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Abstract 

This study provides insight into the experiences and traditional knowledge of three 

Tsimshian Elders who have learned from and practiced oral tradition throughout their 

lifetime. The information gathered identified key aspects of the Tsimshian culture which the 

Elders feel are absolutely necessary for the youth to continue to practice and pass on to future 

generations. The study was conducted using qualitative interviews, informed by Indigenous 

methodology, using a conversational method to gather knowledge through story. The study 

used the button blanket as a conceptual framework to encapsulate the issues relating to 

cultural identity and how oral tradition can play a part in the resurgence of Tsimshian 

knowledge. The information gathered from this study delivers a clear message from the 

Elders of the Tsimshian Nation to the youth and future generations that Tribal affiliation, 

language and the culture, and utilization of the traditional territories of the Tsimshian must be 

carried on, ensuring respect and proper protocols are followed. The interviews that resulted 

from this study have been put together on a DVD to be used as a tool for the transmission of 

Tsimshian cultural knowledge both in the education system, as well as in the homes of all 

people interested in the Tsimshian culture. 
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Glossary 

adaawx 

Stories that are passed from one generation to the next orally, that tells the history of 

the Tsimshian people. The adaawx tells about the origin of the world as it is known 

by the Tsimshian, the events that have led up to how certain things have come to be 

as they are today, our crests, our names, and our territories. 

Ayaawx 

The Ayaawx is the sacred laws that govern the Tsimshian people. All aspects 

pertaining to Tsimshian social structure, Tribal authority, responsibility and rites are 

part of the Ayaawx. The Ayaawx is often referenced in the adaawx. The Ayaawx 

ensures that there is connection and continuity from the past to the present. 

Band Council 

The governing body for a First Nations Band, consisting of an elected Chief and 

Councilors. 

Bilha'am nelx 

My traditional Tsimshian name, it means abalone pearl on the fin of the killer whale. 

Chief 

Tribal member who is the highest in rank. 

Coast Tsimshian 

Crest 

The Tsimshian communities of Lax Kw'alaams and Metlakatla, BC 

There are four main pdeex, or crests, within the Tsimshian Nation, killer whale, wolf, 

raven and eagle. The four crests are used in each of the Nine Allied Tribes. Crests 
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Elders 

are an important part of Tsimshian social structure and kinship. Crests are linked to 

Tribes and houses by the adaawx, which explain the origin of the crest and how and 

why a person is allowed to wear it. The adaawx of a person's crest would often 

reference Tribal territories that were associated with the person's name. In addition, 

there are sub-crests that are associated with different house groups within each Tribe. 

The crests and sub-crests that are used on paintings, house fronts, regalia, button 

blankets, and totem poles inform others of the social structure, identity and origin 

stories of each of the Tribes, and their respective house groups. 

An Elder is a person that has accumulated a great deal of wisdom and knowledge 

throughout his or her lifetime, especially in the tradition and customs of the group. 

Not all older or elderly people are considered Elders. 

Experiential learning 

"The process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. 

Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience" (Kolb 

1984, p. 41). 

Eurocentric 

Feast 

"Focusing on European culture or history to the exclusion of a wider view of the 

world; implicitly regarding European culture as pre-eminent" 

( oxforddictionaries.com). 

The feast is a public gathering hosted by a chief and supported by his or her clan. It is 

a complex affair and has many purposes. In general it is a public and legal 

acknowledgment of the rights and responsibilities of the hosting chief. Invited guests 
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witness an important event such as the raising of a pole, the giving of a name, or 

commemorating a birth, marriage or death. Witnesses validate the proceedings by 

accepting food and gifts. 

First Nations 

House 

The Indigenous peoples of Canada, not including Metis and Inuit 

Each of the Nine Allied Tribes of the Coast Tsimshian consists of houses or house 

groups that are each headed by a Sm 'ooygit (chief). All members of a house 

belonged to the same crest. Each house group owned their own crests, songs, names, 

as well as territories associated with fishing, hunting and gathering. 

Indigenous 

Refers to Indigenous peoples and culture who are native to their traditional territories 

Nine Allied Tribes of the Coast Tsimshian 

The Coast Tsimshian are made up of nine Tribes: 

Giluts ' aaw, People of the Way Inside, Ginadoiks, People of the Swift Water, 

Ginax 'angiik, People by the Hemlock, Gispaxlo'ots, People of the Elderberries, 

Gits'axlaal , People Living by the Berry Shrubs, Gitando, People of Over There, 

Gitlaan, People of Stern of Canoe, Gits ' iis, People ofthe Salmon Trap, and 

Gitwilgyots, People of the Kelp. There were ten ; however one Tribe has diminished 

to extinction, the Gitwilksaba, People of Sudden Appearance. 

Mainstream 

"The ideas, attitudes, or activities that are shared by most people and regarded as 

normal or conventional" ( oxforddictionaries.com). 
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Pdeex 

Sm'algyax word for crest 

Sigidm Hana'na_! 

Sm' algyax word for matriarch or all honoured women 

Sm'algyax 

The language spoken by the Tsimshian people, it means "real or true language" 

Sm'ooygit 

Sm' algyax word for head chief 

Tsimshian Nation 

The Tsimshian are one of the largest First Nations in British Columbia. About 10,000 

people make up the Tsimshian population from seven member First Nations, Kitselas, 

Kitsurnkalum, Allied Tribes of Lax Kw'alaams and Metlakatla, Kitkatla, Hartley Bay, 

and Klemtu. For thousands of years the Tsimshian people have lived along the coast 

of northern British Columbia and the lower Skeena River watershed. Before 

European contact they had stewardship over the resources over a large part of the 

coast. Their traditional territories cover 3.4 million hectares or 13 thousand square 

miles. (SD 52 website) 

Two-eyed seeing 

To see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous ways ofknowing, and from the 

other eye with the strengths of Western ways of knowing, and to use both of these 

eyes together, while avoiding knowledge domination and assimilation (Hatcher & 

Bartlett, 2010). 
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Chapter 1: The Issue 

How do you know who you really are unless you know where you came from? For 

the Tsimshian people the stories of where we come from can be found on totem poles, 

petroglyphs, button blankets, and in the hearts and minds of our Elders. These stories tell of ,c 
j 

·:. 

·•···.· .. 
the ten Tribes of the Tsimshian from Lax Kw'alaams, of which only nine are left. These 

stories tell the history of the Tsimshian people that have been passed down from generation 

to generation through oral tradition since time immemorial. These stories inform us of our 

hereditary rights that have been past on to us through the names we have been given. Our 

names inform others of the lands that we have been entrusted to care for and the place we : 

hold in Tsimshian society. We wear button blankets as symbols of Tribal affiliation; they 

also reinforce the identity of the person wearing it by identifying his/her crest. The blankets 

tell our adaawx, our story behind the crest. As modem conveniences continue to impose on 

cultural traditions, I was and am concerned that the Tsimshian oral tradition of my ancestors 

will not be carried on beyond our current generation of Elders. Experts and experience 

suggest that a consequence of that loss is that Tsimshian youth of today and tomorrow will 

struggle with their identity. My vision for the Tsimshian youth is to honour and practice all 

aspects of our culture and create a healthy balance between the two worlds they must live in, 

the Tsimshian and the mainstream. 

Personal Location 

Indigenous people for the most part always begin with a story, such as at cultural 

events, past, present and future. The stories stem from ancient knowledge but are 

fundamentally grounded in ways of knowing and being. Stories are lessons that unfold 

through songs, dance, prayers, incantations, drumming, traditional medicines and more 
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importantly, language. Elders often speak of how one needs to be interconnected not only 

with the outside world but that inner space of human existence. In order to know 'yourself, 

one must reach into their soul, mind and body and to connect to our environment for we are 

the land, and the land is us. This is the beginning of understanding my Tsimshian identity. 

Bilha'am nelx di waayu (My name is Bilha'am nelx) 

Gispudwada di pdeegu (My crest is Killerwhale) 

Kxeen di wil dzogu (I live in Prince Rupert) 

Lax Kw'alaams di wil 'waatgu (I am from Lax Kw'alaams) 

Karen Jeffrey nooyu (My mother is Karen Jeffrey) 

Dugayow, Ken Bryant waa na di nagwaadu (My father is Dagayow, Ken Bryant) 

Nts'iitsm gidilaaw, Ruth Bryant dis Gilaxhaks, James Bryant na di nagyetga 

nagwaadu (My paternal grandparents are Nts ' iitsm gidilaaw, Ruth and Gilaxaks, the 

late James Bryant) 

Thelma Jeffrey dis George Jeffrey na di nagyetga nooyu (My maternal grandparents 

are Thelma Jeffrey and the late George Jeffrey) 

The text above is a traditional introduction in Sm'algyax, the language of the 

Tsimshian people. This introduction is spoken by Tsimshian people in the feast hall, or any 

other important event where official introductions are necessary. I place it here as an 

introduction to myself as a Tsirnshian from Lax Kw'alaams. It informs people who my 

family is, and it provides relational accountability and situates me within my study of my 

people, the Tsirnshian ofLax Kw'alaams. 

