be exchanged for either Land or money intended for the purchase of Land. 

			In 1870, the Canadian government devised this Métis (or “Half-breed”) scrip to extinguish Métis title, much as the Numbered Treaties did for the First Nations, so that Canada and newcomers could lay claim to vast tracts of Original peoples’ lands. Under the scrip system, 1.4 million acres (about 557,000 hectares) of Land was to be dedicated to the children of the Métis.

			Government officials could not agree on how to proceed with the distribution of scrip. So, unlike the treaty process wherein the government of Canada negotiated with First Nation communities or bands to achieve the collective “extinguishment of title,” the Métis were handled on an individual basis. Scrip commissions were formed and, commencing in 1886, scrip commissioners—­like treaty commissioners—­travelled into various Métis communities where they requested individuals to complete application forms for their claim. This continued for close to forty years, ending in 1924.

			Land was valued at $1 per acre in allotments of 80, 160, and 240 acres, so money scrip was issued in increments of $20, $80, $160, and $240 dollars. For the government, according to the Canadian Encyclopedia, “scrip provided a convenient and inexpensive process to acquire Métis rights to land in the West, thereby clearing it for commercial development and white settlement.” 

			Scrip was typically given to the patriarch of Métis families in Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and some parts of the Northwest Territories. The applications for scrip in Alberta began in the areas of Calgary, Fort McLeod, and Edmonton in 1885 and 1886, as plans to open for urbanization, agriculture, and commercial enterprises were underway. Any Métis situated north of Treaty 6 were not considered for scrip because that hinterland was being left alone—­for the time being.

			Claims under the scrip system often took years to process because the scrip system was legally complicated and unsystematic, and the Land had to be surveyed before it was divided. In addition, the process was different with each commission, which created ample opportunity for fraud and further delays. Scrip was not transferrable to any other family member or representative: only the person whose name appeared on the voucher could use it to acquire Land. 

			Métis were not permitted to apply their scrip for just any (desirable) Land made available to settlers; the federal government placed restrictions on which lands the Métis could acquire. Redeeming Land scrip involved legal and financial processing—­complicated legalese, especially as many Métis (like my own great-grandparents) did not necessarily have the skills to read or write English or French. The Dominion Lands Act offices, set up to process scrip, were often far from where Métis families were living. Assigned (surveyed) Land could be hundreds of kilometres away from terrain they knew well and where they had been “squatting” among their own. 

			Some decided to sell their money vouchers to the many Land speculators that approached them. Many were destitute as they saw the encroaching settlers “officially” taking over the Land that was once a territory upon which to live the free life of the wilderness economy. 

			A money scrip—­or voucher—­was transferable, and thus the basis of much simpler transactions than those involving the nontransferable Land scrip, which was time-consuming and restrictive to redeem. Many who held money scrip were cheated by speculators, who took advantage of the increasingly poor, hungry, and landless Métis by offering to buy their vouchers for less cash than the vouchers were worth. The process-savvy speculators then went into the Dominion Lands Act office to exchange the vouchers for Land—­and then sold those lands for profit. More and more unscrupulous speculators sought access to money scrip, knowingly taking advantage of a disadvantaged, discriminated against, and increasingly oppressed and impoverished people. 

			In the twentieth century, western settlement expanded, which caused Land prices to rise and therefore reduced availability. This, in turn, decreased the value of the set-price of Métis money scrip. In other words, Métis families could not “officially acquire” Land, because their scrip was now worth less than the Land they might buy. Many Métis families were forced to dwell along “public” road allowances and railway lines, living on the fringe of the newly imposed prosperous Euro-Canadian society, while private, expensive property rose up around them. 

			The scrip system failed to provide Métis with the homesteads they were promised under the Manitoba Act of 1870. Court cases ensued in the 1980s, and, in 2013, after thirty-two years of legal action, the Supreme Court of Canada confirmed that scrip commissions wrongfully extinguished Métis title to Land. In 2017, the Métis Nation of Alberta and the government of Canada signed the Framework Agreement for Advancing Reconciliation. It identified the outstanding claims of the Métis Nation within Alberta relating to the failure of Métis scrip processes, set in place more than 130 years earlier, as a priority for negotiation. 

			Indian Reserve #132 

			A small community of people—­whose Haudenosaunee, Kristinaux, and Bois-Brûlés ancestors had migrated west due to the fur trade—­entered Treaty 6 by way of “adhesion” in 1878. Indian Reserve #132 (Michel First Nation) was situated on the Sturgeon River a few kilometres from the Roman Catholic Mission at St. Albert (Alberta). Like in the east, communities of people of mixed descent arose around fur trade posts, because the posts supplied food and other goods to labourers, and provided a place for people to freely trade their own items. Because Indigenous peoples congregated or settled near these posts, the missionaries set up shop nearby as well. The trading posts provided perfect access to those whose souls “needed saving.” Imagine the combination: alluring trade goods, those seeking “country women,” all sorts of people from out of territory, liquor, and Jesus. What a dynamic. 

			Indian Reserve #132 was named after the group’s Métis Leader, Michel Calihoo, who was registered as a status Indian—­another example of how registration caused shifting identities and put pressure on mixed bloods to choose to be either white or “Indian.” Over the next decade, the community became successful farmers (after all, farming was in their Haudenosaunee blood) despite working under the watchful eye of the Indian agent. The agent was there to grant Michel’s people “permission” to hunt or trap, or sell any of their agricultural goods, or leave the reserve for the day.

			However, when in need of agricultural supplies as promised in the treaty, the Michel First Nation was pressured to surrender reserve Land in exchange: they had to allow the Crown to purchase their reserve Land, and then use the money to buy their own Land. This gave the band the “right” of Land ownership. Here’s how this exchange works: a First Nation takes government money from “selling” their reserve Land (often at less than market value) and then buys their Land back from the government—­if for sale—­or buys Land elsewhere if there is “Crown Land” to be had. It’s a roundabout way to exchange money in order to make the First Nation a private Landowner and self-sufficient as a community or nation. The First Nation is out of the Indian Act and government has no need to pay any “gifts” or annuities or provide capacity funding ever again. That’s the modern Land agreement or treaty process of today.

			It’s very cunning of the Crown to get reserve “Indians” to enfranchise (give up their Indian status) in order to gain the right to sell (profit from) their reserve lot, and then buy it back as private property. In summary: Crown steals Land from Indians and houses Indians on a small parcel of said Land; Crown then “buys” stolen Indians’ Land (for cheap) because the Indians are 1) starving, 2) broke, 3) want to build their own village school for their kids or, 4) want to move away. Indians buy Land back from Crown to be rightful, private, independent (except for property taxes) “owners.” 

			Analogy: somebody assumes control of the house you rightfully own and have lived in for all time (because the somebody “knows better”). The somebody declares himself the “landlord.” You want to renovate the kitchen and obediently request advice and permission to do so. The “landlord” tells you he is tired of having to deal with your petty renovations and repairs, so directs you to put up some money to officially buy the “landlord” out of his obligation—­because after all, it is actually your house and you should be able to assume responsibility for your own affairs. So, you buy your house. Prospectors (including your original “landlord”)—­then come by and offer you something for your house (usually at below market value), because they know your repairs are extensive and costly. You know this too, and feel compelled to sell your home. This is how you become successfully assimilated into Canadian society. Now you are alone in a racist, white-dominated society with a wad of cash in your pocket and nowhere to go because, unlike settlers or new Canadians, there is no going back to the “old country.”

			In 1911, the Crown “surrendered” 41 acres (about 17 hectares) of the Michel First Nation reserve without any consent from or mention of compensation to the band. Band members eventually received only two percent of the below-market-value price of the lands—­lands that the Crown sold to individuals like Frank Oliver. Frank Oliver was a member of parliament for Edmonton and became the federal minister of the interior, responsible for Indian affairs. He acquired beautiful property, part of the Michel First Nation reserve, by way of a deal known to be shady. Apparently, Land along the Sturgeon River was a desirable place to live after all. 

			Both before and after World War II, the Michel First Nation was pressed by neighbouring settlers to enfranchise. According to the website of the Indigenous Foundations, “enfranchisement is a legal process for terminating a person’s Indian status and conferring full Canadian citizenship. … Voluntary enfranchisement was introduced in the Gradual Civilization Act of 1857 and was based on the assumption that Aboriginal people would be willing to surrender their legal and ancestral identities for the ‘privilege’ of gaining full Canadian citizenship and assimilating into Canadian society. … Individuals or entire bands could enfranchise.” 

			Much to the chagrin of the authorities, Indigenous peoples did not race to join their non-Indigenous counterparts, nor did they necessarily fit in to this new British North American society. As a result, the same authorities legally imposed enfranchisement as part of the Indian Act of 1876. This meant that until 1961 (about a hundred years), status Indians automatically and unknowingly lost their rights under their historic treaty agreements if, for example, they pursued a university degree.

			So, if a person studied hard, “got smart,” and went on to higher education to, for example, earn a law degree to be able to perhaps fight for their peoples’ inherent rights in the colonial court systems, they had no home to go home to. They no longer had the right to live on their reserve (their home community), or get involved in any leadership positions, or vote for any collective decisions of the membership. Involuntary enfranchisement was also the lot of military veterans, and Native women who did not have a Native husband due to divorce, death, or marriage to a non-Indigenous man. It was hoped those who were involuntarily enfranchised would assimilate into the mainstream, due to being forced to remain among white society, a society that did not value Indigenous men, and valued Indigenous women even less. Overt and systemic racism, violence, discrimination, and spiritual destruction were all part of the process of “civilization.” 

			Gender Discrimination as an Assimilation Tactic

			When I reflect deeply about the strange policy to eradicate Native women’s legal status as Indians, determined by a lack of a Native husband, I think back on the Wendake Reserve outside of Québec City, and the government strategy to infiltrate the reserve and influence the Wendat psyche with a colonizer mindset. By providing non-Wendat, non-Native families full Indian status and residency, the government aimed to quell any tendencies toward political unrest—­or “disobedience”—­and deflect any complaints or challenges to the system that governed (and governs) them. 

			Historically, mothers have been known as the dominant influence in the lives and language of their children (hence the term mother tongue). The assimilationist goal of gender discrimination under the Indian Act becomes clear if you consider the context of now-outdated “standard” roles of fathers as breadwinners (hunters or trappers) and mothers as stay-at-home nurturers. By this logic, a Euro-Canadian woman—­granted Indian status by marrying a status Indian man—­would have more effect than her husband on her “half-breed,” reserve-based status kids, influenced by their mother’s Euro-Canadian worldview. Whereas, “half-breed” children of a First Nation woman—­who lost Indian status by marrying a non-Indigenous man thus not permitted to live on reserve—­may more readily absorb Euro-Canadian traits and values while immersed in mainstream society. 

			The authorities trusted that mainstream society would do the magic job of assimilation for the children of off-reserve Native women. Those kids would have no official connection or right to a connection to their reserve-based kin. They would hold no legitimate voice of complaint or role when standing up to the many violations—­and discriminations—­of the Indian Act, or when standing up for the entitlements of Original peoples under the Royal Proclamation of 1763. They would hold no vote for or against the decisions of their mothers’ community band councils.

			Enfranchisement of an Entire Community 

			After World War II, additional demands were placed on members of the Michel First Nation to enfranchise due to returning soldiers and the government’s Veterans’ Land Act, which promoted farm settlement and/or the joys of rural living. This act was inspired by a seventeenth-century tradition of settling ex-soldiers on the Land (could it be because nature is healing?) and followed the Soldier Settlement Act of 1919 for veterans of World War I. Both acts promised loans to veterans to purchase Land, stock, and equipment; they encouraged the farming of fertile, rich lands such as the prairies. The government just needed to acquire some good agricultural Land and make it available. Some Michel First Nation members, returning from Canadian service themselves, had to choose either to apply for release from the constraints of the Indian Act (which meant enfranchisement, and losing their Indian status and connection to their reserve) or to forgo access to veterans benefits as promised to non-Indigenous Canadian soldiers who had served alongside them. 

			The Department of Northern and Indian Affairs influenced ten Michel First Nation families to enfranchise so they would gain Canadian rights and freedoms, including the right to vote and pursue postsecondary education. Remember, the Indian agent had complete and arbitrary authority over every aspect of the lives of status Indians. 

			Internationally renowned visual artist Alex Janvier, from Cold Lake First Nation in Treaty 6, told me in an interview in 2016 that, as a young man, he had successfully applied to prestigious art schools in England and Toronto. But Alex was told by the Indian agent: “You’re not intelligent enough to go to those schools”; consequently, the Indian agent registered the budding artist at the Alberta School of Art and Design.

			Another reason some agreed to enfranchise was because they would then not have to send their kids away to a Residential School. 

			According to Maureen Ligtvoet Callihoo, “people were having a hard time; they were starving. They hadn’t been able to work. Reserve life was very difficult. People sold their land [for cheap] so that they would have something [money], which was really, really unfortunate.” 

			In 1958, the Department of Northern and Indian Affairs decided to enfranchise the entire Michel Callihoo band based on an official inquiry into determining the suitability of Michel First Nation members as Canadian citizens. It is the only documented case in which the Canadian government enfranchised an entire reserve-based community. To enfranchise the community as a whole, the government altered a section of the Indian Act. They decided to make the Michel First Nation a model—­the first and only of its kind—­for group enfranchisement. One year later, in 1959, the government reversed the alteration they had made to their own law. Paperwork, really. Just a lot of paperwork to make things work in their favour.

			Chief Cliff Calliou of the Kelly Lake people was one of seven Elders interviewed by Marian Kwarakwante for “The Rebirth of a Nation: The Kelly Lake Cree Peoples.” Talking about the history of the Michel First Nation, he says “the Michel reserve is a fine example of people being taken advantage of by the government paying nominal fees for their land. It was fraud.”

			In order for any First Nation to address historic injustices, they must adhere to the Specific Claims Policy; but, in the case of the Michel First Nation, recognized as a nation by other First Nations and Métis communities throughout Treaty 6, their struggle for justice can only be advanced by having status as an “Indian band” recognized under the Indian Act. How convenient. How conflicting. How time-consuming. How costly. The federal government claims the reinstatement of the Michel First Nation is impossible because the Indian Act doesn’t have any provisions permitting it to do so. It does, however, have the provisions to permit the descendants of the Michel Calihoo community to create a new band. This way, the federal government can legally bypass the many wrongdoings of the past—­done to the original band—­that continue into the future. Who makes these rules up again? 

			No wonder it was illegal to hire a lawyer until 1951, or that law students lost their status upon graduation until 1961. No wonder the Elders, Leaders, and Chiefs encouraged their young to attend the Whiteman’s schools to learn how the Whiteman did things: to learn how to play by the rules of the oppressor and try their best to win. 

			The Michel First Nation has been in constant legal back-and-forth since the amendments to the Indian Act in 1985 and decided to pursue their case in the court of law in 2001. Some individual band members have had their Indian status reinstated, but they are dispersed throughout the treaty area and beyond as they were compelled to give up their home and their identity as Original peoples in order to be treated as (assimilated) Canadian citizens. The Michel First Nation continues to lobby the federal government for their inherent and treaty rights to this day. As of August 2019, the federal government claims to be reviewing the case.

			Adhesions

			Federal commissioners had good knowledge of the extent of the region’s natural resources at the time of treaty signing, but knew little about the traditions and protocols of the Original peoples in the area. They were not certain of location, numbers, or cultural and linguistic differences of the peoples they were to negotiate with for the Land they coveted. The peoples were all just labelled “Indians.” Some First Nation and Métis peoples were out on the Land or at their seasonal camps in the deep forests of their territories—­therefore, were missing when Crown negotiators came knocking. Some, like the Kelly Lake people, thought they could avoid the Whiteman’s invasive ways.