I was very fortunate to grow up among all of my great aunts and uncles, listening to 

their stories, and learning the lessons that were not explicitly taught, but were implicitly 

2 



STRENGTHENING ANA TION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 3 

placed in almost every story that was shared with me. I was always told to go out and get my 

education and come back to teach them. It was ingrained in me that the way to a better future 

for our people was through education. That being said, it was also expected that our culture 

not be forgotten in the process, as they also told me to remember our customs and traditions 

because one day I would have to do what they were doing, and teach the younger generation. 

So, this is what I did, I finished high school, went off to college to get my degree. I 

always thought I wanted to be a lawyer, but life took a turn and I changed my path and 

eventually became a teacher. I graduated with a Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Education 

in 2000. My parents, grandparents and some aunts and uncles attended my graduation 

ceremony, and I can still remember how proud my grandparents were, and still are, of me. 

On the Bryant side of my family I was the first to receive a university degree. 

Although I was away at school for several years, I always went back to Lax 

Kw'alaams and visited with my grandparents and my great aunts and uncles, and every time 

it was like I had not left. The stories were still flowing, and the message about education and 

culture remained the same. What had changed was now they were telling me I had to start 

documenting our history and our protocols so they would not be forgotten or misinterpreted. 

I listened to what was being told to me, but didn't feel any sense of urgency as I was 

young and naive and my grandparents, great aunts and uncles were relatively young as well. 

It was not until our Elders who had lived in our traditional ways started passing away did I 

realize that the chance of documenting our history from the people who lived it was slowly 

slipping away. When I started this Masters program I was the vice-principal at the school in 

Lax Kw'alaams, and had taught at the school for two years prior. I was very happy that I was 

able to return to my home community and not only contribute in a meaningful way, but also 
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to partake in our traditions, especially when we had feasts. After every feast, or funeral, or 

family gathering, my great uncle was always telling me to document our history because the 

younger generation is becoming disinterested, and he was afraid that protocols would not be 

followed exactly as they should once our present generation of Elders is gone. 

The urgency to document this important information from the people who have lived 

in the traditional Tsimshian ways is upon us . My grandfather, the late George Jeffrey, 

always told his children, "Know who you are and where you come from" (Karen Jeffrey, 

personal communication). My grandparents and mother taught me who I am and where I 

come from and I teach my children who they are and where they come from. Knowing our 

history is integral to our personal identity. I believe that once every member of our nation 

knows their history, or how to access their history, our cultural resurgence will continue to 

grow momentum and the true strength within our nation will be realized. 

4 

As a leader in my First Nation, I believe that it is time for a resurgence ofTsimshian 

knowledge so that all children of the Tsimshian Nation will know who they are and where 

they come from in order to reaffirm their true identity as Tsimshian people. I have addressed 

this need in this study through the sharing of traditional knowledge of three Elders who are 

the keepers of Tsimshian traditional knowledge and who have learned from and practiced 

oral tradition throughout their lifetime. These Elders agreed to share their knowledge with 

me in order to preserve the teachings for future generations of the Tsimshian Nation. 

Presentation of their knowledge through this project and through a DVD will preserve the 

essence of their words and honour Tsimshian oral traditions in a way that can be more widely 

shared among our people and beyond. 
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As a Tsimshian woman from the community of Lax Kw'alaams, British Columbia, I 

have insider's knowledge of the community and cultural traditions that have helped me 

analyze the data. As a matriarch of my Tribe, and an experienced teacher and school 

administrator in this region, this work is enacting my moral purpose (Kaser & Halbert, 2009) 

to be part of active and sustainable change for the betterment of my community by promoting 

leadership to build human capacity. Leadership growth and capacity development will be 

key components in creating a culture of sustained change. 

Through intense moral purpose, driven by moral courage I have been able to help 

pave the way for Aboriginal education to have a place within the education system that has 

traditionally been very Eurocentric. From the start of my career as a teacher to the present, I 

have found a strong voice for myself to advocate for Aboriginal students and teachers in a 

way that respectfully challenged the status quo through my work with the British Columbia 

Teachers Federation, serving on the provincial Aboriginal Education Advisory Committee. 

Through my committee work and my role as Local Representative I was able to help pass 

many policy recommendations, including Employment Equity for Aboriginal teachers that 

changed the path for Aboriginal teachers throughout the province. I continue to advocate for 

Aboriginal education with passion and conviction, with hopes that I will see the achievement 

gap close between Aboriginal learners and non-Aboriginal learners in my lifetime. 

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

One of many challenges I have experienced in the communities where I have taught is 

that First Nations students are in an identity crisis. They have become so engulfed in 

mainstream society and so absorbed by technology that they are forgetting about the 

teachings of their Elders about their traditions and their culture. It is my opinion that this 
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identity crisis is one of the contributing reasons why First Nations education statistics are so 

dismal. Elders need to once again play a central role in the promotion of lifelong learning for 

Aboriginal people. The teachings from the Elders reinforce inter-generational connections 

and identities (Cordoba, 2006). It is my hope that this study will help to bridge the 

generation gap between those who are the keepers of the knowledge and those who struggle 

from living in two worlds, their cultural world and the mainstream world. 

Culture plays an important role in the lives of many Indigenous families, providing 

the foundation of learning. Learning about their cultural heritage helps Indigenous children, 

youth, and adults build a strong ethnic identity, cultural pride, and confidence in their own 

abilities (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009). Very little research has been conducted in 

Tsimshian communities by Tsimshian researchers. It is my hope that this study will inspire 

other Tsimshian researchers to conduct similar projects in the near future in order to preserve 

our oral tradition of passing on traditional cultural knowledge from one generation to the 

next. 

Some Aboriginal people experience so much difficulty negotiating their identities that 

they begin to lose sight of who they are (Egbo, 2009). As a Tsimshian woman I walk in two 

worlds and I always hope I never get lost; I never want to lose my Tsimshian identity while 

navigating through the Western mainstream world. The majority of the time I live within the 

Western worldview and when I need to partake in my Tsimshian culture for feasts, food 

gathering, or other Tribal obligations the rules of the Western world impede my efforts to 

attend these important events and it becomes a struggle to maintain these important aspects 

of my Tsimshian identity. Take work for example, if a member of my Tribe passes away I 

have Tribal duties that I am responsible for, in addition to partaking in the grieving process. 
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The formal memorial and funeral processes can last up to ten days after the initial passing of 

the person. If the Tribal member who has passed away is not part of my immediate family, 

then work will not grant me paid bereavement leave, and if the person is a member of my 

immediate family, I am only granted one to five days of paid bereavement. Due to the costs 

associated with burying a Tribal member, in addition to not getting paid time off, I have to 

decide which Tribal functions I can attend. This holds true for many First Nations people. 

It is because of this very conflict that I use what I have come to know about myself to 

help me become a better leader and to understand others with whom I work. I try to 

understand where they are coming from, what they are experiencing and what roadblocks 

they have had to overcome along the way that has shaped them into the person they are 

today. Many Aboriginal people face the same identity issues I have faced, which also creates 

conflicts for them as they navigate through a Western worldview that has been, and still is to 

some extent, oppressive to Aboriginal people. 

Research Question 

The primary research question that drove this study is: What essential knowledge 

about traditional Tsimshian names and personal identity should be preserved to strengthen 

the sense of identity among our youth and our nation? This question was followed up with 

three specific questions: 

• What do participating Elders believe is needed to bring on a resurgence of oral 

tradition in the youth and for future generations? 

• How do Elders see the oral tradition of the Tsimshian woven into the education 

system? 
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• What advice do Elders have for the youth as they navigate through the two worlds, 

the Tsimshian and the mainstream? 

Method of Study 

8 

The study was conducted using qualitative interviews, informed by Indigenous 

methodology, and used a conversational method to gather knowledge through story. The 

button blanket was used as a conceptual framework to encapsulate the issues relating to 

cultural identity and how oral tradition can play a part in the resurgence of Tsimshian 

knowledge so that all children of the Tsimshian Nation will know who they are and where 

they come from in order to reaffirm and strengthen their true identity as Tsimshian people. I 

used purposeful sampling to select the three Elders to interview, because of their status in the 

Tsimshian community as knowledge keepers. My sources of data are the interviews, which 

were video taped in the Tsimshian community of Lax Kw'alaams, BC and Prince Rupert, BC 

in 2013, as well as my own researcher' s journal. 