			Adhesions, or additional signatories coming into treaty later on, in this case Treaty 8, were made until 1913. Nearly nine decades later, in the year 2000, the Tsek’ehne (Sekani) were finally brought into that treaty. They were off living their lives as usual within the Peace River territory when the treaty negotiators came around in 1899 and couldn’t find them, so moved on. But, according to former Chief Alec Chingee of the McLeod Lake Tsek’ehne located in what Canada named British Columbia, the Life of his predecessors was continually disrupted.

			During the first years of the Yukon gold rush between 1896 and 1899, thousands of miners flooded into the northern region of British Columbia on their way to strike gold further north. According to Alec Chingee they “were a rowdy drunken bunch who disrupted the lifestyle of my ancestors by killing the scarce game, breaking their traps, and stealing their horses. They liked to fight a lot if not with each other then with the native people. The Indian people, who are now called Sekani [Tsek’ehne] and Beaver [Dane-zaa], assembled at the Peace River. There were 500 of our ancestors who refused to allow any more miners through our territory unless the government signed a treaty with us. The government agreed to do so.” The Tsek’ehne felt their rights would then be guaranteed, as promised. 

			Canada and British Columbia agreed that when the Tsek’ehne—­a traditional people moving with the seasons—­were found, they could sign the treaty. According to the colonial governments’ intentions, their timber-rich territory would then be surrendered. British Columbia would have to transfer the Land so Canada could fulfill the terms of the treaty, as the federal government was ultimately responsible for tending to the “Indians.” It just took 102 years for the treaty adhesion to take place. 

			By the early 1980s, illegal activity on Tsek’ehne lands increasingly impacted their existence. The McLeod Lake people were more determined to adhere to the treaty: they wanted, once again, to have their rights as an Original people “protected.” Canada agreed, but British Columbia did not, so legal action took place. Chief Alec Chingee finally signed the adhesion to Treaty 8, saying, “After much negotiating, litigating and negotiating, Canada and BC agreed we could adhere to the treaty and receive its benefits.” The treaty became official in 2000. It took more than a hundred years for the constitutional “protection” of Indigenous rights to take place, and all the while the Earth Mother and her Original people, honourable recipients of her gifts, were subjected to disruption on every level.

			Many First Nations lost Land and resources through historic treaties; modern Land claim settlements of today create federal obligation to provide compensation for historic wrongdoings. As the government had previously and illegally harvested much of Tsek’ehne traditional territory, the Tsek’ehne band received nearly $38 million, inclusive of their court costs. I wonder how many millions of dollars the BC government has garnered from Canadian lumber exports?

			First Nation Funding

			First Nations’ main source of revenue comes directly from the federal government as “transfer payments.” Under the British North America Act of 1867, “Indians” and their reserved lands became an exclusive responsibility of the federal government. This means, in “exchange” for their Land and for remaining on their assigned reserve, First Nations get their transfer payments. It’s a one-way payment given to First Nations for programs and services—­such as health care, education, social services, housing, water, waste management, and roads—­that Canadians typically receive from provincial and municipal levels of government. 

			Each First Nation was broken into separate bands, or reserves, established by the Crown and set up as autonomous entities. (Highly strategic: think divide and conquer.) Consequently, the federal government provides separate program funding to each reserve. These “contribution agreements” (transfer payments) are renewed annually but not necessarily on time, which means band council administrators have to juggle funds from different pools to meet community needs. For example: a road washes away in a spring flood, but there are not sufficient funds to address it, so designated funding for education is used while waiting for the transfer payment. This juggling of finances makes it very easy for “mistakes” to happen, or inequalities or sometimes unscrupulous “accounting” to occur. 

			In addition, there are no standards regarding the size of payments that go to each band council. A former director of the Assembly of First Nations, Daniel Wilson, of Mi’kmaq, Acadian, and Irish heritage, described the illogic of transfer payments to CBC News journalist Daniel Schwartz: the ministry of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development (defunct since the Justin Trudeau Government) is “frank in explaining that there’s no system, no standard for calculation; it’s not done on a per-capita basis. It’s not done on ‘what do you have that you currently need to improve?’ It’s done on a band-by-band basis, seemingly at the whim of administrators in aboriginal affairs.” 

			Services that would morph to address current-reality needs were promised to each First Nation. The problem is that “Indian” reserves are often out of sight, they remain out of mind, and the services and infrastructure needs on reserves have no comparison with the needs of everyday Canadian communities, which receive funding from provinces and municipalities. Such is the sorry state of the “impoverished Indian,” often plagued by poor health, inferior education, contaminated water, and housing made inadequate by conditions such as mould and overcrowding. A lot of reasons for despair, and dysfunction. Suicide plagues many First Nation communities. 

			Own-Source Revenues

			First Nations that disassociate themselves from federal “handouts” can earn revenue from successful lawsuits that address historic wrongs or settling Land claims. They can also decide, once free from the shackles of the Indian Act, to sell off some of their treaty Land or negotiate partnerships with, for example, the on-the-ready oil or lumber sector if in further financial need.

			Burdened by broken treaties, twisted promises, neglect, delays, devastation, inherited (and expensive) legal battles, and a welfare culture that erodes inherent family roles—­roles such as the provider (Adult Direction), the helper/observer/listener (Youth Direction), the nurturer (Elder Direction), and the innocent/learner (Child Direction)—­generations of proud Traditional Teachers and ethical Spiritual Leaders have been broken and demoralized within the heart of their own Land. 

			Invaded by religious doctrine and accosted by government policies, oppression, and control, First Nations are increasingly opting for generating what’s called “own-source revenue.” Profits generated by First Nation–­controlled businesses are reinvested in the community striving to keep cultural values, languages, and customary practices alive. Typically, all of what the federal government was supposed to do to “take care of the Indians” is assumed by way of these own-source revenues to build badly needed homes, fire halls, health centres, cultural centres, and schools. It’s a catch-22. 

			Many First Nations are now “permitted” by the federal government that rules them to generate their own revenue from a variety of sources—­for example, shopping centres, wineries, airlines, casinos, mining, lumber, oil and gas, tourism, and more. Business and government partnerships are also part of the moneymaking plan. According to the government of Canada, these partnerships enable First Nations to use their natural resources and opportunities to “contribute to the strengthening of the social, economic, and cultural well-being of Indigenous communities to support conditions for more active participation in Canadian society.” 

			Canadian society. Canadian values. Canadian economy. Canadian atrocities. What about the conundrum of Honouring Mother Earth?

			Sadly, so many of these successful revenue-making enterprises reflect Eurocentric values that ultimately break our Original Agreement. Have we been reduced to the “if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” mentality? This ethical dilemma causes so much division in Indigenous communities today. And then we are immobilized by (and blamed for) “infighting.”

			Having more money at the expense of the Earth Mother does not strengthen the souls of the people. Dropout rates, drug and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, gang violence, hierarchies, lateral violence, poverty of mind, body, heart, and spirit, and other behaviours that violate our traditional, wholistic social norms of yesteryear, continue to conquer and divide First Nation peoples (and Inuit, and Métis)—­in oil-rich communities and in dirt-poor ones. 

			My prayer is that all these First Nation “own-source revenue” enterprises are held with the utmost Respect to the Earth Mother, her waters, her trees, her plants and animals. Let us come together with our brightest minds that think from the heart and speak from the spirit to re-envision how to save the planet. The pandemic of 2020 has marked a new beginning for humankind. It is Our Time. But we all need to enter into the Original Agreement. The ultimate act of Reconciliation.

			The Lubicon

			Like the Tsek’ehne in British Columbia, the Lubicon Lake Band located in Little Buffalo in northwestern Alberta was also missed by Treaty 8 commissioners, who did not venture into the hinterland in 1899. In 1933, concerned about intruders into their territory, the Lubicon filed a Land claim, only to have Indian Affairs promise them a reserve only after “confirming,” in 1940, they were indeed a distinct “Indian” (Cree) band. Confirmation of identity has been an Indian Affairs determination. Regardless, by 1982, there were more than 400 oil and gas wells drilled within a 25-kilometre radius of Little Buffalo. 

			At the 1988 Winter Olympics in Calgary, the Lubicon drew public attention to their claims. On their own Land, they set up blockades and insisted that pipeline builders, oil-well drillers, and seismic crews buy Lubicon-issued permits to work on what is Lubicon traditional territory. Naturally, the RCMP were called in to make arrests after a five-day standoff. The Lubicon also initiated a simultaneous boycott of a cultural exhibit at the Glenbow Museum sponsored by Shell Oil Company, one of the oil companies allowed by the government of Alberta to drill on Lubicon Land. (Remember my comments on the subliminal seduction of donors like Nestlé? Here we have an Indigenous cultural event sponsored by the very corporation that is violating Indigenous Human Rights.) The boycott was supported by international museums from Pennsylvania to England to northern Europe, including Denmark and Sweden, and then Switzerland, Germany, and Italy. How embarrassing for Canada: a government with an international reputation of being respectable and humane “peacekeepers.”

			Finally, in 2014, Progressive Conservative Premier Jim Prentice sat down with the Lubicon; the Land claim was launched and settled four years later in 2018. The agreement includes $121 million in federal and provincial funding and a 246-square-kilometre reserve established near Little Buffalo. It took only 119 years to settle. What happened to the Earth Mother, her blood waters, her lungs (the trees), and the animals and Original peoples and their descendants over that duration? 

			According to a 1987 article published in Cultural Survival Quarterly, Lubicon’s “Chief and Elders are aware that a completely traditional way of life is beyond recovery. They do hope, however, that a land resource base and oil royalties may provide a new society but with some continuity with the past.” They also recognize that their young people are “neither adapted to the past nor to the future.” This is why so much revenue goes toward education initiatives, also thwarted, influenced, and controlled by Big Daddy.

			Duty to Consult

			Presently, there are different reasons why many First Nations are bringing Canada to court. 

			Canada is legally obligated to consult with First Nations prior to any degree of development on their lands. Although Duncan’s First Nation is in Alberta, their territory in Treaty 8 crosses into British Columbia along the Peace River, so BC Hydro had to enter into consultation with the Alberta-based reserve communities for their Site C hydroelectric dam. Insultingly—­and manipulatively—­the Site C dam is called a “clean energy project.” The project has been actively underway since July 2015, after receiving approval from British Columbia’s Liberal government. British Columbia’s NDP government decided to continue with the controversial project in 2017.

			The Site C dam is slated to flood 128 kilometres of the Peace River, from Fort St. John upriver to Hudson’s Hope, and 14 kilometres of the Halfway River, and 10 kilometres of the Moberly River. The flooding will wipe out not only traditional hunting and fishing grounds, but sacred burial sites and dozens of cultural and spiritual locations such as Dreamer’s Island, Dancing Rock, and Vision Quest Island. The current cost estimate for the dam is $10.7 billion. If complete, it would provide electricity to the equivalent of 450,000 homes a year. Electricity to run your TV, digital clock, microwave, and dishwasher.

			Water quality has been the number-one concern about the Site C dam for Duncan’s First Nation. Members of the First Nation intend to continue their presence on their traditional territory within northwestern Alberta and northeastern British Columbia for sustenance (hunting and fishing), spiritual and cultural activities, and some commercial enterprises. These areas are currently at risk from the Site C dam, and from intensifying forestry, mining, and oil and gas production.

			There have been at least fifteen First Nation court actions against the Site C dam over environmental impacts and lack of ethical consultation. The decisions of the British Columbia Supreme Court have all sided with BC Hydro, meaning construction is supported regardless of the controversies. BC Hydro claims the multibillion-dollar Site C dam is vital to the province’s energy future and declares it will have minimal environmental impact. (How is minimal defined?) The First Nations in Alberta state dam construction has prevented access to much of their traditional territory, altered wildlife and hunting patterns, and will cause irreparable harm to the Land and their way of life—­rights protected under Treaty 8. 

			In March 2020, due to restrictions on work sites from the COVID-19 pandemic, BC Hydro and construction contractors reduced the project’s remote workforce by half. But as restrictions slowly lifted in May 2020, BC Hydro announced plans to bring its workforce back up to full capacity at Site C, at least until the results are in from what is expected to be a very long court case commencing in 2022. I bet the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) will be used in the argument against BC Hydro. 

			The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples

			In 2016, the federal government did away with its objector status to UNDRIP. Carolyn Bennett, then minister of Indigenous affairs (and now minister of Crown-Indigenous relations) announced: “We are now a full supporter of the declaration, without qualification.” Here’s the crunch: she also stated that implementing the declaration “will require the full co-operation of Indigenous Peoples and the support of all provinces and territories.” It’s not the part about the full cooperation of Indigenous peoples that concerns me—­why wouldn’t they cooperate? (Unless, of course, it means by not taking the bait offered by oil, gas, and hydroelectric companies.) It’s the part requiring “the full support of all provinces and territories” that is disconcerting.

			What can Canada do when the province of British Columbia doesn’t support UNDRIP? It is the very same game that plays out whenever we take a stand—­whether it’s against hydroelectric projects in British Columbia, subdivisions in Caledonia (Six Nations) in Ontario, deforestation in Québec, tar sands in Alberta, chemical dumping in New Brunswick, or condo development in the heart of the nation-state’s capital city, right on the doorstep of Parliament Hill, on unceded, unsurrendered, and sacred traditional Algonquin territory. 

			Court cases against the Site C dam, and other violations of the Earth Mother and the Original Agreement, may reference UNDRIP because it is a clear and universal statement of Indigenous rights. Article 12 states: “Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practise, develop and teach their spiritual and religious traditions, customs and ceremonies; the right to maintain, protect, and have access in privacy to their religious and cultural sites; the right to the use and control of their ceremonial objects; and the right to the repatriation of their human remains.”

			If the province of British Columbia wants a billion-dollar hydro project to rip through cultural and sacred sites, or Alberta wants pipelines to traverse thousands of kilometres of traditional territory, Canada can do little to enforce the declaration—­and this is what ends up in the court system for years, or decades, or centuries. All the while the Earth Mother and all of those cultural and spiritual sites continue to be violated. 

			Religious Freedoms 

			Let’s talk about that condo development in the heart of the nation-state’s capital for a moment. It too violates the principles of UNDRIP’s article 12. It too, like the Site C dam, violates sacred sites.

			For thirty-five years, Algonquin and their Indigenous and non-Indigenous allies, struggled to save Akikodjiwan (Chaudière Falls and Islands) in the heart of the nation-state’s capital city, Ottawa. The goal was to renaturalize this historic site and build a Welcoming Centre pertaining to Asinabka, the name given to the reclamation vision by Algonquin Spiritual Leader Ojshigkwanàng, or Morning Star (William Commanda). Asinabka would be to Ottawa what Stanley Park is to Vancouver and Central Park is to New York City. (Apparently, that kind of “green” plan is not as good for the area as a so-called “ecofriendly” plan of urban intensification.) 

			After decades of petitions, appeals, Land claims, lawsuits, and public protests (independent of the many petitions for Land claims submitted over close to a hundred years between 1772 and 1863), the powers-that-be granted permission to a developer to build condominiums on this remnant of unceded sacred Land. Adding insult to injury, the developer had the nerve to name its project Zibi, or River, suggesting the approval of the Algonquin Kitigan Zibi First Nation, regardless of then Chief Gilbert Whiteduck’s adamant opposition to both the name and the development. This happened in 2015, at the very time of the release of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s report.

			Part of my publicly expressed argument was that Christians have their churches, Jews have their synagogues, Muslims have their mosques, Hindus have their temples, and First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples have (had) their Land. Traditional Indigenous peoples do not construct buildings to worship within, for the Land, Air, and Water is our Sacred Temple.