Previous Research 

Much research has been undertaken about First Nations education in an effort to see 

what the problem is and what can be done to improve the situation of First Nations learners. 

There have been deficit-oriented studies, curriculum and pedagogy studies, and studies about 

the systemic issues of schooling for First Nations learners. These studies have all provided 

helpful findings that have contributed to improvement of the circumstance of First Nations 

learners, but we still have a ways to go. A criticism that I have for all of these studies is that 

most of them have been conducted by non-First Nations researchers, which has influenced 

what is valued by the researcher if not what has been understood. The Maori ofNew 

Zealand as reported by Menzies, Archibald, and Smith (2004), began to transform their 
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education structures and have produced at least three key lessons that could be applied to 

First Nations education in Canada: 

1) The need for the Indigenous people to be positive and proactive in developing 

transformation for themselves (the idea of self-determination) 

2) The need to develop transformation through multiple strategies in multiple sites 

(the idea of valuing many contributions to this struggle) 

3) The need actively to heal the divide between Indigenous communities and the 

Academy (the idea of Indigenous people theorizing for themselves, developing 

research by and for themselves to answer the questions to which they want 

answers) 

These three key lessons are important guidelines for researchers to consider and follow if we 

are to help transform the education system into one that values and integrates the traditional 

knowledge of First Nations people into all aspects of the curriculum. 

9 

All of the stakeholders in First Nations communities, including Band Council, health 

and recreation leaders, and especially Elders and hereditary leaders need to take an active 

role in the education of their children to close the gap between First Nations and non-First 

Nations learners. The notion that it takes a community to raise a child needs to be brought 

back into focus. How do we do this? In this study, I proposed that one way is to take the 

three key lessons identified by the Maori and apply them in our communities, with our first 

priority being reinforcing identity through teaching traditional knowledge. Who better to 

expand on the research that the Maori have already begun than other Indigenous researchers? 

Although it is important that Indigenous scholars are not pigeonholed only into Indigenous 

research, it makes sense that the analysis of the research be done by someone who has insider 
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knowledge in order to avoid anything being lost in translation due to a lack of understanding, 

especially in the research involving traditional knowledge. An Indigenous approach to 

research is not meant to compete with or replace the Western research paradigm; it is meant 

to contribute to a body of knowledge of Indigenous peoples by Indigenous peoples (Kovac 

2009, Smith 1999; Porsanger 2004). 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I have presented the issue that the Tsimshian oral tradition is not a 

focus of our youth in today' s modem world. Therefore, as we lose our Elders we may find 

ourselves losing the valuable knowledge that is passed along through the practice of oral 

tradition. I have proposed to help preserve the practice of oral tradition by video recording 

my interviews with the Elders, with the end product being a DVD that will be presented to 

the community of Lax Kw' alaams. The study was conducted using qualitative interviews, 

informed by Indigenous methodology, using a conversational method to gather knowledge 

through story. The study used the button blanket as a conceptual framework to encapsulate 

the issues relating to cultural identity and how oral tradition can play a part in the resurgence 

ofTsimshian knowledge. The significance of this project is that it is one contribution toward 

the transformation of my people toward post-colonial dignity, self-determination, and 

strength. It may provide a framework for similar projects in the future to preserve the 

knowledge of the current generation ofElders who have learned from and practiced oral 

tradition throughout their lifetime. 

..., 
! 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

In order to give the reader a greater understanding of Tsimshian culture and to make 

explicit the cultural orientation from which I am designing and engaging in this study, I will 

examine oral tradition, Ts'msyen adaawx (history), and Ts 'msyen Ayaawx (laws). I will also 

review literature on the issue of identity in Aboriginal youth, related to how lack of 

knowledge about personal identity may impact educational achievement. 

Oral Tradition 

Oral tradition is the foundation of Tsimshian culture and has been the vehicle that was 

used to pass along knowledge from one generation to the next since time immemorial. The 

Tsimshian did not have a writing system and therefore relied on repeated oral retellings of 

their history to keep their knowledge alive. The stories were repeated over and over so they 

would become entrenched in the minds of the next generation to tell their children and 

grandchildren. Depending on the situation, or reason for the story, there were also variations 

in the ways that stories were told that reflected the personality of the storyteller or the needs 

of the situation, as perceived by an Elder. 

It was not until the missionaries and ethnographers arrived in Tsimshian territory that 

the stories began to be written down. Although it may have been a well intentioned attempt 

by the missionaries and ethnographers to learn about an unfamiliar people, the translated 

versions of the stories do not portray the context, emotions, body language, or the spiritual 

beliefs of the person telling the story. The translated versions were also at risk of being 

mistranslated, as many words in First Nations languages do not have direct translations to the 

English language. The result has been a colonized version of our traditional oral history. 

Many First Nations communities are making a valiant effort to reclaim and repatriate their 
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stories that have once been written down by non-Indigenous ethnographers in an effort to 

undo the colonial legacy (Hulan & Eigenbrod, 2008). Communities such as the Mi'kmaq are 

recording their oral tradition in order to teach and pass on the tradition to future generations 

(Archibald, 2008; Marshall, 1997). 

Nine Allied Tribes of Lax Kw'alaams 

There are currently nine tribes of Lax Kw'alaams, Giluts'aaw, People of the Way 

Inside, Ginadoiks, People of the Swift Water, Ginax ' angiik, People by the Hemlock, 

Gispaxlo'ots, People of the Elderberries, Gits'axlaal, People Living by the Berry Shrubs, 

Gitando, People of Over There, Gitlaan, People of Stern ofCanoe, Gits'iis, People of the 

Salmon Trap , and Gitwilgyots, People of the Kelp. There were ten, however one Tribe has 

diminished to extinction, the Gitwilksaba, People of Sudden Appearance. 

These ten tribal groups held territories on the lower Skeena River and on the 

northwest coast of the Pacific Ocean (see map Appendix E) When the Hudson's Bay 

Company moved into Port Simpson (also known as Lax Kw 'alaams) in the early 1800's the 

tribal groups of the lower Skeena moved their winter villages to Lax Kw'alaams (Campbell, 

2005). 

Ts'msyen Names 

Traditional Tsimshian names are not owned by people or families, they are owned by 

the Tribe, and are passed on from one generation to the next through matrilineal line, based 

on the mother's side of the family. It is common for a person to have more than one name in 

his/her lifetime. Often a person would start with a name that is a child' s name, and once that 

person becomes older they would be given an adult name and the child's name would be 

used on another child. Higher ranking names such as those of the Sm'ooygit, chief, or 
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sigidm hana'nax, matriarch, are inherited. For example a Sm'ooygit would pass his name to 

his eldest sister's son, and a matriarch would pass her name to her daughter or youngest 

sister. 

Traditional Tsimshian names are earned, and decided upon at Tribal meetings. If a 

person is not ready for a name that they are in line for, sometimes another person from the 

Tribe will hold the name until that person is ready to assume the responsibility that the name 

entails. Sometimes people can hold two names from different Tribes. This is referred to as 

lag ax' liiha ytk. 

Names were given to people and validated at feasts. Once the name is placed upon an 

individual, that person and the Tribe would give out gifts to the people witnessing the event. 

Upon accepting the gifts the witnesses are accepting what they saw as the truth, and agree 

with what has just transpired. When a person dies, the traditional Tsimshian name that they 

had is taken off of them and passed on to the next person, of whom the Tribe decides. 

Ts'msyen Adaawx 

Traditional Tsimshian culture is taught through the adaawx, the stories that are passed 

from one generation to the next orally, that tell the history of the Tsimshian people. The 

adaawx tells about the origin of the world as it is known by the Tsimshian, the events that 

have led up to how certain things have come to be as they are today, our crests, our names, 

and our territories. Tribal house groups have ownership over their adaawx that tell about the 

migration of their ancestors and the origin of their house crests. Only the members of each 

house group have the authority to tell their adaawx. The adaawx were told both formally and 

informally. Formally at feasts and informally at times when a family member felt it 

necessary to teach another family member a lesson through the adaawx. 
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Crests and House Groups 

Crests are an important part of Tsimshian social structure and kinship. Crests 

represent the social identity of the person who wears it. A person' s crest will depict Tribal 

affiliation, house membership, as well as a person' s status or rank. Crests are linked to 

Tribes and houses by the adaawx, which explained the origin of the crest and how and why 

the person is allowed to wear it. The adaawx of a person' s crest would often reference Tribal 

territories that were associated with the person's name. Once a person received their name at 

a feast, the adaawx associated with that name would be shared and validated, the person 

would also be given a button blanket depicting their crest. A person could only display crests 

that belonged to him/her through house or Tribal affiliation. 

There are four main pdeex, or crests, within the Tsimshian Nation, killerwhale, wolf, 

raven and eagle. The four crests are used in each of the Nine Allied Tribes. In addition, 

there are sub-crests that are associated with different house groups within each Tribe. Some 

sub-crests were specifically associated with a particular name. Each house group owned 

crests, songs, names, as well as territories associated with fishing, hunting and gathering. 

Each Tribe can consist of many house groups. The crests and sub-crests that are used on 

paintings, house fronts, regalia, button blankets, and totem poles inform others of the social 

structure, identity and origin stories of each of the Tribes, and their respective house groups. 

Ts'msyen Ayaawx 

The Ayaawx is the sacred laws that govern the Tsimshian people. The Ayaawx is not 

written and, from what I have been taught, should not be written due to potential 

misinterpretation as many of the Sm' algyax words have no direct translation into the English 

language. Very much like the adaawx, the Ayaawx is taught formally and informally 
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depending on the situation. All aspects pertaining to Tsimshian social structure, Tribal 

authority, responsibility and rites are part of the Ayaawx. The Ayaawx is often referenced in 

the adaawx. The Ayaawx ensures that there is connection and continuity from the past to the 

present. 

Identity 

In the current structure of educational institutions, Aboriginal students are immersed 

in the Western mainstream culture and often lose a major part of their Aboriginal identity. 

Indigenous culture and ways of coming to know are often taught as an add-on to the 

curriculum that is almost entirely Eurocentric in design and implementation. Teachers are a 

product of their own culture and consequently bring cultural baggage to the classroom 

(Hatcher &Bartlett, 2010). "The world we carry in our 'heads ' often prevents us from 

entering other peoples ' worlds" (Egbo, 2009, p 130). Ogbu (as cited in Hatcher & Bartlett, 

2010) stated that the challenge for non-Aboriginal teachers is the relinquishing of their own 

control as they respectfully listen to another viewpoint. Teachers need to open their minds 

and allow themselves to learn and appreciate a new culture. All teachers who teach in First 

Nations communities need to learn about, have an appreciation for, and integrate the First 

Nations culture into curricular activities in order to contribute to a positive sense of identity 

among their students. 

In spite of the best efforts of educators, discrimination is not uncommon for 

Aboriginal students in the mainstream education system. It has been my experience and 

observation that people go in one of two directions when confronted with discriminating 

circumstances: they will start to believe what they hear and end up with a diminished spirit or 

they will fight against the current and do everything within their power to change their 

f 

( 
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circumstance, thereby changing attitudes and thoughts. It is always my hope that students 

will be resilient and the latter will prevail. 
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I worked in Lax Kw'alaams for three years, as a teacher and an administrator, and the 

majority of the teachers who came into our community were not familiar with the Tsimshian 

culture, worldview, and past experiences of the community. Most came in with their middle-

class, Western view of the world and it was extremely difficult for them to acknowledge that 

their own ways of knowing and navigating the world were completely different from that of 

the students and their parents in this community. Many are never able to acknowledge or 

appreciate these differences. Persistent Eurocentric focus on the part of educators is 

detrimental for students because their needs are not fully understood or met. Teachers also 

miss out on learning about a culture from within the culture, which is something they can 

never gain from a book. There are a few teachers who take the time to learn about the 

community, the students, and the history so that they can connect on a much deeper level 

with the students and their parents and it is those teachers who gamer the most respect among 

the students and the community. Until teacher education programs have required courses in 

First Nations education, non-First Nations teachers need to seek out supports within the 

community and take time to learn about the community, culturally appropriate content and 

teaching methods (Taylor, as cited in Battiste and Barman, 1995). There is one thing that I 

have learned in my teaching career that helps me reach even the most challenging student, 

regardless of race: making a connection by taking an interest in the student and learning 

about his/her culture and interests, outside of academics, creates a whole new realm of trust 

and respect. 
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Two Eyed Seeing 

Reciprocity is an important value in Aboriginal culture but is not as readily evident in 

Western mainstream culture. Chief Dan George (1989) has stated, "We have taken so much 

from your culture ... I wish you had taken something from our culture ... for there were some 

beautiful and good things in it" (p. 41). It can be argued that the notion of learning from one 

another and giving back is a reoccurring theme that has come up in generation after 

generation of Aboriginal people since the first affects of contact of the European settlers were 

felt in what is now known as North America. Aboriginal people have had no choice but to 

live and learn within Western mainstream society with little reciprocation. Our culture was 

devalued at first glance, without a thought or a willingness to observe and learn about what 

we, as Aboriginal people, could teach about living in balance and harmony with the land and 

each other. 

Aboriginal people have had to negotiate a world that aimed to disenfranchise us, and 

strip us of our identity through assimilation into a Eurocentric Western worldview (National 

Indian Brotherhood, 1972). Despite the systematic and social oppression Aboriginal people 

have faced, we are still here today! We have learned to live within the Western world and 

only recently has the Western world begun to realize the value of our traditional teachings 

(Battiste & Barman, 1995; Friesen & Friesen, 2002). 

A Mi'kmaq Elder, Albert Marshall, first coined the concept of Two-Eyed Seeing, 

which means, to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing, and 

from the other eye with the strengths of Western ways ofknowing, and to use both of these 

eyes together, while avoiding knowledge domination and assimilation (Hatcher & Bartlett, 

201 0). The concept originally came about because of a lack of Mi 'kmaq students enrolled in 
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the sciences at Cape Breton University (Hatcher, Bartlett, Marshall, & Marshall, 2009). 

Marshall's belief behind the concept is that Western science will not save the environment or 

the natural world. It will take a change of attitude and a change of mindset of all people to 

bring together two worldviews to work in balance with each other. Implementing this 

concept of two-eyed seeing will help Aboriginal people maintain their cultural worldview, 

which is a fundamental aspect of their identity, while still living in the Western world. 

Two-eyed seeing integrates the Indigenous and Western worldviews. If we take what 

the researchers from the Western world have found into account and weave their findings 

into what two Indigenous scholars, Battiste and Henderson (as cited in Hatcher & Bartlett, 

2010), summarized as the structure of Indigenous ways ofknowing, we will have an 

education system in which everyone involved will flourish and succeed in their own way: 

(1) knowledge ofunseen powers in the eco-system, (2) knowledge of the 

interconnectedness of all things, (3) knowledge of the perception of reality based on 

linguistic structure or ways of communicating, ( 4) knowledge that personal 

relationships bond people, communities and ecosystems, (5) knowledge that traditions 

teach specialized knowledge related to "morals" and "ethics" and (6) knowledge that 

extended kinship passes on social traditions and practices from one generation to the 

next (Hatcher and Bartlett, 201 0). 

David Peat (2002) summarized the coming together of the two worldviews: 

Our world has become smaller, and everything we do has the potential of affecting 

people all over the globe. As never before it is essential that we should all learn to 

talk and listen together without prejudgment, learn to suspend our prejudices, and 

allow our consciousness to flow along new lines. Clearly it is only in this way that 
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the Elders ofboth Western and Native American science will be able to learn from 

each other (p. 42). 
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If the concept of two-eyed seeing is practiced in all aspects ofthe education system, it 

may assist in the process of demonstrating to Aboriginal children and youth that their culture 

is valued. A simple way to implement the concept is to hire employees that are reflective of 

the diversity within the school, because they will become authentic role models to all 

students within the school. In addition, recruiting and retaining Aboriginal teachers needs to 

become a priority. Non-Aboriginal teachers need to acknowledge their power and privilege 

if they are challenge the authority of the Western worldview. Once these walls are broken 

down and trust and respect are shared between both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, 

the elements of two-eyed seeing can be more easily implemented, which include a co-

learning philosophy, connection with culture and community, a psychologically safe 

classroom, and Aboriginal pedagogy (Hatcher et. al. , 2009). The values imparted in two-

eyed seeing will play a strong role in establishing trusting relationships and a safe 

classroom/school environment. 

In addition, two-eyed seeing will provide more opportunities for experiential learning, 

which is closely connected to passing on knowledge through oral tradition. Experiential 

learning is learning through reflection or doing, which is often contrasted with rote learning. 

Cajete (as cited in Hatcher et. Al. , 2009) noted that Indigenous Sciences are a large range of 

coming to know processes that result from human experiences in the natural world. We use 

lessons learned from childhood through to present day to shape how we carry ourselves 

through a world full of unknowns. It is through relationships and experiences that one 

acquires knowledge that has the most impact. Through the relationships and experiences I 
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had growing up I have acquired many leadership qualities that serve me well on the road of 

life. For example, experiences in my childhood have taught me perseverance and to have a 

strong work ethic, and throughout my post-secondary training, early career experiences, and 

events to date, moral purpose has driven me and I have learned to have a positive attitude, 

confidence, to collaborate with colleagues, and to use self-reflection regularly. All of which 

reinforce the Indigenous worldview that the journey is more important than the destination. 