			Douglas Cardinal—­the internationally renowned Métis (Treaty 7) architect, long-time advocate for Asinabka, and the designer of the iconic Canadian Museum of History—­stated: “You do not desecrate a sacred site. You don’t build condos in the Vatican, in the centre of St. Peter’s Square … or build a condo right on the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem. You don’t do that out of respect.” Algonquin Elder Albert Dumont—­long-time activist and advocate from Kitigan Zibi—­made a similar comparison. When the city of Ottawa announced it (taxpayers) would pick up the $6-million tab in decontamination costs for the private condo development, Albert equated the city’s contribution as the willful destruction of a cathedral. “Indigenous spirituality is under attack,” he said. 

			Celebrated Abenaki documentary filmmaker and activist Alanis Obamsowin, from the Odanak First Nation (Québec), Peace and Friendship Treaty territory, embedded a commonly heard proverb in an interview given in 1972: “Canada, the most affluent of countries, operates on a depletion economy which leaves destruction in its wake. Your people are driven by a terrible sense of deficiency. When the last tree is cut, the last fish is caught, and the last river is polluted; when to breathe the air is sickening, you will realize, too late, that wealth is not in bank accounts and that you can’t eat money.” That conversation took place almost fifty years ago. 

			Back to Site C

			Four British Columbia–­based Dane-zaa First Nations have banded together to fight the Site C dam: Doig River, Halfway River, Prophet River, and West Moberly. Three other Dane-zaa Treaty 8 First Nations—­Blueberry River, Saulteau (of mixed heritage), and McLeod Lake—­have agreed to negotiate for compensation, such as money, Land, and employment and contracting opportunities under “impact benefit agreements.”

			Millions of dollars are being paid—­or offered—­to First Nations in desirable areas due to what is now considered their powerful position in decisions about resource development in British Columbia and Alberta. Bill Bennett, British Columbia’s former minister of energy and mines, claims that “all we’re trying to do is put [First Nations] in a position where because they’re going to be impacted, they’ll have an opportunity to derive benefits from the project.” Instead of raping the Earth Mother, they are now looking to prostitute the Earth Mother. 

			West Moberly First Nation’s Chief Roland Willson stated, “We are fighting for the land and the preservation of the Dunne-za [Dane-zaa] way of life. But we are also fighting for values all British Columbians share, like transparency and economic prudence.” Commenting on the decision of the British Columbia Supreme Court to dismiss an injunction against the Site C dam, the president of the Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs, Grand Chief Stewart Phillip, stated, “This decision is yet another grave disappointment to the Treaty 8 First Nations who have been betrayed, let down, and lied to by this provincial government.” 

			Discussions have now ended with the province. The West Moberly First Nation and the Prophet River First Nation filed a civil claim against BC Hydro, the Province of British Columbia, and the Attorney General of Canada. The trial is scheduled to start in March 2022. Meanwhile, BC Hydro continues on its merry way—­raping and pillaging, pimping, flooding, and destroying “protected” First Nation lands. Do me a favour: keep an eye on that.

			Impact 

			In 2017, a letter for the cancellation of the Site C dam was signed by thirteen community groups of the First Nations mentioned in the Alberta Games Land Acknowledgement—­including the Dene, Dane-zaa, Nêhiyawak, and Métis situated in Alberta—­and communities outside the province in Treaty 8. Submitted to John Horgan, premier of British Columbia, their letter stated that “cancelling and remediating the Site C Project is in the best interests of British Columbians, Canada’s largest World Heritage Site, and the rights of downstream Indigenous peoples.” Quoting a 2017 finding of the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, the most direct Truth-be-known statement is: “The impact of this dam on Indigenous Peoples would be permanent, extensive, and irreversible.”

			Helen Knott, of Dane-zaa, Nêhiyaw and Métis descent, is a social worker within her traditional territory. Also a writer, she penned a powerful piece published in the Malahat Review in 2016. In “The Land as They Knew It,” she recounts a conversation with her grandfather who tells her, “I can hear the water rippling over the rocks in the nearby back channel. You can hear it but you can’t taste it. You can’t taste it because you can’t drink the water anymore. You can fish but you can only eat one fish per month on account of the mercury levels being so high from the two dams they built upstream. If the third one [the Site C dam] gets built then the levels of methylmercury will skyrocket and the river will be like poison.” 

			She continues to explain that her grandfather can no longer return to the place where he would watch the geese, due to private property signs, construction roadways, fences, and locked gates. “Besides, even if he wanted to, there are no longer expendable hours to spend watching geese and drinking tea. There are things to do, places to go, work to be done, life is so stressful now and time is measured out.” 

			She then consoles her grandmother who is worried if her freshly gathered raspberries are safe to eat and admits she cannot say yes without feeling she may be lying. “The oil wells and pipelines circle us like hungry vultures. They leave us nothing. The animals have started to get sick too, showing up with cysts and sicknesses they didn’t have before. They are picking our bones clean now, just over 100 years after [my grandmother’s] grandfather signed the Treaty himself.”

			A 2012 report by the David Suzuki Foundation and Global Forest Watch Canada presented the following statistics about oil and gas exploration in the Peace River region: 28,587 kilometres of pipelines, 45,293 kilometres of roads, and 116,725 kilometres of seismic lines. It noted that, laid end to end, all those roads, pipelines and seismic lines would circle the Earth nearly five times. That was eight years ago.

			Meanwhile, Duncan’s First Nation and Horse Lake First Nation required the intervention of the Supreme Court because of their growing frustration over Canada’s refusal to act on previous court decisions directing governments to manage Indigenous rights. Chief Don Testawich of Duncan’s First Nation stated, “Our traditional territory is being overrun and cut to pieces by oil sands, major pipelines, gas fields and major power projects. Development on this scale is making our Treaty Rights meaningless and threatens our traditional way of life.” 

			The Supreme Court granted intervenor status to Duncan’s First Nation and Horse Lake First Nation, which allows them to bring their concerns before the courts—­otherwise, they would have no right to appeal biased court decisions. “We are intervening before the Supreme Court because it is abundantly clear that neither the environment nor First Nations can expect to receive a fair hearing within Alberta.”

			What Needs to be Said about Grand Prairie 

			Now you know how heartless it feels when a Land Acknowl­­­edgement—­such as the one for the 2018 Alberta Summer Games in Grand Prairie, Treaty 8 territory—­refers to being “in the spirit of reconciliation” with the peoples of those ancestral lands. What is it to recognize those Original peoples when those peoples have had to dedicate their lives—­over generations—­to stand up for their human rights and the rights of the Earth Mother? All the while with their children being hauled off to Residential School.

			The final sentence of the acknowledgement is technically incorrect, that is: “There are many Indigenous peoples whose ancestors have walked this land since time immemorial including Cree, Beaver, Dene, and Métis people.” Firstly, the government-imposed term Indigenous includes Inuit, and there are no ancestral or historic Inuit community groups living in Alberta or in Treaty 8 territory. (This does not mean there are no Inuit currently living in the province of Alberta.) Secondly, Métis of European ancestry settled in the Treaty 8 territory of Alberta primarily in the late 1800s and early 1900s—­not exactly “time immemorial.”

			The names of these ancestral peoples should also be honoured by using the names they call themselves, not anglicized names such as Beaver, regardless of how familiar these misnomers are. Lastly, did I mention the sponsors of the 2018 Alberta Summer Games included Atco Gas and the Pembina Pipeline Corporation? I could not bear to research what they have been up to, but they did fund this fun activity, inclusive of Indigenous content, which suggests good corporate citizenship.

			More About the Terrain of Alberta

			So far, I have talked about Treaty 8. In general, the province of Alberta is problematic terrain when it comes to Land Acknowledgements. The entire province is First Nation traditional territory (and Métis Homeland) making Treaties 6, 7, and 8 the largest treaty area within the nation-state of Canada. Yet, all 138 reserves make up only one percent of Alberta’s Land mass. Because the prairie provinces are so complexly interrelated, both historically and culturally, with such diverse Original peoples, I want to further explore some issues going on in Alberta’s two other Numbered Treaty territories—­that is, Treaty 6 and Treaty 7. Brace yourself.

			Treaty 6

			Treaty 6 is divided approximately in half by the Alberta-Saskatchewan provincial boundary. Nêhiyaw First Nations dominate the treaty territory; the Dene, Nahkawiwin (Saulteaux), Lakota (Sioux), and Îyârhe Nakoda (Stoney) are also in Treaty 6. Alberta also has the largest Métis population in Canada. The Métis in Alberta have one thing no other Métis community within Canada has: Land. 

			It’s confusing when a Land Acknowledgement in Saskatchewan, for example, announces Saskatchewan as the Homeland of Métis. What about Louis Riel’s Manitoba? I thought that is where the Métis Homeland originated? The fact is: the Métis were throughout what the British claimed as Rupert’s Land, which stretched west to the Rocky Mountains from Hudson Bay, and included the northern North-Western Territory. Both Rupert’s Land and the North-Western Territory were “acquired” by Canada in 1870, when sold by the Hudson’s Bay Company and Great Britain. (Great Britain also transferred “ownership” of the arctic islands, north of what officially became the Northwest Territories’ mainland, to Canada that same year.) This is hugely impactful historical information.

			Treaty 6 was initially signed in 1876, with add-ons occurring throughout the decades up to 1956. Fifty diverse nations were included in these agreements promising on-site medicine (to be held by the Indian agent). It is the only treaty that includes a “medicine chest,” interpreted in contemporary terms as health care. The treaty also includes assistance in times of famine and pestilence, reserve-based schools, and financial aid to assist with the transition from a hunting lifestyle to farming.

			An annual cash payment was also agreed upon: $25 per chief and $5 for band members, indicative of the elitist, divisive, colonial mindset. These “Treaty Indians” still receive their annual $5 payment; the amount has not altered since 1899. The reserve lands amounted to approximately 2.5 square kilometres for each family of five. The Original peoples hold their right to practise hunting, trapping, and fishing on these designated reserve lands. Except that annual payments never increased to reflect the rising cost of living and inflation, and that terms negotiated in the late-1800s have not been updated to reflect current needs and realities, it sounds alright, doesn’t it? Would you agree to sign?

			The Métis of Alberta

			The French, and later the Northwest Company (NWC) out of Montréal, created extensive networks of fur-trading posts that pushed into the prairies in the 1730s. Once again, mixed-blood populations born of generations of French Canadian voyageurs and fur traders (and later Scottish and English traders) and their Native wives congregated around fur-trading posts, such as Fort Edmonton, which was established in 1795. The trading posts provided economic opportunity for independent Métis who readily engaged in trading fur, buffalo robes and meat, and pimikan or “pemmican”—­a dried meat and grease product often mixed with berries. In the late 1800s, these Métis families settled in nearby locations known as Lac Ste. Anne, St. Albert, Lac La Biche, and St. Paul de Métis. The federal government “permitted” Métis and non-status “Indians” to “squat” on Land if pursuing a traditional livelihood of fishing, trapping, and hunting. Thank you, Canada.

			In 1929, the Canadian government began negotiations with the prairie provinces to transfer control and administration of what they claimed as Crown lands to provincial jurisdiction. Not holding any official title to their Land, the Métis became concerned that their “squatters’ rights” would be ended to allow for incoming European settlement. The Saint Paul de Métis post was opened to French Canadian settlement in 1909, which pushed away many Métis who had adapted more to their Nêhiyaw relatives’ traditional lifestyle. Métis started lobbying the province of Alberta to set aside lands for their exclusive use, free of Euro-Canadian influence. Petitions for a Land grant for the Métis were utterly rejected.

			During the depression of the 1930s, Métis in Alberta were desperate and landless. A group of Métis, from (the eventually to be dissolved) St. Paul de Métis settlement, regrouped at their historic camp of Fishing Lake in Treaty 6 territory. The group decided to solicit the help of Métis visionary Jim Brady in pursuing their cause for the establishment of a Métis Homeland. Influenced by Marxist ideologies, Brady believed his people had “no other weapon except organization,” a phrase taken from the writings of Russian revolutionary Vladimir Lenin, who promoted “revolutionary nationalism of the poor.” 

			Métis political activism led to Alberta’s Métis Population Betterment Act of 1938. Unlike elsewhere in Canada, the Métis were able to negotiate constitutionally protected lands, resulting in eight Métis Settlements situated in mostly northern Alberta, far from large cities or towns, well out of sight. Four of the original twelve Métis “colonies” (the name was officially changed to “settlements” in 1990)—­Touchwood, Marlboro, Cold Lake, and Wolf Lake—­were expropriated in the 1950s. It was discovered they were either located upon rich soil for agriculture or had oil beneath the surface just waiting to be extracted. 

			Alberta forcibly removed the people from those four settlements—­in some cases at gunpoint. Then provincial officials had the houses of the people immediately burned to the ground as their owners watched. This is the same as what happened to the Acadian and their Metis counterparts in the 1700s.

			Fishing Lake is one of the eight remaining settlements in the northern part of the province within Treaty 6 territory. In 1975, the Alberta Federation of Métis Settlement Associations was founded to act as the official voice of Métis in pursuing Homeland security, self-government, and economic self-sufficiency. In 1990, the Métis Betterment Act was replaced by the Métis Settlements Act, which allows for the legal transfer of Land title to the Métis people. Sound confusing? It is confusing. But now it gets interesting.

			Although the province of Alberta maintains ownership of the mineral rights in the area, it allows the Federation of Métis Settlement Associations to negotiate royalties with oil and gas companies. There is subsurface mineral exploration yet to do in the northern part of the province where the settlements are. 

			Cost of Legal Battles 

			Treaty 6 peoples also seek to protect their treaty rights through modern Land claims and legal action. For example, in 2008, the Beaver Lake Cree Nation filed a lawsuit against the province of Alberta and the Canadian government due to oil, gas, forestry, and mining activities that threatened their rights to hunt and fish on treaty lands, as per their Treaty 6 agreement. The First Nation states they have been “deprived of their connection to the land and waters of the traditional territory, undermining their economy, culture, and very identity.” It is, however, very expensive to take both the provincial and federal governments to court. Beaver Lake, like so many federally legislated reserve communities, has substandard housing, inadequate public infrastructure, inferior social assistance, and high levels of unemployment—­while the oil and gas, forestry, and mining industries surrounding them gain billions from the rape and pillage of traditional and treaty territories.

			In 2019, it was ruled that Alberta and Canada contribute to the legal costs of such an expensive charade until the trial is done or otherwise resolved. It was recognized that the basic necessities of Life for Beaver Lake’s members were being compromised while the First Nation was burdened by ongoing court battles to ensure their treaty rights. Being forced into destitution is another carefully executed strategy to have First Nation bands abandon their costly Land claims in pursuit of their Indigenous rights.

			In fact, the Canadian government lends money to the First Nation to sue them, and then the First Nation must pay back what was borrowed. But there is no way for the First Nation to know how long the legal battle will take. Years? Decades? Centuries? Often what they may gain by way of a court settlement (money), they must hand back to the federal government. If they lose, they suffer multiple lifelong sentences in financial prison. 

			At the time of the 2019 federal budget, the Trudeau government announced $1.4 billion to put toward forgiving loans to First Nations and Métis that absorbed debt in order to negotiate comprehensive Land claims or modern treaties. Negotiation loans have created financial burdens upon self-governing First Nations across the country. The federal budget states the reasoning: to enable Indigenous communities to “invest in their own priorities.” Not only will the government “forgive all outstanding comprehensive claim negotiation loans,” it will “reimburse Indigenous governments that have already repaid these loans.” Hip hip hooray.

			Forgiving and reimbursing loans will allow more than two hundred Indigenous communities to “reinvest in their priorities like governance, infrastructure and economic development that will increase health and well-being for all community members.” It seems so generous, but who developed this system and got Indigenous governments in this situation in the first place? Once again, the unknowing taxpayer will begrudge all that money going to those darn “Indians.”

			Treaty 7 

			The Kainai (Blood), Siksika (Blackfoot), Piikani (Peigan), Nakoda (Stoney), and Tsuu T’ina (Sarcee) signed Treaty 7 in 1877. These peoples preferred trying their hand at ranching instead of farming, so negotiated for more cattle over agricultural equipment and seed. This treaty did not include access to medicines, or the famine clause, or the financial assistance to get them started as cultivators of the Land. As for providing education, the government officials only promised to pay teacher salaries in schools off the reserves. Indian Residential School education was, after all, “free” to the descendants of the peoples who signed.

			Many Leaders signed these Alberta-based treaties out of desperation. Other Leaders would sign on in years to come out of increasing anxiety. A Treaty Agreement—­the highest form of official agreement between nations—­was seen as the only feasible way to protect their people and their diminishing traditional lands from settler intrusion. The more southern territories of Treaty 6 and Treaty 7 had also experienced mass starvation because of increased and widespread hunting by the equally desperate Nêhiyawak and Métis. Buffalo were slaughtered during the 1870s and 1880s by hired white hunters to clear the Land for the railroad, ranching, agriculture, and European settlement. In addition, smallpox, to which Indigenous people had no immunity, had been ravaging the people. What unimaginably horrendous times.

			Education was promised and seen as “the new buffalo.” In other words, these people of the plains, as well as their mountain-dwelling neighbours to the northwest and the Nihithawak (Woodland Cree) in the boreal forest, knew they would have to learn the Whiteman’s language, laws, and understandings in order to survive in this new world of negotiation, legalese, and disease, ordered by a new concept of economy and ownership of the Ultimate Gift Giver—­the Land. 

			Treaty negotiations were facilitated in the English language; thus, there was a need for translators of the various Original languages spread across the territories. As required by traditional protocol, the signing Chiefs completed the negotiated understandings by way of the Sacred Pipe. When one sits in the presence of the pipe, the teaching of Truth rules and any promise or agreement made during the ceremony must be kept. Please remember, it was recorded that the First Nation Leaders were told these treaty agreements would last “as long as the sun shines, the rivers flow, and the grass grows.” Well, there is partial Truth in that: many grasses have long been paved over and many rivers have been dammed. Now, if they could only market the rays of the sun. I bet a crafty lawyer could argue that, due to ozone depletion caused by manufactured chemicals, the sun is not what it used to be and successfully render some of those treaties obsolete.

			Misunderstandings about promises, foreign concepts, and worldviews weakened the translations. Oral agreements were omitted from or misrepresented in the written versions of treaties for which an X marked the spot. Linguistic and cultural differences resulted in misinterpretations of treaty terms and agreements, which created the pursuit of rights that goes on to this day. Too many “surrenders” taken during the time of treaty negotiations were hampered by greed, and tainted with fraud, abuse of power, and breach of trust. The lust for money was—­and remains—­so strong a force against Original peoples, who were—­and are—­striving to hold on to a Life and a Land of their own. Historic trust, or lack thereof, is difficult to prove in a contemporary court of law. 

			Oils Sands Industry 

			The Alberta oil sands are the third-largest oil reservoir in the world, after the reservoirs in Venezuela and Saudi Arabia. Canada is the biggest supplier of oil and petroleum to the United States. The oil sands industry generates $20 billion annually for the Canadian economy. But it is dirty oil. In buying energy from the oil sands, the United States has been described as the junkie who buys the drugs Canada is peddling. Yet, the destruction of the Athabasca region—­Treaty 8 territory that is supposedly protected under national law—­is so extensive that the Land, which is Life to Indigenous peoples, is dying a slow but sure death. Land is the Ultimate Gift Giver. Some in control are taking from the Earth Mother without conscience, without care, without concern, without an ability to think beyond their suits and ties (or gowns) and martinis and fancy estates. They, of course, reside in posh areas far removed from where the devastation occurs—­from where the gifts will eventually stop coming. 

			Those big industry dudes are not honouring the Exchange. They are not good guests on this Land. They are not welcome, yet they refuse to go away or change their behaviour. They are what some of us call Windigo, a cannibalistic monster that preys upon the (systemically) weakened and socially detached, such as those pushed onto reserves and settlements who then cling to those plots of lands as the only “safe” place they have left to hide.

			Meanwhile, some of the wealthiest in the world are investing in space colonization (also referred to as space humanization, space settlement, or space habitation). The concept of permanent human occupation of locations beyond the Earth is not just science fiction but a long-term aspiration of some national space programs. The National Space Society encourages members to donate, volunteer, join the society’s Political Action Network, and shop at Amazon.

			Green Impressions

			Despite the Alberta government’s cleanup requirements for oil companies to return completely abused Land back to its self-sustaining beauty—­back to its natural ecosystem, complete with restored wildlife and vegetation—­these “reclamation policies” merely look good on paper; they sound good to the average, unknowing Canadian. But Alberta’s orphan wells, which number close to a hundred thousand, show that these policies aren’t enough. Some companies go bankrupt, pull out, and close shop; they are no longer obligated to Honour “project completion” reclamation requirements. Other companies may keep an inventory of inactive wells for decades and take no steps to inactivate them: they basically abandon those devastated sites and continue drilling elsewhere without blinking a guilty eye because it is “legal.”

			Commenting on the progress of the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion between Edmonton and Vancouver, Alberta’s energy minister, Sonya Savage, said that the COVID-19 pandemic had created an opportunity to proceed with the contentious project, despite stern opposition from environmentalists and Indigenous groups. The Calgary Herald of May 25, 2020, reported the energy minister saying: “Now is a great time to be building a pipeline because you can’t have protests of more than 15 people. … Let’s get it built.” 

			Savage referred to “those types of ideological protests,” adamant that such opposition to Alberta’s oil ambitions “are not going to be tolerated by ordinary Canadians.” Ideological? Traditional Indigenous beliefs and values oppose those who glorify the almighty dollar at the expense of their own children and grandchildren. I am an ordinary Human Being (Métis) and Canadian citizen who vehemently opposes corruption, dishonesty, and recklessness; how dare the energy minister speak on my behalf. It feels like she wants to pit “ordinary Canadians” against Indigenous peoples of this Land now called Canada. Divide and conquer. 

			Racism is at the root of strategies to pit Canadians against Indigenous peoples. Racism is about power. In a 2020 address entitled “Dear Media: Yes, Canada Is Racist,” Pam Palmater—­Mi’kmaq lawyer, professor, activist, and politician from Mi’kma’ki (New Brunswick) and one of my favourite warrior women—­says: “Racism is a fact, not an opinion, not an allegation. … White Supremacy is not a fringe right-wing ideology. It is literally the foundation of Canada’s laws, policies, economies, and governing systems.”

			In a Calgary Herald article on February 27, 2020, Alberta premier Jason Kenney referred to “urban green left militants purporting to speak for First Nations” and stated his belief that these “militants” are “misappropriating the cause of Indigenous people.” Divide and conquer. He also insisted that his provincial government “is the one that has the best interests of First Nations at heart.” The Truth is that the oil sands industry has devastating impacts on human (and animal) health—­impacts that directly link to the industry’s abuses of the Mother of Us All. 

			The Economy

			“The economy, the economy, the economy” is the mantra of corporate greed and the religion of contemporary consumers who keep the cogs turning. The promise of jobs, jobs, jobs keeps the psychology of “the ordinary Canadian” intact. This rat-race promise comes at a price, though: you have to run on the exercise wheel, spinning without ever moving forward and, exhausted, you become indifferent to how you are actively contributing to the fall of humankind and the planet.

			Put quite simply, an economy is based on a system of making and trading things of value. Age Old value systems embodied Honour and Truth, which safeguarded the quality of the Exchange as part of a deep and wise appreciation of the Ultimate Gift Giver. In current North American society (and beyond), the economy is based on how many—­and how quickly—­goods and services are produced and how much people will spend on these things. It is a shallow, superficial, and ultimately self-destructive and shortsighted existence. Values of today have to do with how much something is worth in terms of money. The economy is based on a system of finance and greed: it functions without moral code. 

			Values emerge from societies and governments, and they adjust as the laws and morals of the society change. Indigenous peoples are held at the mercy of those that came to colonize not only the Land but the psyche. Seven generations of First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples suffered from the systemic spiritual abuse committed during the Residential School era. Our very moral values—­our spiritual selves—­were trampled and defeated to make way for the “new economy.” The irony is the “benefits of economic growth” include earmarked funds for protecting the environment. It’s a catch-22: destroy the Land and its ecosystems and the health of those residing on it or near it so you can make billions; then spend billions (or not) to correct or repair or reclaim that dead and diseased terrain. The problem is: death is a permanent state. There is no cure for it, no matter how much money one has to toss at it.

			Regardless of months of intense protest, Justin Trudeau’s federal government bought the multibillion-dollar project from Texas-based Kinder Morgan to ensure the pipeline project was completed. Then it was announced the government would sell it to investors, including the Athabasca Tribal Council and the Athabasca River Métis Council, who offered to buy equity in the pipeline. Here’s the catch: it seems the only way to mitigate environmental impacts is through Indigenous ownership of these projects.

			It is a backward way to protect territories and honour the Original Agreement—­at least, I am hoping it is this, rather than simply jumping on the capitalist bandwagon with a shrug: “if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.” The system—­as it is now and has always been—­would permit the project to continue while being contested. Those community-based bank-breaking court cases may slow things down and aggravate like a fly on butter, but even if Indigenous Protectors of the Land “won” or “settled” in the end, it would be monetary only. Money to compensate for the loss of the health of their bodies, brains, and physical relationship with the Earth Mother and, ultimately, the loss of their spiritual selves as well. 

			In July 2020, the Supreme Court of Canada dismissed an appeal of the Trans Mountain pipeline approval from the Squamish Nation, Tsleil-Waututh First Nation, and the Coldwater Band of the Nlaka’pamux First Nation. The decision simply upheld the federal government’s 2019 approval and, typically, provided no other explanation. Alberta premier Jason Kenney was more than pleased stating it was “yet another critical victory for our prosperity.”

			The First Nation Leaders will continue to oppose despite losing what is, according to colonial law, the last legal option to revert federal approval of the project. Interestingly, the Federal Court of Appeal came to its decision based on the federal government’s own review of its consultation process with First Nations while simultaneously owning the pipeline. Seems like a clear case of conflict of interest to me. Absurdly enough, Justin Trudeau and his collaborators believe the pipeline provides an opportunity to capitalize on natural resources to then fund a transition to a cleaner, greener future. I guess it’s not important that the Coldwater reserve’s concern is that the planned pipeline route puts their only source of water at risk of contamination.

			Oil Sands and Our Health

			There are three major oil sand deposits in the country. They are mostly located in Alberta, some also located in Saskatchewan. Known as the Athabasca Oil Sands, Cold Lake Oil Sands, and the Peace River Oil Sands, they have a collection of nineteen tailings ponds: liquid, toxic, dangerous, Life-killing waste. Extraction from the oil sands produces 1.8 billion litres of liquid waste every day and researchers claim there is no effective route toward cleaning them up. Forty percent of a natural boreal forest is composed of wetlands, for which reinvigoration has never been demonstrated. After decades of oil sands mining (forty-one mines since 2008), only 0.2 percent of distraught Land in the Athabasca region of northern Alberta has been “certified reclaimed.”

			From 2008 to 2017, media has reported thousands of ducks, geese, songbirds, and great blue herons coated in black oil, dying or requiring euthanizing after landing in these “holding tanks” of highly toxic liquids from oil sands processing. Syncrude Canada Ltd.—­one of the world’s largest producers of synthetic crude oil from oil sands and the largest single-source producer in Canada—­was fined $3 million in 2010 after more than sixteen hundred ducks died after landing on one of their tailings pond. Three million dollars may sound like a lot of money to you and me, but it’s a peanut of a fine to a multibillion-dollar enterprise. The system of “found guilty, pay fine” is another way that money talks and corporations get away with what they continually get away with. In my little home community in the province of Québec, the citizens secured a “save the trees” policy to protect, in particular, great white pines from reckless removal for monster home development in an otherwise cottage community. “Chop down now, pay (a nominal fee) later” is the mantra of some developers building million-dollar homes—­and too many municipalities turn their heads away while licking their chops.

			According to the Calgary Herald, tailings ponds contained 1.2 trillion litres of contaminated water, covering approximately 220 square kilometres in the province of Alberta in 2017. Regardless of installing bird deterrent systems, such as loud sounding cannons, radar (damaging unto themselves), and scarecrows to “protect” the environment, these waste ponds are killing waterfowl on an increasing basis. Toxins caused by oil and petroleum products found in Lake Athabasca produce deformities in the fish and aquatic Life. We have known since time immemorial that what happens to nature happens to humankind. Local First Nation communities are plagued by cancers and brain tumours caused by pollutants associated with every stage of oil sands processes. 

			Researchers also found that monies set aside to pay for cleanup are largely insufficient, which means taxpayers must cover the costs, if cleanup happens at all. (We all know how much we hate it when our taxes go up.) In April 2020, in partnership with the Alberta government and municipalities, Justin Trudeau announced a federal investment of $1.7 billion into the cleanup of abandoned and inactive oil and gas wells in Alberta, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia. The companies that profit from wells are supposed to pay for cleanup—­not the taxpayer. The catch again is taxpayers pay for the cleanup and the oil companies avoid bankruptcy so they can keep on doing what they do best. “But it will create jobs!” Poisoned Land is good for the Canadian economy.

			It has also been reported that much of these vast regions of mined boreal forest that have been certifiably “renaturalized” typically look like grassy greens. Good enough: it’s too costly, unrealistic, or impossible (or maybe the goal to restore the landscape was insincere?) to bring these ecosystems fully back to Life.

			Self-Governing Agreements

			Self-government is a system in which negotiated agreements with the federal and provincial or territorial governments permit decision-making by self-determined Indigenous governments. Decisions about community programs and services pertaining to, for example, culture, language, education, Land management, and economic development are placed in the hands of recognized Inuit, Métis, and First Nation communities. 

			Although Indigenous law can be enforced (and sometimes prevail), all federal and provincial laws usually supersede. So, for example, the members of a registered “Indian reserve” are in charge of themselves and control their own affairs. The First Nation is released from external (federal) government control and all political authority held in place by the Indian Act. Members can hold onto their identity as First Nation peoples (or their Indian status), but any tax exemptions associated with that status fall on the chopping block. (Tax exemptions were historically put in place because it was like stealing someone’s property, then making them pay for the development of it.) 

			After fourteen years of negotiation, the Tsawwassen First Nation situated within the province of British Columbia achieved a self-governing treaty in 2009. The treaty reconciled their Aboriginal rights and title and restored their right to First Nation self-government, protected in the Canadian constitution. Why? Since being forced into exile onto a postage-stamp-sized reserve in 1821, the Tsawwassen witnessed the devastation and development of sixteen thousand hectares of their surrounding traditional territory. 

			In 1958, the construction of a BC Ferry Terminal and causeway started. In 1968, the construction of the Roberts Bank Superport began with a BC Rail line running along the causeway; its import and export activity makes it one of the busiest ports in North America, operating nonstop. The Tsawwassen Ferry Terminal is the largest ferry terminal in North America today. The provincial government responsible for all this “economic development” never consulted with or considered the fate of the Tsawwassen people. The Tsawwassen watched their world get swallowed up around them with their hands tied while being tossed scraps by way of the policies of the Indian Act. 

			So, in order for a First Nation to opt out of the Indian Act, the government waives all fiduciary “responsibility” and past agreements by giving a few million dollars to the First Nation. It then says, “Adios—­manage yourselves. Don’t call us, we’ll call you.” Done. The Tsawwassen First Nation became part of Metro Vancouver. After a buyout, a First Nation must figure out how to run a healthy, vibrant, progressive, economically sound community, complete with all services and amenities.

			By 2017, the Tsawwassen First Nation was responsible for the construction of two shopping centres—­one a megamall to stimulate tourism—­and the development of new industrial and residential zones. Sustaining Eurocentric values gets expensive, especially when so many of the younger generation want cell phones, four-wheel drives, McDonald’s, clothes from the Gap, and Tim Horton’s coffee. 