While Western thought grasps at the surface, the Indigenous heart, mind, and being 

seeks the "inscape"; that inner voice and authenticity that lies within each experience 

and aspect of nature. In engaging the inscape a person is not preoccupied with 

measuring, comparing, classifying, categorizing, or fitting things into a logical scheme, 

but rather with seeking a relationship that involves the whole of one's being (Peat, 

2002, p. 276). 

Integral to two-eyed seeing is a holistic education model that creates a community 

within a classroom and between the class and the community outside the school. Lifelong 

learning is prominent in Indigenous culture and family and community are part of the 

learning process. Transferring this concept to the education system to come alive in the 

classroom is essential to promoting trust and respect among students. Inherent in the two-

eyed seeing approach is a respect for different worldviews and a quest to outline a common 

ground while remaining cognizant and respectful of the differences. Sometimes it is 

necessary to impart the Indigenous worldview where there is a realization of a need for 

balance, the understanding that there are times when it is better to listen than to ask, better to 

feel than to think, and more appropriate to stay with a silence than to seek answers in speech 

(Peat, 2002). 
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There will always be tensions of walking between two worlds: Aboriginal people 

struggle with pressure to use Western ideologies and systems to evaluate ourselves, which 

continue to keep our people dependent on the global, hierarchical mentality of thought, which 

then becomes an internal struggle to represent the two worlds equitably. The impact of 

colonization has impacted us, as Aboriginal people, with such great force, that it almost 

succeeded in assimilating us into the mainstream. Two-eyed seeing allows a space and a 

place for Indigenous knowledge to once again flourish, and the best part of it is that 

Indigenous knowledge will share a space with Western knowledge without one dominating 

the other. "Where no one intrudes, many can live in harmony" (Chief Dan George, 1990, p. 

66). 

Aboriginal Education and Student Success 

As schools move from systems of sorting to learning (Kaser & Halbert, 2009) it is 

imperative that educational leaders have adaptive expertise and use innovative approaches in 

their practice. "Successful school leadership can play a significant role in improving student 

learning" (Leithwood, as cited in British Columbia Principals' and Vice-Principals' 

Association, 2007). Leaders need to have intense [moral] purpose, be genuinely inquiry-

minded, and purposefully design professional learning in the context of respectful and 

trusting relationships in order to benefit the school as a whole (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). As 

leaders and educators it is important to apply these mindsets in our practice and reflect on our 

actions to improve our leadership skill set in order to improve student learning, not only for 

First Nations students, but for all students. 
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Chapter Summary 

In this chapter I have reviewed aspects of Tsimshian culture, such as oral tradition, 

Ts'msyen names, Ts 'msyen adaawx (history), crests and house groups, and Ts'msyen 

Ayaawx (laws). I explored the issue of identity in Aboriginal youth, the concept oftwo-eyed 

seeing, and examined how lack of knowledge about identity impacts education. 
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Chapter III: Research Method 

I envision that this study will assist in the teaching, passing on and preserving of 

Tsimshian oral tradition for the youth and future generations of the Tsimshian of Lax 

Kw'alaams through the use ofvideography that records the wisdom of Elders in their own 

words, and includes the non-verbal elements of communication such as facial expression and 

body language. The study will not only assist and benefit Tsimshian people so that all 

children of the Tsimshian Nation will know who they are and where they come from in order 

to reaffirm and strengthen their true identity as Tsimshian people, but will also aid in the 

transmission of cultural knowledge for non-Aboriginal people working with the Tsimshian 

by providing an authentic and accessible source. 

Rationale for Method 

This research study was conducted using qualitative interviews, informed by 

Indigenous methodology, using a conversational method to gather knowledge through story. 

The study has used the button blanket as a conceptual framework to encapsulate the issues 

relating to cultural identity and how oral tradition can play a part in the resurgence of 

Tsimshian knowledge. The information is a combination of this report combined with the 

original interviews of the Elders on DVD, and will be presented to the community of Lax 

Kw'alaams to use as a tool for the transmission of cultural knowledge. 

Indigenous methodology is relatively new to the landscape of qualitative research and 

has developed as the need for methodologies that are inherently and wholly Indigenous came 

into focus (Kovach, 2009; Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008). Rigney (as cited in Wilson, 2008), 

says that Indigenous people want research and research design to contribute to their self-

determination because Indigenous people think and interpret the world and its realities in 
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differing ways to non-indigenous people, due to their experiences, histories, cultures and 

values. It then becomes the responsibility of Indigenous researchers to assist others to know 

our worldview in a respectful and responsible fashion (Kovach, 2009). "Indigenous 

knowledges comprise a specific way of knowing based upon oral tradition of sharing 

knowledge . .. the conversational method is a means of gathering knowledge found within 

Indigenous research" (Kovach, 201 0, p. 40). 

The reasons I chose this particular method for my research .is it aligns with the 

Tsimshian oral tradition of using story as a means to teach and assist others. Using stories as 

a teaching tool allows the listener to make their own meaning from the story, making it more 

personal (Wilson, 2008). Using the conversational method I have gathered knowledge based 

information from the participating Elders through the stories they have shared with me, 

which can be used to share their information with others through the use ofvideography. It is 

important that this information, the stories from the Tsimshian Elders, be recorded and 

translated for others by a Tsimshian researcher, as too many stories have lost educational and 

social value due to weak translations by non-Tsimshian recorders (Archibald, 2008). 

The importance of a Tsimshian researcher doing research in a Tsimshian community 

contributes to the validity of the information when it is presented back to the community. By 

doing research in my community I become an insider researcher, a Tsimshian woman 

researching in her Tsimshian community, which allows me to draw upon my understanding 

of the Tsimshian culture. Also, as an insider I have already built up the trust between myself 

and the community of Lax Kw'alaams through my interactive and collaborative involvement 

since I was born. This trust has allowed the participants to feel comfortable sharing their 

stories and speak to me freely, as they were already familiar with me. 
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Within the Western positivist perspective being an insider may raise some concerns 

regarding validity. Positivism suggests that the research can be distorted because the 

researcher cannot be objective. However, from a constructivism perspective insider research 

can add to the validity due to the richness, honesty and authenticity of the information 

acquired (Rooney, 2005). Within constructivism, which closely resembles the Indigenous 

framework I have used in this study, the knowledge itself is not the goal, the goal is the 

change that the knowledge may help bring about; to reaffirm and strengthen the identity in 

Tsimshian youth. 

Cultural Protocol 

It is very important to honour the Indigenous protocols when conducting Indigenous 

research. I have learned the protocols of the Tsimshian by direct teachings from my 

grandparents, and through watching cultural protocols being followed at our traditional 

ceremonies. First Nations people who have been researched by non-First Nations people 

using Western methodologies have felt taken advantaged of, as they have felt that their 

knowledge was taken and they were given nothing in return (Kovach, 2009; Smith, 1999; 

Thompson, 2004). It is important that the information, knowledge and wisdom from our 

Elders is collected by an Indigenous researcher following the appropriate cultural protocols, 

and that the information is given back to the community, which follows the Indigenous 

axiology of relational accountability (Thompson, 2004; Wilson, 2008). 

Smith (1999) sets out basic guidelines for respecting and protecting the participants 

and communities in which research is taking place. Although it is based on Kaupapa Maori 

practices, which means Maori topic or agenda, the premise behind each of the guidelines 
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follows the cultural protocols of the Tsimshian people. Smith's (1999) protocols are as 

follows: 

1. Respect for people. Within this project, my respect stems from the teaching and 

learning from the Elder's lessons. 
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2. Present yourself to people face to face. While doing research, it is important to meet 

the people you are researching with. 

3. Look, listen ... speak. The Elder's teachings is about being humble, observant, and to 

speak at the right time. 

4. Share and host people, be generous. It is our responsibility as Indigenous people to 

show kindness to all our visitors entering the traditional territory. 

5. Be cautious. This in part relates to take only what is needed and not wanted. It also 

reminds us to be aware when entering communities as researchers. 

6. Do not trample over the mana of people As researchers or visitors, it is our 

responsibility to work with the people, for the people and by the people. We must be 

aware of the strength and knowledge that people hold and to be culturally sensitive. 