			Self-governing First Nations are pressured into investing or partnering with big business to keep their own coffers topped up and to meet the standards of the world of Big Daddy. That’s when the oil and gas and mining and forestry companies come calling. The government wins. It will have washed its hands of those transfer payments; it is no longer “responsible” for the now self-governing reserves; it does not have to deal with those pesky Aboriginal rights and subsequent court battles. If self-governing First Nations do their business right, they will get some dividends from those corporate-sharing profits. Then everyone is happy. Or are they? No point in piling up all that cash while dying of cancer or drinking yourself to death. 

			The focus of the department of Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs is modern treaties and Land claims of Indigenous peoples. The department comes from splitting in two the former department of Indian and Northern Affairs—­afterwards “Indian” became “Aboriginal” and then “Indigenous.” (The other department created by the split is the current department of Indigenous Services.) On the surface, the goal of the department looks great: promote First Nation self-government to generate “own-source revenue.” So, casinos go up in First Nations communities, shopping malls get built, and diamond mines and tar sands provide jobs; money flows in and the communities build cultural centres, day cares, schools, and medical facilities that offer mental-health services to (hopefully) prevent suicides. Kids are still dropping out of school no matter how pretty the buildings are.

			In a 2018 presentation at the University of Saskatchewan, Kainai (Blood) academic Dr. Leroy Little Bear, Treaty 7 territory, stated: “Our babies must see the land, not just concrete; our babies must smell the plants, not just the poisonous smell of refined sugar; our babies must taste the berries, not just Big Macs; our babies must touch the land, the bark of trees, not just Toys R Us.” When asked to do that Land Acknowledgement for the Royal Society of Canada’s College of New Scholars, Artists, and Scientists at the Chateau Laurier in Ottawa, I cannot help but think—­time and time again—­of all those brilliant academic minds from across the country and across disciplines. Every area of “reparative” study brings me to think about our relationship with the Land and traditional Anishinaabe Teachings. Imagine if we had all kept to the Original Agreement. What kinds of projects would these brilliant minds be working on instead of analyzing how to repair all the ills of current society?

			In 1961, when American astronauts known as the Original Seven, or Mercury 7, blasted up into orbit, they looked down at the Earth and remarked how pretty, how lush. Like a precious marble. One of those men said it made him think that we—­humankind—­“better take care of her.” These scientific, intelligent, privileged Euro-American men had to get shot millions of kilometres away from Earth to see how special she is—­how magnificent, in the middle of a blackened expanse of universe. How reassuring, how comforting to look upon her and recognize her as Home. Like a Mother. Nurturing and calming was the effect she had upon these otherwise fearless astronauts. It makes me think of the soldiers of the world wars, crying for their mothers in the face of Death. 

			Time for Uprising

			The COVID-19 pandemic presents an opportunity for change. Great change. We need a new consciousness, a new economy, a new (or renewed) value system, a new (or renewed) relationship with Mother Earth. We need to find our spiritual selves again. We must wake up to spiritually unevolved manipulators who make us believe they are creating something good while they are actually covering up what is bad.

			Corporations guilty of destruction may do good deeds, like Nestlé donating to a theatre or Shell Oil donating to the Glenbow Museum. They figure the deed or donation outweighs—­or at least distracts from—­their behind-closed-doors business dealings. It’s a dance—­a balancing act between corruption and greed and guilt relief. Like going to church on Sunday after sinning all week, only to get back at it Monday morning. Like Mafia kings christening their babies in churches dripping with gold from their tax-free (guilt-freeing) donations. The general public is impressed by those deeds and, with their heads in the sand, kept on the wheel of “success.”

			After sifting through the details of the Numbered Treaties within the boundaries of Alberta, it is clear that reserve-based status Indians and their communities—­across the nation-state of Canada—­were and are detrimentally neglected, forgotten, unprioritized, bullied, and rendered invisible. The “white father” (the king), then the “white mother” (the queen), promised to “take care of their Indian children” in supposed exchange for opening Indigenous territories to settlers and sucking up the Land.

			Men and women who resisted colonization and assimilation—­like the Dena-zaa of Kelly Lake and the Métis of the prairies and the Tsek’ehne of the mountains, and, I imagine, many other community groups and family clans who thought they could escape the intrusions—­were left to wander with diminishing food sources, polluted waters, clear-cut forests, mining sites, pipeline construction, and tailings ponds. Then they were compelled to submit petitions to adhere to an existing treaty or negotiate a reserve base or a Land claim agreement before their beloved Life-giving lands were violently and entirely consumed.

			The dispersed, like members of the disenfranchised Michel First Nation, tried to move into towns for work only offered to whites, and too many were ridiculed, mocked, and discriminated against. Racism prevailed in urban centres. Women would often go missing. So many Indigenous people turn to self-medication or suicide—­on or off reserve. Racism, oppression, and discrimination run deep in the mindset of many Canadians to this day. Think of September 28, 2020, when Joyce Echaquan from the community of Atikamekw de Manawan livestreamed her treatment while in hospital in Joliette (Québec). The abuse and neglect she suffered as she lay dying, while nurses hurled racist insults, is yet another example of blatant racism currently occurring in Canada. 

			I have only ever heard Euro-Canadians say there is no racism in this country. With increasing awakenings to the Truth about ongoing racism against Indigenous people, Black people, and people of colour across the globe, Canadian citizens are beginning to examine the systemic racism born of a colonial society that is Canada. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy states “colonialism is a practice of domination, which involves the subjugation of one people to another.” The Oxford Dictionary defines colonialism as the “policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economically.” Didn’t former prime minister Stephen Harper say Canada has “no history of colonialism”?

			A mixed economy—­born of two very different origins—­is the current reality in Indigenous communities where there is still something left to exploit. The ideal, I have read, is to “combine traditional economic activities and new industrial and commercial ventures.” What does that mean? It often involves the commodification of culture or tourism: How We Used To Be. 

			Ktunaxa (also known as Yagan Nukiy; the Euro-Canadian misnomer is Kootney) Elder Kaka Nulkin Kławłas (Chris Luke Sr.) recently told me it was the time for Kukl-lul-lakam, meaning the time to Wake Up the Spirit. It is time, he said, for all our people to Put Those Ancestors to Work. Our part of the Exchange is to Remove All Obstacles. The Spirit of a People is connected to the Land—­all things not made by man. The Water. The Trees. The Animals. The Skies. The Earth. 

			A Spiritual Existence

			Think of how many religious images display sunsets and cloud formations, rainbows, and waves. Our missing link to empowerment lies in the Spiritual Direction—­and I do not mean Christianity or any other organized religion-of-replacement hybrids. This is the job for people of pure Spiritual Heartiness. Of All Nations. As Guests and Hosts to this Land, each honouring their traditional roles and Codes of Ethics. Allow us to Host you. We Know the Land. We can Take Care of You. We invite you into our Original Agreement. Please be a Good Guest. That is All We Ask. If you do not like this place as is, if you cannot vow to keep it in as pristine a condition as you found it, you can go back to where you came from. That has always been the Understanding.

			Why is it so important for Indigenous peoples to fight for their traditional way of Life? The mainstream Canadian mindset often accuses Inuit, Métis, and First Nations of holding on to the past. Is it feasible to want to continue to hunt and fish and harvest foods and medicines? It was a superior way of knowing and being. It was a Spiritual Existence. Remaining in respectful connection with Mother Earth and her gifts keeps humankind healthy, honest, stable, and true to our Original Agreement. How do Indigenous peoples honour their Original Agreement in this current and ongoing reality? Is it humanly possible? Is it environmentally possible? Is it too late?

			All I can say is I hope the Leaders experience Kukl-lul-lakam: the Waking of the Spirit. It is Time, Elder Kaka Nulkin Kławłas said, to Put Those Ancestors to Work. In remembrance and in exchange for their help and guidance, we Remove All Obstacles for them. That means the obstacles to the spirit such as greed, pollution, disconnection, addictions, technology, individualism, capitalism, and consumerism. Then, and only then, the Human Spirit will thrive once again.

			A Land Acknowledgement that states it recognizes or accepts that the city upon which the speaker is standing is on the traditional territory of an Indigenous people or peoples, is simply not good enough. It’s time for Truth telling and sharing. It’s time for Indigenous peoples to let Canadians know what is really going on in their territories—­and in their hearts, minds, and souls. For the sake of the Land and the future generations of all Canadians. 

			Yes, an Alberta Land Acknowledgement has many possibilities. There are so many stories unfolding to this day that deserve to be shared. Stories that deserve to be heard and well understood.
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The Land Acknowledgement as Artistic Practice 

			The Ontario Public Service Employees Union (OPSEU) Indigenous Circle’s statement on Land Acknowledgements rightfully recommends that the acknowledgement be “placed first on the Agenda, prior to the Statement of Respect and definitely before any rendition of ‘O Canada,’ and not treated as a check-off box on a list of to-do items.” They, with strength and integrity, go as far as providing a statement example that includes ongoing colonial issues facing Indigenous peoples and the Land, and which would make meaning of the notion of Reconciliation: “We also acknowledge that the government of Canada and its citizens continue to lay pipelines and encroach on Indigenous territories without free and informed consent. This form of colonization fails to respect that Indigenous communities remain the traditional protectors of water and defenders of land on Turtle Island and we commit to doing what we can to end this practice.” 

			This is an amazing example of how a Land Acknowledgement holds both Truth and power. It is potent in its statement that “Indigenous communities remain the traditional protectors of water and defenders of land on Turtle Island.” But please remember—­always—­the use of the term Indigenous includes Inuit and Métis and that not all Inuit, First Nation, and Métis peoples refer to North America as Turtle Island. Although inherently, yes, we are traditionally the protectors of water and defenders of Land, not every single Indigenous person or community is in a position to uphold this role—­for many conflicting reasons. It is a huge statement to make on behalf of all. This is why specifics and facts are so important: to avoid blanket statements. The key here, however, is the final line: “we commit to doing what we can to end this practice.”

			It is vitally important for the event host to state exactly what they have in mind here. What are they doing? What can they do? What have they done? And how will they express their action and invitation to others to participate in change? Are they working on behalf of Indigenous community groups or in collaboration with them? Are they working on behalf of the Earth Mother or in collaboration with activists and environmentalists who do? The Land Acknowledgement always pertains to the Land and what has become of our human treatment of these lands we inhabit and hold jurisdiction over.

			The Arts 

			This is when the arts can step in and step up. The Land Acknowledgement can be accompanied by, or embedded in, the transformative power of performance art. Louis Riel famously said, “My people will sleep for one hundred years, but when they awake, it will be the artists who give them their spirit back.” The artists can assume an impactful role in bringing the spirit of the Land Acknowledgement back to its traditional centre. Hosts and guests can reclaim their roles once again, albeit in a changed world, to learn about this Indigenous Land—­unsurrendered, defended, regained, or under treaty, historic or modern. 

			The artists can revolutionize the Land Acknowledgement by offering their imaginations, their creativity, their vision, and their energy—­their spirits—­by way of the powerful, evolutionary tool of expression the arts have always held across societies, since ancient times. Contemporary, interpretive performance art—­whether theatre, poetry, rap, storytelling, song, dance, music, movement, spoken word, or artistic installation inspired by or including traditional drum, dance, and song—­have the magical ability to synthesize story and message by way of the body to stimulate the emotions and develop the spirit. I, personally and professionally, have relied upon artistic expression within an Indigenous pedagogical framework to get colonial-influenced peoples out of their heads and into their hearts by way of the body in order to inspire spiritual growth—­in order to stimulate collective consciousness-raising and change for the better, for the benefit of humankind and the Earth Mother.

			The practice of Land Acknowledgement, in return, can offer artists opportunities beyond the confines of conventional performance spaces and margins of the “art world.” The practice offers artists access to audiences in much broader contexts: governments, corporations, educational institutions, private businesses, religious communities, and international companies in the realm of science, health, social work, recreation, athletics, politics, economics, and the environment. Every aspect of Canadian society—­every settler or new Canadian, every Indigenous person, every tourist, or invited guest—­should be granted the opportunity, as standard Canadian practice, to learn the Truth about the Land now called Canada. 

			This movement would naturally sustain, nourish, and enhance artistic community practice. This exposure to artistic expression would develop new audiences for more conventional access to the arts world. The process would be mutual, wholistic, and collaborative among knowledge systems, art forms, mentors and mentees, teachers and learners, all within the ebb and flow of Truth-sharing. In order to understand what needs to be reconciled, one must first confront the Truth of the matter. The arts and artists have the historic reputation and, may I say, the responsibility to take on truths and turn them into something appealing, something palatable, something thought provoking. I have always said: artists shed the softest tears because they can take something painful and turn it into something beautiful.

			Consistency and Availability 

			Offering an effective, heartfelt, educational Land Acknowledgement that respectfully empowers Canadians to honour the Earth Mother and all her gifts may seem daunting. Indigenous peoples represent approximately five percent of the Canadian population. We are not crawling the streets. As a consultant, I have often been contracted to liaise with my own local Indigenous community for cross-cultural collaborations, only to discover grandiose intentions of “equitable representation” that simply cannot be fulfilled due to our limited populations. If, within that small population, you narrow it down to orators and cultural carriers, historians, and writers to contract in order to honour the Territorial Acknowledgement and protocols, it is even more daunting—­even overwhelming. But engaging this task is necessary.

			How often have you heard institutions state they will hire more Indigenous teachers or admit more Indigenous students into their programs or boards of directors or political positions as an answer to decolonization or Truth and Reconciliation? (These are important, yes, but remember that “including Indigenous people,” without systemic change, is tokenism.) 

			Mainstream society is guilty of being what I call the Fast Food Society: they want results quickly, especially when something interferes with their otherwise controlled agendas. Yet, you have heard the call to build relationships with Indigenous peoples. Building relationships requires trust. Indigenous peoples are generally not trusting of the colonizers’ ways. (Go figure.) Offers for relationship or collaboration, whether professional or personal, too often seem—­or prove—­to be based on hidden agendas. Building relationships based on trust will take time and requires patience. Even if it takes generations to develop, my advice is to engage fully and sincerely in order to do it well—­for the long haul. Indigenous peoples the world over are used to long lonely struggles and have had to apply great patience to address, for example, systemic racism over the course of centuries. 

			As an arts organization, make a schedule of events to be held each season or cycle of seasons. Decide which events will draw the most impressive crowds, the most wide-reaching audiences, or which events require the richness of live oration—­or both. The Land Acknowledgement should not be reserved to impress Indigenous-specific gatherings or content only. Remember: to do it right, to adhere to the Teaching of Honour, it must be a living acknowledgement, because there is so much to catch up on together. Land atrocities are occurring each and every day. As Canadian citizens become more and more aware and concerned of this veritable climate crisis and environmental destruction, the more initiatives to correct historic violations arise. 

			The conversation for change is happening. The era of global pandemic presents an opportunity to reimagine our economic, social, and environmental paradigm. An open conversation for change is out of the environmental-activist closet. Canadian citizens have the power to make a difference. Canadian governance structures must be challenged and those that work within those structures must be held accountable for the collective health of all living entities. Once the economic paradigm shifts, so many other societal issues will fall into place.

			You may decide to contract a variety of Elders or academics each time, or for each season or cycle of seasons—­well in advance of your programming, year after year—­until there is no more to be learned. (Which will never happen.) We have over five hundred years to hear about from different Indigenous perspectives, different Indigenous communities, and individual Indigenous Knowledge Keepers, historians, and orators. 

			You and your audiences will learn new information and new perspectives with each Land Acknowledgement provider. Imagine a theatre season of six productions. If a ten-minute time slot was dedicated to a Land Acknowledgement for each opening-night show, that means one hour in total every theatre season to create something of meaning, enhanced by artistic medium. The information to be shared over the course of six opening-night performances would become something of interest and excitement, as it would build the knowledge of the audience, rather than bore the audience with the same one-liner rhetoric that has come to characterize the current Land Acknowledgement practice.

			Some critics may question the impact of such an approach if the same audience members do not attend each opening-night performance. Any audience that hears five to ten minutes of well-executed information will benefit. The information may prompt conversation and further inquiry beyond what the theatre has stimulated. It is also important not to be afraid to repeat good information in a fresh way. Humans the world over are known to need some degree of repetition to fully grasp or understand deep meaning. Artists can help in this regard. Indigenous storytellers can help in this regard. Without, of course, repeating the same “Land Acknowledgement statement,” empty of meaning—­time and time again.

			Artists and arts organizations can collaborate with the historians, the Teachers, the Knowledge Keepers, the writers, and the orators to bring the Land Acknowledgement to Life. Music, visuals, lights, sound, dance, poetry, spoken word, media, and digital arts can provide the emotion behind the message, the backdrop to help every kind of learner—­aural, visual, verbal, physical, social, logical, or solitary—­grasp the Truth in order to understand the necessity for our collective Reconciliation with the Land. I have always found one can be so much more stimulated by one hour’s worth of performance art than by weeks of involuntary book learning. A well-executed Land Acknowledgement, rich in its performance, would provide audience-engaging excitement, something to anticipate at each gathering. The Land Acknowledgement itself becomes part of the event’s event. 

			Youth and Elders 

			Traditional peoples always had youth nourished and prepared for the trials and tribulations of adulthood by way of “training.” Inuit would make small replicas of tools and utensils (and dolls) for children to use as toys; this familiarized children with ways of being and cultural activities that they assumed at an older age. They learned by watching, observing, listening, mimicking, and then participating with guidance from their Elders. Children from all over the world and across cultures innately learn in this way. 

			The bigger question is: What are we, as adults and nurturers, modelling? It breaks my heart to see young mothers on their cell phones while nursing their babies, or parents on an outing with their children paying more attention to their cell phones than their children. Or parents handing cell phones to their kids when at a cultural gathering or meeting so they “behave.” It is a different distraction than offering a colouring book or picture book or finger weaving. The digitalization of our world creates divisions among family members. This is not new information.

			Traditional Teachings of the Anishinaabeg and many other Indigenous cultures uphold the philosophy of generational responsibilities. Youth are in their direction of Life to explore, to begin the journey of acknowledging their strengths and weaknesses, to ask questions, to observe, to adventure, to think, to listen, and to understand. Yet, the world over celebrates some exceptional youth who have garnered widespread recognition for their far-reaching accomplishments and bravery, such as (to name a few): Abhayjeet Singh Sachal (British Columbia), initiator of connections among students; Greta Thunberg (Germany) and Ridhima Pandey (India), climate activists; Andreas Robinson (Nova Scotia), anti-Black racism entrepreneur; Autumn Peltier (Ontario), traditional Water Protector; Ye Wai Phyo Aung (Myanmar), freedom of expression activist; Larissa Crawford (Alberta), advocate for Indigenous leadership in the global energy sector; Malala Yousafzai (Pakistan), female education activist; Brendan Jordan (United States), LGBTQ youth role model; and Shania Pruden (Manitoba), activist for missing and murdered Indigenous women. I would assert they learned from wise role models who inspired, nurtured, and supported them every step of the way, and who will continue to do so, until these youth firmly plant their feet in the next direction of Adult. Child, Youth, Adult, and Elder: the four directions of the Life cycle, each with very specific roles and responsibilities to be honoured and fulfilled. 

			In this Land Acknowledgement movement, we must consider youth mentees, whether they are alongside the historians, the Cultural Carriers, orators, writers, or performing artists: we must invest in our upcoming Knowledge Keepers. We must always be ready to pass these ongoing stories and responsibilities to those who are willing to listen and learn. Finding them must be a part of the process—­not something added on as an afterthought. Schools, clubs, friends, colleagues, Friendship Centres, community and cultural centres, some Indigenous businesses, and powwow committees would have Indigenous youth to recommend.

			In days of Old, Elders were renowned for their observation skills—­skills they applied not just to the Land, weather systems, animals, and the like. They would be able to counsel an intended couple about marriage and determine if it would be a good match based on their scrutiny and knowledge. Elders would also select certain youth to prepare for certain roles, based on what had been observed about their characteristics and skills—­much like how the heads of Catholic families of yesteryear selected the most studious of their numerous children for the academic demands of the priesthood.

			Ovide Mercredi, a former Chief of the Assembly of First Nations, was solicited by Elders who encouraged him to run for the position. They had been observing him. They had decided he would make a good Leader. They believed in him. They supported him throughout his tenure. In traditional Indigenous society, no one walks alone. Everyone needs official support and guidance, especially those in positions of power. It keeps those Leaders honest, humble, and grounded to the Earth and the ancestors—­and ultimately accountable to themselves and the People.

			The Digital Age 

			Land Acknowledgement as artistic and cultural practice provides the greatest opportunity to nourish the emotional and intellectual directions of the Human Being. In mainstream society, “emotion” is almost a dirty word. (Remember my account of my manager saying we do not ask how people feel at work?) Yet, in many traditional Indigenous peoples’ philosophy, the emotional component is one of four components that make a complete Human Being.

			The technical world is currently denying us as Human Beings. Although “going digital” has many advantages, the danger is that it keeps us confined to an individual bubble. Technology has increasingly kept us with our heads down looking at a screen, while rivers get dammed, lands get flooded, the Earth gets blasted, trees get chopped, and children get ignored. While animals get sick, fish grow deformities, parasites spread, brains grow tumours, and pandemics take over. We are momentarily aghast when confronted with these realities, then turn off and tune out by switching our attention to something appeasing, like houses of the rich and famous, or how to cook coquilles Saint Jacques, or news about the latest Hollywood scandal, or the best TV series for stories of violence, corruption, and deceit.

			How do we reach the masses to take action on the climate crisis and destruction of the planet? By way of omnipresent Land Acknowledgements, delivered in the most impactful way of Truth-telling—­beyond the performative, and enhanced by performance arts that foster human interaction. 

			Online Land Acknowledgements

			When oration or live performance is not possible (let’s hope conditions of the pandemic end soon), digital communication serves as the means to connect large groups. Communicating via Skype or Zoom or other ways has proven to be the only alternative during the height of this unprecedented COVID-19 disease. Although amazing, digital communication cannot, of course, ever replace the human species’ need to congregate or the dynamic of necessary, physical, human connection.

			However, if pandemics become a more frequent occurrence in our diseased world and we are faced with no alternative, digital or media arts will naturally provide the alternative to live oration. Once again, artistic expression offers a way to more effectively communicate. But who is responsible for providing the Land Acknowledgement when gatherers are zooming in from across the country or the globe? The event organizer’s place of origin dictates the Land Acknowledgement. If participants are asked to self-introduce at a gathering, they can certainly share what territory or treaty they are positioned in—­much as in the Land Acknowledgement “statements” of what I will call “the past”—­but the host is responsible for arranging an informative and insightful acknowledgement of their Land base. This is the event organizer’s information-sharing opportunity about place, regardless of where the majority in attendance zoom in from. 

			To avoid what I call “screen fiend” burnout, some virtual conferences take place over a period of weeks, with the same purpose, host, and participants. If this is the case, make it just like the theatre-opening scenario: if four meetings are planned, the acknowledgement provider should open each meeting by bringing new information to the table. Five minutes for each of four meetings equals twenty minutes of information in total. As previously stated, this is serious business and there is so much to be learned. So much to be shared.

			Artistic Land Acknowledgements

			Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Four Nations Exchange—­an Indigenous theatre ensemble—­was in the development stage of an Algonquin Land Acknowledgement by way of artistic expression. I selected a soundtrack by a professional Indigenous artist, for which copyright and permissions had to be addressed. For which cultural protocol had to be asked about and, if applicable, adhered to. The Land Acknowledgement script is narrated live over the instrumentals of the prerecorded music. Then the ensemble, in the background, starts a movement piece that illustrates the powerful lyrics that speak of Land, Water, Skies and the Ancestors. 

			When the instrumentals come back, the movement subsides, and the live narration recommences to complete the Acknowledgement. The music itself is perfectly suited to have two different tones. The first celebrates what once was, enhanced further by the movement component, inspired by Indigenous sign language, featuring the beautiful vocals and culturally rich lyrics. The second addresses current realities of the traditional territory, signalled by a narration shift. In a total of four minutes—­the duration of the song—­this Land Acknowledgement offers audiences a passionate local history lesson, a testament to our Original Agreement, and a beautiful visual to powerful music by an established First Nation artist that honours our deep, cultural worldview of Ginawaydaganuc: We Are All Connected. 

			Curtis Peeteetuce, Nêhiyaw (Plains Cree) actor, playwright, and director from Beardy’s & Okemasis First Nation in Treaty 6 territory of present-day Saskatchewan, put his artistic skills together to create his solo show, Immemorial. This nonverbal piece tells the story of his people, particularly through a male lens, which is an important aspect to consider in relation to the Land. Through movement to an original soundtrack, Curtis succeeds in telling a gripping story that can easily serve as a Territorial Acknowledgement. It starts as a beautiful tribute to his ancestors, then shifts into the impact of colonization upon his people. It is an eight-minute, one-man testimonial. It could readily be used with an accompanying, complementary voice-over narration that works in sync with the piece. The written narration could be adapted for any cross-cultural Land Acknowledgement of a buffalo-hunting people of the plains, including local Métis. Curtis’s work provides an example of one visual, either live or professionally recorded, used to enhance an oration that can shift for local purposes across the prairie provinces. 

			Toronto-based Indigenous studies scholar Cheryl Suzack, from Batchewana First Nation, part of the (violated) 1850 Huron Robinson Treaty located just outside of Sault Ste. Marie in Ontario, integrates storytelling with the history of Land treaties. Although I have never heard her speak, she was inspired by educator Jo-Ann Archibald (Q’um Q’um Xiiem), Sto:lo of the Sowahlie First Nation (British Columbia). 

			Jo-Ann is an advocate for Indigenous storytellers of all ages, using traditional stories and stories based on Life experience. Life-experience stories are, as she stated in a 2016 interview for University Affairs magazine, “stories of resilience, of overcoming problems, making connections and building family and community relationships. We can use life-experience stories in much the same way we use traditional stories.” Combining education, knowledge of Land treaties, and Life-experience storytelling is a perfect recipe for an effective, heartfelt, Indigenous-driven Land Acknowledgement. 

			The Calgary Foundation—­I leave it to you to check out its investment strategies in capital markets—­has produced an excellent clip, Stories of the Land, Acknowledging Treaty 7 Territory. The acknowledgement includes Elders from Blackfoot Confederacy First Nations with footage of the beautiful sites and sounds of their breathtaking terrain and traditional song. In just five minutes (and forty-five seconds), one hears clear messages about looking after the gift that is the Land; prioritizing the Land; finding out the Truth about the Original peoples who took care of these lands; and that true acknowledgements of the Land occur every day. Powerful. 

			From the south side of the “Medicine Line” (imposed colonial national boundaries), Macy’s department store chain aired a nationwide television-only event (with no audience) on November 26, 2020 to celebrate their annual Thanksgiving Parade. They opened with an impressive (socially distant) Land Acknowledgment of the Lenape of Manahatta (Manhatten) and the Mashpee Wampanoag Nation, or People of the First Light. The Wampanoag have inhabited present-day Massachusetts and eastern Rhode Island for more than 12,000 years. Their powerful two-minute acknowledgement included a traditional rattle song, and an Original-language Thanksgiving and statement about the resilience of Native American tribes historically based in the northeast of what became the United States.

			Great Orators can prepare an address to explain their people’s relationship with the Land from both an Original perspective and a current one. Honouring that address further by including artistic flair and cultural finesse for emphasis is a win-win. This way, we not only support the Land and the peoples—­Indigenous and non-Indigenous—­attached to that Land, but we support artistic practice and artists and Cultural Carriers as well. It’s an augmented opportunity to build awareness through artistic collaboration. Everyone learns about the Land and the Original Agreement through the creative senses, stimulating social justice and climate action. Video or film produced in advance—­showing a strong reading or an interpretative dance or songs with powerful lyrics—­can bring Life to the modern-day Land Acknowledgement.

			Arms Out Wide 

			The host organizer then arranges for the invitation to audience members or conference attendees or colleagues to sign up to join forces in whatever social, climate, or Land justice initiatives they announce commitment to, in the spirit of true Reconciliation. This is authentic relationship building that reaches across cultures, creeds, and religions—­and brings us all back to the Land.

			Once again, if Land Acknowledgements are treated as opportunities to educate, they can provide streams of information that reflect Indigenous realities, which shift and vary almost daily in this country. For everyone, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, the pandemic has shifted our consciousness and forced us all to re-examine our ways of doing. There is no going back to what was—­and thank goodness for that. We, as Indigenous peoples, have to set the record straight, because mainstream media typically neglect to report our Truths and, if they do, they certainly do not report from an Indigenous perspective. The Land Acknowledgement can become a vehicle of progressive communication facilitated by Indigenous peoples themselves by way of Oral Tradition and the arts.

			Trade versus Money

			Money makes the world go round, but the world is not spinning in a healthy way because of it. 

			Organizations are always juggling money. Money is the ultimate decision maker. Is what we want too expensive? Where can we cut costs? How can we get more funding? How can we get more for less? Where should we prioritize spending? It is a reality, but does it have to be this way? Individuals too are in the mode of a moneymaking consciousness. We have all been conditioned to think our purpose is to earn, earn, earn, and spend, spend, spend. I am sick of hearing political “leaders” refer to what they claim is good for “the economy.” If our collective societal measure of success is how much money one makes or how big one’s house is or expensive the car or clothes, we fall into and remain in the money trap. 

			When my son was fourteen years old, he was required to attend a career-counselling session. The goal of the session was to promote educational readiness among the crowd of youngsters by streaming them into future courses of study, programming them toward “success.” After all, youngsters need to be groomed and fully prepared for their moneymaking adulthood, right? My son said something sassy in response to the career counsellor’s comment that “everybody has to go to college or university if you want to be successful.” My son blurted out, “No, you don’t!” The counsellor was immediately perturbed, ready to kick him out for being a smart aleck. My son then clarified with, “It depends on someone’s definition of success.” The counsellor humbly agreed, and my son was allowed to stay for the rest of the grooming. 

			Here is an account I read in Bonita Lawrence’s Fractured Homeland. It’s from Elder Carol Bate of the (non-status) Ardoch Algonquin First Nation: “My father had one foot permanently in two worlds and he suffered hugely about it. Because he tried to live with one foot in the world that said if you’re an honest man and a generous man you’re a good man, and with the other foot in the other world that said if you’re a competitive cutthroat who cheats people and you get a big house and fill it full of fancy furniture, then you are a good [successful] man.” 

			Do not let money prevent you from engaging an otherwise unaffordable service you want or need, such as an effective Land Acknowledgement. I have often negotiated trade for my facilitation services to those grassroots organizations running on a shoestring budget. We all have our gifts to offer one another. It’s guaranteed that someone who works for that nonprofit or sits on a board of directors possesses a skill that I do not have. Some of the “poorest” nonprofit organizations I have worked with have honoured me with the greatest of gifts, such as cedar-tree trimming, house painting, organic honey, jewellery, eagle feathers, and homemade jams. 

			In fact, the “poorest” group I worked for ended up offering the “richest” exchange. The exchange was based on gratitude, Honour, and Respect. We built a relationship that is strong to this very day. The key is: the Exchange must be honourable. I have had other experiences where I offered exchange with people who did not hold up their end of the bargain. The relationship failed, trust was lost, and Respect was not established. Experiences like that only sharpen the senses. And word gets around.