7. Don't flaunt your knowledge. Elders often remind us to be humble, to look, learn, 

and listen. That is what makes a good leader/researcher. Smith's teachings is very 

much connected to Kovach's principles 

In addition, Kovach (2009) states that researchers must be prudent with what they share, and 

she outlines some broad ethical considerations when conducting Indigenous research: 

a) that the research methodology be in line with Indigenous values 

b) that there is some form of community accountability 

c) that the research gives back to and benefits the community in some manner 
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d) that the researcher is an ally and will not do harm 

All First Nations have their own ways of preparing for specific ceremonies, and Wilson 

(2008) suggests that Indigenous research is a ceremony, therefore appropriate preparations 

should occur before research takes place. If we go back to the time before contact the 

Tsimshian people had ceremonies for different milestones in life, however Tsimshian people 

were not doing research on each other so traditional protocols were not in place for such 

activity. The closest that I could think of for preparation for research in a Tsimshian 

community by a Tsimshian researcher would be how the Elders prepare and/or groom a 

person to take his/her inherited place in Tsimshian society. Teaching and learning was done 

through watching and doing. Elders would not directly teach someone something, they 

would teach through storytelling and it was up to the listener to piece together a lesson from 

the story and apply it to fit the situation (Wilson, 2008). This is how I see my preparation 

occurring for this study. 

As I mentioned in chapter one I grew up with my grandparents and my great aunts and 

great uncles, and they always told me to get an education and to start documenting our 

history. When I went away to attend university I felt a strong disconnect from my 

community, especially when cultural events were taking place. This disconnect was so 

strong, that every time I heard a drum beat I would cry. At first I did not know why I was 

crying, but I knew I was shedding sad tears, as I felt it in my heart that there was something 

missing. This went on for over ten years, and it was not until I moved back to the traditional 

territory of the Tsimshian that the crying stopped when I heard the drum beat, and what 

replaced it was a feeling of happiness and contentment. When I finally realized that I no 

longer cried at the sound of a drum beat I was living and teaching in Lax Kw 'alaams, and 
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reflected that the reason I was not crying and that the feeling in my heart had changed was 

due to the fact that I was home. 
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My preparation for this study was a lifelong circular process that started in my territory, 

took me away from home, and ended back in my territory. My preparation started with the 

teachings from my mother, grandparents and great aunts and uncles, they conditioned me to 

be proud of who I am and where I came from. They taught me the values of our culture. 

Moving away from home taught me how to live in the Western world, and made me realize 

how important preserving the Tsimshian culture is to me. Coming back home reaffirmed 

what I was groomed to do by my grandparents, to be an active agent in the preservation and 

continuation of the Tsimshian culture. As Wilson (2008) states, "Indigenous research is a 

life changing ceremony" (p.61). 

Preparation for the interviews involved making a connection with the Elders that I had 

selected to participate in this study. It involved making sure the interviews are done on the 

traditional lands of the Tsimshian, and making sure the Elders were comfortable in the 

interview environment. I made sure that the questions were presented respectfully, and the 

Elders had a clear understanding of how their knowledge would be used and shared. In this 

respect the Elders had the opportunity to review both the videotaped interview, as well as the 

written transcription, both for accuracy and to make changes if necessary. The preparations 

also included listening with my ears and my heart. 

"Patience and trust are essential for preparing to listen to stories. Listening 

involves more than just using the auditory sense. We must visualize the characters and 

their actions. We must let our emotions surface. As the Elders say, it is important to 
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listen with 'three ears: two on the sides of our head and the one that is in our heart." 

(Archibald, 2008, p. 8). 

Description of the Study 

I interviewed three Elders who have learned from and practiced oral tradition 

throughout their lifetime. These Elders have agreed to openly share their knowledge with me 

in order to preserve the teachings for future generations of the Tsimshian Nation. Prior to 

conducting my interviews the project proposal was sent into the Research Ethics Board of the 

University ofNorthem BC for review, and approval was granted in January 2013 . 

I used purposeful sampling to select the three Elders to interview. In many research 

studies protecting the identity of participants is essential, however the Elders chosen did not 

want their identities concealed, although the option of anonymity was open to them. The 

choice not to conceal their identities adds to the authenticity of the voices within the study as 

each of the participating Elders is very respected with the community of Lax kw'Alaams. 

My sources of data have been collected from the interviews, which were video taped in the 

Tsimshian communities of Lax Kw 'alaams and Prince Rupert in 2013. I used semi-

structured interviews with open-ended questions, as this allowed the participants to have a 

conversation with me about the topics of oral tradition and identity. The interviews helped 

identify key themes, which allowed for more directed and structured questions as the 

interview proceeded. 

The primary research question that drove this project was: What essential knowledge 

about traditional Tsimshian names and personal identity should be preserved to strengthen 

the sense of identity among our youth and our nation? This question was followed with three 

more specific questions: What do you believe is needed to bring on a resurgence of oral 
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tradition in the youth and for future generations? How do you see the oral tradition of the 

Tsimshian woven into the education system? What advice do you have for the youth as they 

navigate through the two worlds, the Tsimshian and the mainstream? 
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During the interviews I kept a researcher's journal and used that to reflect on the 

process of getting ready for, and conducting the interviews, as well as to record any 

reflections I had about the study. Once the interviews were completed and transcribed I 

presented the videotaped interview, as well as the written transcription to the participants to 

review for a period of one week. After the participants have had a chance to review their 

interviews, we had a meeting to discuss any changes. When all of the participants agreed to 

the transcripts I began interpreting the interviews using a thematic approach to group the data 

gathered. As I went through the process of analyzing the data I used the button blanket as a 

conceptual framework to encapsulate the words of the Elders in the final project. 

Additionally, the videotaped interviews were put onto a DVD that will be presented 

to the community of Lax Kw'alaams at a gathering following the completion of my project. 

This gathering will not be a traditional feast, but will follow some of the protocols of a feast. 

The project information will be presented to the guests, who will be presented with a small 

gift, and upon acceptance of this gift they have acknowledged that they agree with the 

information as presented. They will also have a chance to ask questions and make comments 

about the information presented. This process follows the Indigenous axiology of relational 

accountability. 

Benefits and Limitations of the Research Method 

Within the Western paradigm the notion that empirical evidence is sounder than 

cultural knowledge alienates many Indigenous scholars. "It is the notion of superiority of 
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empirical knowledge that leads to the idea that written text supersedes oral tradition. For 

Indigenous scholars, empirical knowledge is still crucial, yet it is not their only way of 

knowing the world around them" (Wilson, 2008, p. 58). In some cases Tribal epistemologies 

are not recognized as legitimate within the Western paradigms, however work by many 

Indigenous researchers is changing that perception. Tribal knowledge is important and must 

be acknowledged- it is about identity and respect (Kovach 2009). Utilizing Indigenous 

methodologies allows for a greater appreciation of Indigenous history and worldviews and 

contributes to non-Indigenous peoples knowledge base by assisting in the understanding of 

Indigenous issues, cultures and values (Wilson, 2008). 

An issue for Indigenous researchers working within an Indigenous methodology, who 

are also 'insiders' is that they may be judged on their family background, status, politics, age, 

gender and their perceived technical ability. Some Indigenous communities would prefer a 

non-Indigenous researcher to an Indigenous researcher based on their view that Indigenous 

people will never be good enough, or that Indigenous researchers may divulge too much 

information, or may have some hidden agenda (Smith, 1999). A related issue for this project 

was that the some Tsimshian stories belong to certain Tribes, or families, therefore only those 

Tribes or families can tell and hear them. Also, some stories can only be shared among the 

Tsimshian people, therefore restricting some topics that participants can share. This issue did 

not come up within this study. 

Utilizing Indigenous research methods is about taking action, not simply identifying 

and commenting on Indigenous oppression; it can act as a bridge between two worlds, the 

Indigenous and the Western (Kovach 2009). More and more Indigenous people are entering 

the world of academia and are being welcomed at the doors of higher learning, however 
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when an Indigenous person walks through those doors he/she cannot be asked to leave 

his/her cultural identity at the door. Welcoming the Indigenous person means also 

welcoming and valuing his/her cultural identity and cultural research paradigms. 

Chapter Summary 
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In this chapter I have described the rationale for my choice of qualitative interviews, 

informed by Indigenous methodology, using a conversational method to gather knowledge 

through story. I have described the actual research process that I used to obtain the interviews 

from a purposeful sample of participating Tsimshian Elders. Benefits and limitations of 

utilizing an Indigenous methodology have also been described. 
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Chapter IV: Voices from our Elders: Story Analysis 

Oral tradition is the foundation of the Tsimshian-culture, it is how traditional 

knowledge was and is passed on from one generation to another. Despite the attempts by the 

government to assimilate the Tsimshian using oppressive tactics, despite the diseases that 

almost wiped out entire Tribes, despite the devaluing of Tsimshian cultural values by western 

society, Tsimshian people are still thriving today. Our cultural traditions may not be 

practiced as they once were before the time of contact, but they are still deeply rooted in the 

hearts and the minds of our Elders, who have been and will continuously pass that knowledge 

on from generation to generation through oral tradition. 