			If you cannot offer an honorarium or a contract fee to your consultants and artists, offer something else of value that you have readily at your disposal. I have often heard Elders say that, at one time, if someone stated they liked something—­like your pocketknife or pair of earrings—­that would be the gift to offer. This tradition must not be taken out of context, nor taken advantage of (times have changed). The point is: it is about honouring the individual with something worthy instead of gifting that ugly X-mas sweater you received one year just to rid it from your closet. 

			I remember a theatre company asking me what they could gift an Elder I had secured for an opening, and for whom they had no money in their budget for an honorarium. I suggested a pair of complimentary tickets to a show of their guest’s choice. They were genuinely—­and pleasantly—­surprised by the notion. Gifting requires thought; it requires effort. Sometimes self-examination is the thought and effort required. Sometimes the Human Being loses track of the gifts they have to offer. Ultimately, it is a gift of self that helps build a trusting relationship.
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We All Go Back to the Land 

			Don’t waste time. Death is inevitable. We will all experience it. There is no escaping it, regardless of scientists racing to find a “cure” by way of chemical preservation of the brain and the rich having their corpses freeze-dried until the cure arrives. If you become a member of a “cryopreservation” club, you may pay as little as $28,000 and up to as much as $200,000—­a one-time fee (of course), payable at the time of death (let’s hope you leave some friends or family behind to sort this out). If you need to economize, you could choose the “head-only option,” which would cost a maximum of $80,000. In addition, it costs annually to be a member and you must put an extra several thousand dollars aside for shipping and handling.

			Regardless, if technology of the future finds a way to have a dead person come back to Life, how would the Earth Mother sustain the endless populations? How much longer can the Gift Giver keep giving? Especially one stripped, weakened, overpopulated, and poisoned? What is humankind’s obsession with eternal living while simultaneously destroying the Earth Mother and her waters? 

			One of my favourite popular songs is by the extraordinary African-American singer songwriter Tracy Chapman; she brings the listener to question humankind’s quest for answers to our troubles by looking to the beyond. She sings to suggest the answer to our foibles is right here on Earth. In other words, we must look directly at ourselves to recognize our own responsibilities and Respect what is right before us. Even Christianity teaches that the “new kingdom” is here on Earth. If heaven is here on Earth, why would we destroy our own planet? Our own paradise? 

			Death is a natural part of Life. It’s a cycle. We will all go back to the Land someday, whether in a box or urn or released at a favourite spot we had while on our Earth Walk, we shall all return to the soil. But there is big money in death. Caskets can cost thousands, embalming fluid preserves the body for viewing, and grave wax reduces decomposition for more than a century. Superglue is used to combat unclosed eyes and conceal puncture wounds; all kinds of utensils and gadgets and tricks are used to ensure a peaceful, smiling facial expression, so loved ones can say, “Didn’t she look lovely, so at peace (the mortician did such a good job).”

			Even in death we can be responsible to the Earth Mother and the upcoming Seven Generations, but society doesn’t seem to want us to think much about death. In North American society, we avoid discussing it. That, and aging. North Americans are obsessed with youth and beauty. Many world religions preach about everlasting Life. Indigenous spirituality interprets “everlasting Life” as our collective responsibility to ensure the continuation of the human species.

			Toxic chemicals in cosmetics are washed off faces every day, draining into water systems that lead to the oceans, damaging ecosystems and killing aquatic species. Big beauty brands wanting to capitalize on the “natural ingredient” bandwagon want these natural ingredients (that are often used to disguise a plethora of toxic ingredients) in large quantities. They want those ingredients quickly and cheaply, regardless of the environmental impact. Lipsticks are laden with chemicals. Hair dyes and other products are harmful to the environment and linked to health issues including compromised nervous systems, skin and throat irritation, and respiratory problems. It is predominantly women who are killing the planet this way, and they (may) look darn good while doing it. What is our definition of beauty? Is it worth it? When does common sense occur? Can anyone really say they don’t care? 

			So, when death happens to a loved one, we are weak with grief and vulnerable to decisions that need to be made under typically extreme emotional duress and physical and mental fatigue. Embalming fluid made of chemicals that prevent the body from decomposing can produce close to five hundred litres of funeral waste: the chemicals mixed with fecal matter, the contents of internal organs, and blood. Everything eventually gets flushed into the sewer system and released into water systems.

			Cremation, often thought of as a “greener” alternative, is not. The process releases mercury and other toxins into the atmosphere and burns large quantities of fossil fuels in order to reduce the body to ashes. Our bodies are full of chemicals: mercury from dental fillings, and highly toxic dioxins and furans that pollute the foods we eat. Dioxins and furans are mainly in meat and dairy, but also in fish and seafood. They are some of the most poisonous substances known to science, causing cancer and reproductive and developmental problems. 

			Cremation releases greenhouse gases and the vaporized chemicals into the atmosphere. But why care if you’re dead anyway? We should care because of the moral responsibility we all have toward our future Seven Generations and our Original Agreement to our Mother Earth, the Ultimate Gift Giver. 

			Green (or natural) burial is the thinking human’s way to be: the eco-conscious, the environmentalist, the honourable and traditionally minded Indigenous way to be. It is simple, affordable, and environmentally sustainable. The body is either wrapped in a shroud or placed in a biodegradable coffin without any preserving chemicals or embalming fluids and the grave site is allowed to return to nature—­one literally goes back to the Land. The Earth Mother takes us into her fold to rest for all time. We Are the Land.

			The Greater Good

			This guide may seem challenging or insurmountable to some. It may seem unrealistic to others. I realize this information about historic wrongs, systemic racism, oppression, colonial worldview, corruption, manipulation, disease, struggle, the justice system, a destructive economic paradigm, sacred Land violations, contamination and exploitation, and a global pandemic is overwhelming. It is easy to fall into a pit of despair and say it just doesn’t matter in the end. Go ahead, throw your Coke can in the ditch and keep on driving. Paint your nails red. Grind your nonbiodegradable cigarette butt into the ground. Eat your Big Mac. Dump your paint thinner down the drain. Pour another drink. Turn up the TV. 

			But it does matter; one does not have to be religious or spiritual or Indigenous or an environmentalist or an activist to strive for the Greater Good. The Greater Good is a way of being that broadens our horizons for both our personal and global-citizen existence. It’s within reach for all of us. This is where the Good Teachings of how to get through our human existence, with all its challenges, come in. 

			My now-adult son contacted me the other day to tell me he had been thinking (again) about the definition of success. I reminded him we are all born with strengths and weaknesses, and it is up to each individual to explore and discover their strengths and weaknesses. Be humble about your strengths. Offer those strengths to others where they may be weak. Ask for and accept others’ strengths in areas where you are weak. This is what connects us as a Human Family. We are all born with gifts. Discover what they are and nurture the ones that make you your unique self. Invest in them fully. Find the one or the ones that make better sense to you. 

			Ask others whom you trust to clarify what your gifts are if you are uncertain. Just like the theatre representative, who had not thought of offering the obvious (theatre tickets) to that Elder in exchange for his prayer. Sometimes we take our gifts for granted. Sometimes when you are granted with many, one or two will fall into place, eventually, as a means to provide for yourself and your family or community. Gifts serve us in our personalities and relationships with others as well as in our professional pursuits. Never ignore your gifts. Feed them. Fuel them. Combine that fuel with striving for the Greater Good. (You might be a really good crook or liar!) 

			The Values of Old are magnificent. They are true and tried. When practised enough, they will become second nature. When you awake in the morning, recognize it is the start of a brand-new beginning. Grandfather Sun always reminds us of that. When you lay your head down at night, reflect upon how you conducted yourself throughout the day. Could you have been kinder, gentler, more patient, more giving, more respectful, and more honourable? 

			When confident about your gifts, pray for (or meditate upon) opportunities to share those gifts with others. With sincere intention, those opportunities will come. Then, share your gifts with others, holding always in your heart the Original Agreement. Remember gratitude. Money is a by-product of honouring yourself and others by offering your gifts to others. Then, when it’s time to lay your head down for good, you will know you had a successful Life. You will be fulfilled. It’s definitely a journey. It requires effort. But if you walk this way, before you go back to the Land, magic will happen. A magical Life is the way it is supposed to be. Life is a Gift.

			Magic

			When I was a high school teacher, I once assigned my students the task of committing to an “honest week.” The exercise highlighted how often and easy and habit forming it is to lie. It was an assignment of deep personal reflection. They learned a lot and I was impressed with their dedication to the task.

			During that week of the assignment, when exiting my local grocery store after work one day, I noticed a bag of potatoes in the lower part of my grocery cart—­unpaid for. I was already out the door. I was tired and inconvenienced by the thought of turning back. It would have been so easy for me to keep walking. It was only a bag of potatoes. But, practising what I had preached, I turned around and went back to tell the cashier I had not paid for them. She rang in the $3.99 charge and as I was pulling out my wallet to pay, she announced I had just won a grocery certificate for $100 for being the one-hundredth client to go through the till that day. Magic. 

			I have endless stories of magic that occurs because I choose to make the effort to strive for the Greater Good and uphold the Values of Old. Morals provide me with strength in times of great strife and sadness. It’s the only sure thing I have to hold on to. I cannot control what others say or do; I can only control my own actions and emotions and hope that modelling the Greater Good will make an impact in some way. It’s definitely a journey. Never easy, but always rewarding if you approach it right. 

			Imagine if larger society pressed the restart button to get this world-gone-wrong right by Walking the Talk, by honouring the Good Teachings of Respect, Truth, Love, Honour, Humility, Bravery, and Honesty. Doing so is the only way I know that brings one toward Wisdom, ready to face that Ultimate Journey to the Other Side. There is a popular Indigenous proverb—­or prayer—­that says it best: “I seek strength not to be superior to my brother, but to be able to fight my greatest enemy: myself. Make me ever ready to come to you with clean hands and straight eyes, so when life fades as a fading sunset, my spirit may come to you without shame.”

			What We Need to Do

			We need to form a National Indigenous Association of Support for Land and Water Protectors. We need to be able to quickly stand up to join with community groups like the Sipekne’katik First Nation (Mi’kmaq), and the Wetʼsuwetʼen, and the First Nations fighting against the Site C dam in the Peace River region. We need to add our voices to the Algonquin of Barrier Lake’s cry for rightful recognition of their traditional governance and Aboriginal title, and support the Haudenosaunee of the Grand River (Six Nations) in their centuries-long opposition to unlawful urban development of their reserve lands, and the Michel First Nation’s quest for jurisdictional justice and the Yukon First Nations right to equitable governance. 

			Sadly, some causes are largely lost, other than possible compensation through lawsuits for the damage done: the urban Algonquin and allied nations’ struggle for reclamation of their Sacred Site in the heart of Canada’s capital city; the Inuit resistance to the damming of Muskrat Falls; and Grassy Narrows’ decades-long battle with the mercury poisoning of their people. There remain many, many veritable causes in need of united support.

			The Water Protectors at Standing Rock Sioux Nation (United States) stood tall and strong in their four-year stance for justice against the American government and the Dakota Access Pipeline aiming to lay pipe through more than twelve hundred kilometres of unceded Lakota territory. In July 2020, a ruling ordered construction on the pipeline shutdown, after finding the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had violated the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The ruling was overturned a month later. 

			It is an intense and difficult struggle, but the Lakota and Dakota people, along with many allies from across the Medicine Line and from places beyond, are not backing down despite incredible hardship. It was youth who first organized the action group and social media campaign to stop the threat to the territory’s drinking water, to the irrigation system supplying farmlands, and to sacred burial grounds. They were upheld by their Elders and community members and many, many other nations and community groups and individuals—­Indigenous and non-Indigenous. Change can happen when values, morals, and rights are firmly in place and people unite in solidarity. Only time will tell if good prevails over corruption and greed.

			Tecumseh Vision

			I think of this call for (inter)national solidarity as the Tecumseh Vision. Shawnee Leader, Tecumseh, rallied to unite First Nation forces to resist American takeover of Original lands in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. He travelled five thousand kilometres by horseback to call diverse First Nations together to protect their Land and cultures. It is said that when Tecumseh was shot dead while fighting alongside the British against the Americans during the war of 1812, American soldiers scalped his body, tearing off strips of his skin to use like leather strops for tending to their blades. That is how much his Leadership was detested. 

			The British major general Isaac Brock promised sovereignty to Tecumseh and his confederacy for joining the fight to push back American expansion into what became Canada. The promise was never fulfilled. Once the war between those two colonial regimes ended, both the British and the Americans continued to strategically steal “Indian” lands. Settlement, development, and exploitation of natural resources went ahead with full force while Original peoples were parked on patches of either British-designated reserves or American reservations and given their meagre “gifts” in exchange of the takeover. Those gifts eventually became welfare cheques. 

			Through social media, public awareness, a renewed collective consciousness, and a network of true leadership, it would be a lot easier to attain Indigenous solidarity today than it was for one solitary warrior on horseback over two hundred years ago. Are the Earth Mother, the next Seven Generations, and the Original Agreement worth uniting for? Are we ready to make a stand? United we stand, divided we fall. 

			Personal Choice, Universal Commitment 

			We need to think about our personal actions and choices every day if we are willing to honour the Original Agreement. Thankfully, the movement for a better planet has already begun. The global shutdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic initially created inadvertent environmental benefits. It was amazing to note how quickly the Earth Mother replenished herself. It was as if she said, “You have known about the damage you were doing for decades and chose to do nothing and continued recklessly, selfishly, and greedily, so now I am taking the matter into my hands and forcing an environmental wake-up call.”

			Following the shutdown, significant reductions in air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions in the world’s major cities were immediately apparent. Blue skies were seen in Shanghai, China, for the first time in years due to the reduced levels of nitrogen dioxide—­a noxious gas emitted by motor vehicles and industrial facilities. I have heard that the people in Shanghai cannot typically see the sun in the sky during the day or the stars at night due to choking pollution that has become the norm. 

			Cleaner air, cleaner water, cleaner lungs, and a respite for wild bees, humpback whales, and birds, were quickly evident in such a short time after the onset of the pandemic. It’s obvious why humankind benefits from cleaner air and water, but why is wildlife important to consider and protect? Besides simply being a beautiful part of the Great Mystery of Creation and a reminder that we must share the planet with other species (Ginawaydaganuc), experts have proven that nature is beneficial to our mental health. It’s inexplicable that the wonders of the natural world contribute to humankind’s spiritual evolution. Traditional Anishinaabe Teachings acknowledge the Human Being comprises four directions or components: Physical, Emotional, Intellectual, and Spiritual. Without nurturing all four directions of the self, we quickly become incomplete, off-kilter—­simply put, unwell. 

			The big question is whether we can make the most of this unexpected moment in time, because of the global pandemic, to change for the Greater Good. It takes individual conscientious and informed effort, spiritual will, and commitment. It takes knowledge acquisition, sharing, teaching, and role modelling. It takes collective solidarity to revolutionize the existing state of affairs. We simply cannot go “back to normal” because “normal” was not healthy, sustainable, or equitable. 

			Indigenous people, Black people, and people of colour are already uniting to fight systemic racism. The formidable John Lewis, African-American hero, politician, and civil rights Leader, famously said, “When you see something that is not right, not just, not fair, you have a moral obligation to say something, to do something. Our children and their children will ask us, ‘What did you do?’ We have a mission and a mandate to be on the right side of history.” Amen, brother. 

			Leaders, Movers, and Rattlers

			There are so many organizations, initiatives, and movements with incredibly committed individuals and groups working to reverse the damage done to our Earth Mother. The mainstream media feeds us incessant stories about washing our hands and wearing our masks, about corrupt governments of foreign countries, about how generous our political leadership is to donate millions to storm-torn tragic sites, about the “health” of the economy, and about how to baste your turkey for Christmas. They rarely focus on sharing worthwhile information, so we need to take individual responsibility to seek out and share what we can about grassroots Leaders. 

			Instead of an institution’s employees posting the prescribed (meaningless) statement of Land Acknowledgement below their email signatures, they could post a link to an organization the institution supports and state the reason for the support. Below are a few organizations I recently discovered—­some grassroots, some larger. I hope they are all as good as they sound. 

			Indigenous Leadership Initiative: This organization is composed of outstanding Leaders dedicated to Indigenous nationhood for the self-actualization of cultural responsibility for their lands and the guidance of new generations of First Nation, Inuit, and Métis Leaders. It is dedicated to acquiring complete respect as “equally treated partners in Canada’s system of governance and its economic and social growth.”

			The Guardian: This media outlet provides online investigative journalism committed to showcasing “big thinkers” and green protagonists who aim to shift status-quo attitudes as the world is led out of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

			United Nations Conference on Trade and Development: This international organization (part of the UN system) has programs that promote responsible trade in the context of climate change, organic agriculture, sustainable manufacturing, the development of circular economies (based on reduce, recycle, reuse and, remanufacture), and other initiatives.

			Future Ancestors Services: This is a youth-led, Indigenous and Black–­owned, professional services social enterprise that takes action on climate justice and equity working from a perspective of ancestral accountability. 

			The Council of Canadians: This organization prioritizes the protection of the environment over the interests of corporations. Their website highlights some of Canada’s most important issues and makes immediate action readily available by providing online petitions. Some current petitions include: opposing the Alberta government’s plan to remove 175 of Alberta’s provincial parks from the park system; protecting British Columbia’s water as a public trust and shared commons by opposing provincial licensing of commercial water-bottling operations for private profit; contesting the Coastal GasLink pipeline, which the governments of British Columbia and Canada have pursued despite Wet’suwet’en opposition and the Supreme Court of Canada’s findings that Aboriginal peoples hold Aboriginal title and rights to their Land; demanding that the Canadian government fulfill its promise, made in 2015, to put an end to all long-term drinking-water advisories in all First Nation communities; placing a ban on fracking to protect the human right to water and sanitation; and, calling attention to Alton Gas’ defiance of a 2020 ruling by the Supreme Court of Nova Scotia to dutifully consult the Sipekne’katik First Nation.

			Amnesty International Canada: This international organization combats a wide range of violations of human rights, such as the Site C dam in British Columbia that will poison the Peace River with mercury, impacting the health and well-being of the ecosystem and the Original peoples of the area. Amnesty states, “We are at our most powerful when we stand together for human rights. Each person, no matter who or where they are, can make change happen by acting in concert with others who share their vision of a world where everyone lives in dignity.” 

			National Healing Forest: This organization recognizes that forests have been known for their calming and healing effect on people. Their initiative is to invite both Indigenous and non-Indigenous individuals, communities, and institutions to create green spaces across Canada as places of respite in commemoration of those whose families have been impacted by Indian Residential Schools, the Sixties Scoop, and murdered and missing Indigenous loved ones. 

			International Work Group for Indigenous Affairs: This is a global human rights organisation founded by anthropologists in 1968 and is dedicated to promoting, protecting, and defending Indigenous peoples’ rights in the face of the ongoing genocide of Indigenous peoples in the Amazon. “According to the United Nations, indigenous rights defenders are facing greater violations of their rights today than they were just a decade ago. Every year, thousands of indigenous peoples are criminalised and discriminated against—­increasingly, this trend takes the highest toll of all: the life of indigenous rights defenders. … Overall, more than 400 environmental and human rights defenders were killed in 2017—­approximately half of these are estimated to be indigenous rights defenders.” 

			David Suzuki Foundation: This organization aims to “protect nature’s diversity and the well-being of all life, now and for the future. Our vision is that we all act every day on the understanding that we are one with nature.” The foundation conserves and protects Canada’s natural environment through evidence-based research, policy analysis, education, and citizen empowerment. It works to support “well-being economics—­a system that prioritizes the well-being of all people and ensures a healthy planet for future generations. If the well-being of all people and the planet is to be served by an economic system, we must adopt a fundamentally different economic approach as we rebuild following the COVID-19 crisis.” 

			Ivy Foundation: This private, charitable foundation affirms Canada is in a good position to exemplify how a natural resource economy must transition to a sustainable, low-carbon economy, while remaining prosperous. This transition requires new ways of thinking about the design of institutions and governance. The mandate of the foundation is to help create a shared vision for Canada. Its goal is to combine the economy with the environment to achieve resource efficiency while fostering innovative ways to invest in a wiser, sustainable future. 

			Indigenous Climate Action: This is an Indigenous-led organization that inspires direct action for climate justice. It works to equip Indigenous communities (with inherent understanding of their territories) with the right tools, education, and capacity to ensure Traditional Knowledge drives climate solutions. “This knowledge is our planet’s biggest resource and key to creating real results.” 

			Équiterre: This organization supports citizens, organizations, and governments in making ecological choices that are healthy and fair. It partners with local communities to promote public policies, and corporate and citizen practices, that lead to an environment free of toxic products and an economy based on low-carbon ethics. Its work includes education, research, awareness, support, and demonstrations that mobilize citizens, social groups, businesses, organizations, local governments, and elected officials who influence public policy. 

			Indigenous Leadership Development Institute Inc.: This is a nonprofit organization established to build leadership capacity among Indigenous peoples. It is run by Indigenous people and directed by a volunteer board reflecting the diversity of the Indigenous community. Its board identifies specific training required to produce able and accomplished Inuit, First Nation, and Métis Leaders. 

			Climate Reality Project: This organization states that it stands “in solidarity with those demanding justice for George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and countless other lives lost to systemic racism, white supremacy, and police brutality.” It recognizes that these race-fuelled murders are not isolated incidents. As an organization fighting for climate justice, it assumes rightful responsibility “to speak out against systemic racism” and work with their partners “to help dismantle systems of white supremacy that perpetuate violence and harm against people of color.” It asserts “there can be no climate justice without racial justice.” More than twenty-one thousand Climate Reality Leaders are ready to show up for, stand with, and support all people who experience social injustice and racism. Wow. Now we know who to call. 

			Kiss the Ground: This is a nonprofit organization that shares tools to help transform the health of the Earth Mother and humankind. The Kiss the Ground Impact Fund “trains farmers in regenerative agriculture practices that heal the soil, revive ecosystems and solve climate change.” By way of simple practices and individuals’ demands for food grown in regenerated soil, the whole world will shift for the better. Food is medicine. We are what we eat. 

			There is no reason to give up, get despondent, or fall into despair. Knowing about these brilliant minds and wide hearts working in these fields for veritable change is truly inspirational and hopeful. Do not think the hard-working Leaders of these organizations—­and many other organizations you can discover—­can do it on their own. They all need your help. The least you can do is sign a petition and share it on social media. The best you can do is volunteer your gifts, donate, or join these warriors’ forces in some capacity that inspires you toward the Greater Good. Instead of buying that Tim Horton’s double double in that nonbiodegradable cup, donate that $1.79 to a cause and make your coffee at home. I repeat what Margaret Mead promoted: Never believe that a few caring people can’t change the world. For, indeed, that’s all who ever have. Do not leave it up to “others.” Be that caring person. Find those caring people.

			The Everyday Individual

			There are many steps each individual can take every day of their Life to help keep their heart, mind, body, and spirit in tune with the Original Agreement. The Original Agreement is to be a lived experience with each waking hour. It is not like Sunday worship: an isolated, single hour of dedication every seven days. Living by the Original Agreement is a way of knowing and being. With time and commitment, it will become second nature. 

			First, I encourage you to consider every patch of green—­healthy or not, urban or wild—­as a part of the Earth Mother, not as privately or publicly “owned” property or “Crown” Land. Once you open yourself up to this concept, you will be more inclined to automatically pick up garbage that lands in a ditch, a stream, a pathway, a wood, or a park. Remember when everyone was wearing gloves for protection during the initial shutdown of the COVID-19 pandemic? Bring a pair along when you go for, in particular, an urban walk. Put a garbage bag in your pocket as well. Instead of looking at the garbage in disgust, pick it up. The Earth belongs to us all. Start by beautifying her. She and the animals will thank you for it. Pretty soon, by your role modelling, and everyone else’s efforts, there should be next to nothing to pick up and your walks should be ones of pleasure and beauty.

			My former students used to leave their lunch garbage on the floor of the hallways, as well as all kinds of snack wrappers and bits on the floors of the classroom. I insisted, out of Respect for the incoming students and teachers who shared classroom space due to rotating schedules, on leaving our space in impeccable condition. The students grumbled, stating it was the janitor’s job to do that. I told them it was not. The janitor was responsible for cleaning the physical building, not tidying it up. 

			When I relocated to new classrooms over the course of the day, I was appalled at the way the previous teachers had left them. Regardless, the last classroom my students and I occupied for the day was left absolutely tidy: nothing on the floor with desks and chairs straightened up. One day when I had to work late, the janitor came to thank me. He said that it was an absolute joy to come into my freshly departed classroom every day because it was the only one in the entire school that would be ready to be cleaned. Many of the cleaning staff were new Canadians and we would often chat about how Canadian youth—­and the adults who taught them—­were so disrespectful of their physical environment and took so much for granted. We pondered the Canadian education system and the significance of what these kids were really being taught and by whom.

			Recycling alone should not alleviate your guilty conscious about the state of Mother Earth. If your municipality does not permit clotheslines, challenge it. Hanging your laundry to dry will save you money, make your clothes smell fresh like sunlight itself, and reduce carbon dioxide emissions. A clothesline can reduce the average household’s carbon footprint by more than a thousand pounds of carbon each year. Buy in bulk and reuse glass containers. Never buy bottled water; buy a filter system so you can use tap water. Avoid disposable take-out coffee cups—­they do not break down and billions are tossed every year. Plant a tree. Grow a garden. Don’t use pesticides. Ride your bike, or walk, or invest in an electric car, or carpool, or use public transit. If you use a car there are tips as to how to use it responsibly. Do not fly. Do not cruise. Use hot water efficiently. The list goes on and on. 

			The pandemic proved, when we were all forced into isolation, that we can make our own food, and that we do not need to buy new clothes to work from home. (The accumulation of inexpensive garments is only possible because of reduced production costs, which have severe consequences on our health, the Earth Mother, and on the garment workers’ lives as well.) All kinds of information regarding what individuals can do to strive for the Greater Good is at your fingertips if you have access to a computer.

			I hate to tell you that Wi-Fi and smartphones are not great for our health either. They create electromagnetic radiation, which is radiation regardless of what Health Canada claims are “acceptable levels.” I once met a fellow by the name of Frank Clegg, who built a lucrative career in Canadian technology as the head of Microsoft Canada. He is now the CEO of Citizens for Safe Technology (C4ST), a volunteer nonprofit that works to raise awareness of the risks of exposure to radiation from ever-present cell towers, wireless phones, smart meters, and Wi-Fi. In addition, although Smartphones consume little energy to operate, they use much more energy to make. Eighty-five percent of their emissions come from their production. Some research now ranks the smartphone as the most environmentally damaging device there is. There are of course social concerns as well as physical worries, but guess what? There is big money in this kind of technology and those little personal screens, complete with camera and phones, are hugely addictive. They connect us to the virtual world while disconnecting us from each other.

			On a bigger note: keep in mind that our friendly neighbourhood banks such as TD, RBC, and Scotiabank financially back projects such as the Dakota Access Pipeline. A friend of mine told me about wanting to open a registered education savings plan for her young son; her financial advisor at her cooperative bank (that does not invest in fossil fuels) said almost all education savings plans available invest in oil and gas companies. It took deep research, time, and effort for her financial advisor to find only one eligible portfolio that did not include fossil fuel companies. 

			Climate-justice activists call on citizens to engage in “fossil fuel divestment,” a global movement to do the opposite of investment, sometimes called disinvestment. The movement is asking institutions such as pension funds, universities, charitable foundations, and religious institutions to move their money out of oil, coal, and gas companies. For example, the British Columbia Investment Management Corporation (BCI)—­one of the largest pension fund managers in the country—­handles funds from municipal workers, public servants, teachers, and university employees. Corporations such as BCI look for investments that generate dependable returns, which includes the oil and gas industry. The number-one argument in favour of fossil fuel divestment is moral. 

			Crown corporation employees and public servants must think deeply when their directors claim to be decolonizing the institution. Please remember to look beyond the perks, the promises, and the packages that reveal, when you read the fine print or ask pertinent questions, violations to the Original Agreement. 

			Please do not support any attitudes that claim those who strive for the Greater Good are “unrealistic,” or “out of touch,” or described as “hippies,” “kooks,” and “militants.” Indigenous peoples are not suggesting we go back to the way it once was. The Citizens for Safe Technology are not suggesting we ban all technology. Environmentalists are not spending their time hugging trees. There is supposed to be zero tolerance for sexism, racism, homophobia, and bullying in our current society: people who strive to save lives, ecosystems, and the planet Earth should be honoured, celebrated, and supported. We need to be taken very seriously. This is a serious matter. Time is of the essence.

			Pitta Taqtu Irniq’s testimony of personal commitment to his homeland of Nunavut summarizes an inherent Indigenous sentiment as well as the urgent need for all of us to protect whatever piece of the planet we call home: “It is the Land I am proud of; the Land I fell in love with as a little boy; the Land that cared for me for thousands and thousands of years. It’s part of me. I must make sure it is taken care of for my grandchildren (and their grandchildren); I must ensure our Land in the Arctic is not damaged, destroyed, or polluted. It must be kept clean for humans and animals to thrive.”

			In short, it’s time to rethink, restructure, reconsider, and reinvent a New World based on the very advanced Age Old Values of Traditional Indigenous Knowledge and worldview. The Time is Now. Let the Indigenous peoples of the Land now called Canada and the Indigenous peoples of the world be the rightful hosts in their rightful territories. It is time to listen up, just like those Yukon Elders requested back in the 1970s, and join in; it is late, but we must have hope. Let every day be a new beginning. Let the Land Acknowledgement protocol be the ultimate force of Reconciliation with Original peoples and the Land. 

			The Invitation

			I hereby invite all Canadians, new or well settled, all First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples within this nation-state of Canada to join the traditionally minded, the traditionally driven, the traditionally governed, alongside the Water Protectors and Land Protectors and environmentalists, advocates, allies, friends, and activists to enter into the Original Agreement. 

			I invite all those who have children, or who have any family member or friends with children, to enter into understanding the Teaching of walking with heart and mind in the spirit of the Seven Generations. 

			I invite all those who enjoy nature walks, fishing expeditions, swimming, hiking, cottage life, and the country, mountains, valleys, tundras, flatlands, and forests to join in the quest for preservation, conservation, and protection of our lands and waters. 

			I invite all those who farm or garden to think widely about how organic practices are the way of the present and the future; to think about the vital importance and urgency of healing the very soil that grows our food. Farmers are the nurturers of society and must understand fully what it is to nurture not only the palate, but the entire health of the body and brain by what they offer humankind for consumption. 

			I invite all those who love domestic animals and are fascinated by, or in awe of, wild animals to join in on the complete understanding of how these animals need our protection from wet markets and the farming industry. We are what we eat. 

			I invite all hunters to join in on the ethical practice of the hunt; to take only what is needed to ensure the continuance of the species; to take only what is in abundance; to make use of the entire animal; to be thankful for its Life; and to share the bounties of the hunt with others. 

			I invite all Canadians, new or well settled, and all First Nation, Inuit, and Métis peoples within this nation-state of Canada to embrace the Original Agreement as the ultimate act of Reconciliation. By doing so, other positives will naturally come into being. It may take time. It will take effort. It will be challenging, but change will come. For the better. We can do this.

			



Bonus: The Framework Summary
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