The three Elders who were interviewed in this study are all from the community of 

Lax K w ' alaams and have learned from and practiced oral tradition throughout their lifetime. 

They were taught by their grandparents, parents, and aunts and uncles how to maintain and 

preserve the language and the culture of the Tsimshian. They lived off of the abundance of 

the land, respected their environment and worked hard to pass along their knowledge to their 

children and grandchildren. They partook in traditional food harvesting, which included 

traveling to their trapping grounds by canoe and camping at traditional harvesting sites until 

they had what they needed for their winter supply. They lived their early years in a time that 

required collaboration and cohesion in order to survive. Respect was entrenched in 

everything they did, and how they carried themselves. 

Each of the Elders did not want to be kept anonymous. They wanted to pass their 

knowledge onto the youth and future generations authentically with their voice and their face. 

The Elders I interviewed were James Bryant, Gilhaxaks, of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, 

gispudgwada crest, Eric Green, he holds two names in two Tribes, Spinga!! in the Gitwilgyots 
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Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe, and Sadie Dennis, Niis liimox, Gitando Tribe, of 

the lasgiik crest. They each spoke about the necessity of carrying on with the culture and the 

language especially. They spoke of the importance of following protocol with respect to 

traditional names. They spoke about the importance of the Ayaawx and the adaawx, and 

protecting our territories for traditional harvesting. 

This project could have gone on and on with interviews from these three Elders, with 

all the knowledge that each of them holds. It was very hard to contain a narrow focus for the 

purpose of this project. It is my hope that other Tsimshian people will continue to record the 

stories and the knowledge of their Elders in order to authentically pass on that knowledge to 

future generations. It is with a heavy heart to report that my main participant in this study, 

James Bryant, who is also my grandfather, passed away after conducting only one interview 

with me. He was not only the spokesperson for the nine Allied Tribes of Lax Kw'alaams, but 

he was elected by all of the hereditary chiefs of all of the Tsimshian Nation to be the 

spokesperson for the Tsimshian Nation. He held the knowledge of all nine Tribes, and before 

feasts other chiefs would consult with him in order to make sure that they were following the 

correct protocols for name giving at the feast. He knew the adaawx that went along with the 

names and the territories that each name held. He was a tenacious leader with the Tsimshian 

Nation who spoke with authoritative conviction. I am honoured to be his granddaughter and 

to have learned under his leadership, guidance and wisdom. He will be sadly missed and 

never forgotten. Each of the other two participants spoke fondly of him and respected him 

immensely for his knowledge and contributions to the Tsimshian Nation. All three Elders 

were pleased with this study and they hope that the Tsimshian people will continue to 
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practice our cultural traditions, passing on the authentic knowledge that comes from the 

Elders. 
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The conceptual framework that I used to analyze the data in this study is that of the 

button blanket, which is a ceremonial cloak used by the Tsimshian. The button blanket is 

representative of a person's identity and the adaawx that goes along with their name, 

including the territories that that particular name holds. A design of the person's crest is 

applied on the blanket as well buttons made out of abalone or mother of pearl for 

ornamentation. The button blanket is not only a symbol depicting the cultural identity of the 

person wearing it, it is the embodiment ofthe rights and responsibilities of the Tsimshian 

culture that that person must adhere to. When a person puts on their blanket they accept the 

responsibility to uphold themselves in the highest regard, respecting the cultural protocols 

and traditional ways of living. They have a responsibility not only to themselves but to their 

Tribe, as well as their Nation. The responsibility extends to protection of the language, the 

culture and the land, and is deeply rooted in respect. 

Traditional Tsimshian names belong to the respective Tribe and are passed along 

from generation to generation matrilineally. It is the responsibility of the parents, 

grandparents, aunts and uncles to teach the young ones traditional Tsimshian values and 

protocols, and to share with them their rightful place in Tsimshian society. When a person 

passes on, the name will get passed on to the next heir and the blanket will be passed with the 

name. This very important aspect of the Tsimshian culture will ensure that the names will 

never die along with the person, and that the culture will carry on for generations to come, 

until the end of time. 
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Historically Tsimshian people wore cloaks made out of sea otter or other fine fur, or 

cedar bark that was painted with crest designs as their ceremonial robes. These cloaks of fur 

or cedar were replaced with wool blankets when European traders came into the Territories 

of the Tsimshian and used wool blankets as currency in the trading process. And thus was 

the start of western society and culture encroaching on traditional Tsimshian ways of living, 

and the start of how the Tsimshian started to integrate western elements into their culture. 

The following sub-sections outline the main themes that came out of the interviews 

with each of the Elders. Each of the Elders spoke about the responsibility of teaching the 

young belonging to the grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles, and the importance of 

teaching about traditional names and lineage at an early age, as well as the necessity of each 

Tsimshian person knowing their language and practicing their culture. They also spoke 

about the importance of utilizing the traditional territories, and especially the concepts of 

protocol and respect. These main themes will be further explained with the voices of the 

Elders woven into each sub-section. 

Teaching Comes from Grandparents, Parents, Aunts and Uncles 

The crest designs on the button blankets tell the adaawx of the person wearing it. The 

adaawx is passed down from generation to generation through the use oral tradition. The 

adaawx are the stories that tell the origin of the name, the crests, and territories. 

Grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles have the responsibility to pass on the knowledge of 

both the adaawx and the Tsimshian Ayaawx so it is carried through the generations. The 

Ayaawx is the sacred laws that govern the Tsimshian people. All aspects pertaining to the 

Tsimshian social structure, Tribal authority, responsibility and rites are part of the Ayaawx. 
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The Ayaawx is often taught in conjunction with the adaawx. The Ayaawx ensures that there 

is continuity from the past to the present. 

The participating Elders all spoke of both the adaawx and the Ayaawx and the 

important role that grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles play in the teaching of the 

younger generation. They stress that learning starts at the home level, and that parents should 

not rely on others to teach their children cultural values and protocol. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks ofthe Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

There are many things that has to be clearly understood, in our ways of life, in our 

Ayaawx, our Ayaawx is not written, true, but its still there. The way of hunting, you 

have got to make sure you don't take everything, you leave, like when you go 

hunting, you shoot the male, not the female because the female brings in the new crop 

and whatever animals that you are going to get, that you are going to hunt for food 

for, and the same way when you are digging clams or cockles, you don't take it all, 

you don't take the little ones if they are small ones, you take the big ones and leave 

the small ones so they continue to grow and it continues to come back. And you 

know the laws of our people are so strong and a lot of it still continues and a lot of it 

continues to be told by the grandparents, by the parents of the children as they grow 

up ... The adaawx is the history of our people, you know when a totem pole is built, its 

through your adaawx of that Tribe or the chief, what the chief really is is put on the 

pole. I like listening to William Jeffrey, we bought the last pole he made of the 

Gitwilgyots, he started explaining the four crests and then the names of the head of 

those house crests and what's on the pole is really the four crests of the Gitwilgyots 

Tribe, the history of the Gitwilgyots Tribe as it exists ... The adaawx is different than 
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our Ayaawx, our Ayaawx is our laws, the adaawx is our history of each of the Tribes, 

the house territories, the chief and where he really comes from. The sigidm 

~  the importance of the sigidm ~  they have big ruling power on 

those names because they produce the chief, the hereditary leader, may it be a house 

leader, whatever name it's going to be, they always know that it comes from them, 

from the matriarch, the sigidm ~  They play a big role when anything 

happens in a feast, not just serve at the tables, but they got big advice, I'll never forget 

that Vera Spence and Dora Wesley before we had our feast, they were the big 

speakers of what was going to happen. Each time we had a meeting they were always 

there, and Violet McKay, Nigiism gilhowlii, and the importance of those matriarch's, 

the sigidm ~  and when there is decision making that comes about. It is not 

just the ones that are going to take the name, it involves the whole Tribe . .. and to 

make things strong, we've got to get together with the ones that know that history. 

And say that history. You know because some are going to get interviewed they 

don't want to do it, but we have to convince them. I know we had some problems 

when we didn't interview for the land use planning and the traditional use study, 

where we harvest our food, why it's so important, what are Ayaawx and our adaawx 

really is. Many times it was said by our people that we need to write our Ayaawx, but 

the Ayaawx is never written and we haven't because the ones that know it speak on it 

very strongly, but the adaawx, the history is told by the ones that know it, the Elders 

are the ones that hold those big names, it is so strong. There is, one is not just 

including the other, it's different. The adaawx is the history of our people. The 

history of the house, that name where you come from, the Tribal territory it belongs to 
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is what is told in the adaawx, and we have lots of those documents in our office that 

was collected by Willie Beynon, the adaawx. And as we speak of the adaawx, the 

Ayaawx is spoken at the same time, by the person that was interviewed, the big chiefs 

were interviewed, they said what their history was, they made those, it wasn't just the 

one person, it's all the different nine chiefs of our Tribes ... when those interviews 

were made and when you look at it, you know right away what that history really is. 

It is there and what I see is what needs to be studied by our new generation and hasn't 

been. Like some come to our office for one day to look at one document of that 

Tribe, but they won't go through the whole thing, they don't look at the other 

documents that relate to it. You know, the only time they come is when there is going 

to be a feast and what's going to be to try and fmd out if that name is right. But they 

should know the history of what is behind that name and the adaawx in the books that 

are there. You know they are there, and I've always said, but nobody has the time to 

do it. It took me a long time to see every, all of the nine Tribes, I went through the 

documents, the adaawx, the stories that come with it are there. And it took me a long 

time too, I always have to go back to some of them to fully understand, but its there 

and that's what needs to be, whoever has the time to learn that. You can't just step in 

and say, well I know the history and then you got to wrestle through and see where it 

is, you got to start learning about it back, and then read it and what you hear, what I 

see in there is what I hear from the Elders when they speak at the feasts, around the 

campfire. Like up in the Nass, out Dundas, in the Skeena, you know when you're 

like Peter Ryan and them, and David Swanson, you know when they speak around the 

camp fires and the stories they tell is what I see in some of those documents. They 
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were not exaggerating what they said, they told the truth. John Sankey was another 

one. Joseph Offit, when they speak of the real history of each of the Tribes. Like I 

say, we sit up until5 :00 in the morning after church and we don't notice the time 

because it is so interesting when you hear that, and today I don't see very much of 

that. That's what' s kinda lacking, that's why I'm saying the grandmothers and 

grandfathers and the uncle's of the children have to start going back to that to push 

the children. We have to push our children to learn all of this, it's all there in our 

office and some of the things that our people need to know. And our people, like the 

mothers again and the fathers , the grandparents, the uncles and the aunties, they got to 

start pushing, go and look in that office and see what you can find and learn about our 

history ... The culture is always there and always needs to be pushed by, again I say it, 

the home level, by the parents, with the children. Continue to push this so it will be 

recognized, and the future of our grandchildren is going to be there. What is 

happening to us now, what was left, what we were taught by our grandfathers and our 

grandmothers, and our uncles and aunties is why we are still here today. It is so 

important. 

Sadie Dennis, Niis Liimox, Gitando Tribe of the lasgiik crest 

They should ... when they' re asked to meet with their Elders they should go and learn, 

you know, when they are trying to teach them to carry on, because we won't be 

around all the time you know, the younger ones have to carry on the tradition. With 

the Tsimshian language and their culture .. . .I think that youth should go to seek it and 

go to their Elders and ask questions, and you know they could teach them. It's very 
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important for them to carry it out. .. We were taught to sit down and listen, and watch 

and not, we were not supposed to ask questions till they were done if we didn't 

understand it. We would ask when they were fmished. We were not to interrupt 

them while they were talking. That's how I was taught as a little girl [by my 

grandparents]. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe 

Well the parents got to taught them. And it's not that easy ... You got to explain what 

you said to that person when you are teaching. 

It was very interesting how each of the interviews with the Elders unfolded. The 

general question was asked about oral tradition and how to revitalize it in the youth today, 

and each of the participants answered that question and subsequent questions using oral 

tradition. Meaning they did not simply give an answer to the question, they answered the 

question and gave an example of what they were talking about through the use of 

storytelling. I was not surprised at this result, and was grateful to witness and be a part of 

learning through oral storytelling from my Elders. An example is how Eric Green talked 

about the importance of the Ayaawx and how it must be followed and protected: 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitandoix Tribe 

Who gets the name? Sometimes they have to ask permission of the nine Tribes, that's 

our Ayaawx, that's the law, you ask permission if its right to get this name, that 

person is involved with it or. . . some names are almost the same as the other one, but 

that's when you get different people to put it on, they know what it means, you get 
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them to put it on. They use to do that long time ago, but just lately they do things a 

little different. Little different now a days. 

Me: Do you think those little differences change the culture in a way? 

Eric: They don't go by our law, the Tsimshian law, they don't go by it, that's what I 

mean, they breaking the law, "oh that's old fashion", in this kind of thing that's not 

old fashion. That's what I call our Ayaawx, you got to do it, if you can't do it, don't 

do it. If you don't know what it means then call somebody else and ask permission 

and then you move. Not anymore, a person just pulls a guy out of a dark comer and 

says here, here's your name. 

Me: I guess that would change the significance or the importance of what that means, 

by breaking the Ayaawx? 

Eric: They don't know it, that's why they do that. They don't know the Ayaawx and 

they don' t think it's important and just do it, that's all. 

Me: What do you think can be done so that [people] do think the Ayaawx is important 

and does get followed? 

Eric: Tell em. Tell em this is what you do, this is the Ayaawx and that's it! 

Me: Is the Ayaawx written anywhere, or is that passed on by oral tradition? 

Eric: Well that's the oral tradition, that's our way, its not going to change anything, if 

you want to change it yourself, your ... look at our white mans law, its the same thing, 

but our Ayaawx is the same thing as a ... the nine Tribes, you have to keep the names 

of the nine Tribes into this whole community to be all in one. Once you do that you 

will see the difference ... The adaawx is different, its different, in the olden days its 

like what. . .long time ago, like what people are doing now, war here, war there, war 
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there . .. they protect our land, I don't hear these people, they make those war things to 

protect their own land, where they stay. They stay up at the canal, or anywhere, it's 

always been protected. Like the Ayaawx of olden days long times ago when the 

Haida's came in to take away our land, they were protecting it, that's what they do, 

that's why they have those spears. I use to see those big things, we use to have them, 

I don't know if they are under the house, they use to use it to hit somebody and those 

spears. 

Me: So the adaawx would tell stories about territories and what territories belong to 

which house group, is that correct? 

Eric: Well put it this way, when they, there ' s a place up the Skeena what they call, 

where my name comes from, Spingan, that's the name of that place, Sm'algyax 

Tsimshian, it come out of that flat country there up the Skeena, just up above 

Hazelton there somewhere, there ' s a big flats there, and they all come out and they go 

down Skeena, they go down Vancouver, that's where they all scatter, that what they 

call Sm'algyax Tsimshian, where they come out and go there. And that's why they 

use all those, Vancouver, they call it ~  Vancouver, Victoria ... This is where 

this other people came and they tried to come in and look at this place here [Lax 

kw' Alaams] , this would have been the Haida' s, would have belonged to the Haida's if 

those people didn't protect it, that's what they call that place across here, Willoo 

Haida, people were camped there to attack. They wait till dark to attack, there ' s a guy, 

that's where the guy named Gitwilgyots, he parked at the sandy beach, he was so tired 

at night time till he parked there, and he heard some noise and he looked out, and here 

these people were getting ready to come and attack the village here, where the people 
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lived. He got on his boat and come across here and warned the people. That's where 

he get his name Gitwilgyots, that's why we are Gitwilgyots, called our group 

Gitwilgyots, they saved a lot of people hey. They know there are people coming, and 

they warned people from here. So that's how they get the name Gitwilgyots. That's 

how they say it when you park there for the night, he pull his boat up I guess and had 

a few hours nap, he got up and looked out and see those people getting ready to attack 

across here, and that's why they call that place Willoo Haida. Same way was 

Dundas, almost the same way as this place here, protect there, they call one open 

place across Dundas, Las ~  There were a lot of Indians them days I guess, it 

was the Gitwilgyots the same way as Metlakatla, Tugwell. See that big bar there hey, 

when the tide comes up the people stay on the water when they see the people come 

and that's where they killed them off there. I think that's the last time the people 

attacked. They are not doing it just for a war, they are doing it to protect their land 

because they know there is food out there for harvesting. It's a long story, but I just 

take out a few things. 

Eric also spoke about the importance of knowing and respecting the Ayaawx when 

carrying on with cultural traditions, and making sure the correct protocols were followed. He 

stated that it is important to teach the younger generations the Ayaawx and to make sure they 

know it, and if they do not then they need to be taught again so that they can speak out at 

Tribal meetings. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe 

You got to taught them, the same way as you taught them to speak our language, 
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that's where you start there, taught them. That's, again, that's our Ayaawx, it's you, 

you are going to learn how to protect us, and protect the people. Like when you have, 

this is your group, and our group is not yours, you 're the chief of this group, you' re 

the spokesperson for this group, and the lady, long time ago, when I use to see those 

old people a long time ago, the lady were really honoured, like a queen, they 

honoured the lady chief. 

Me: So the high ranking women were held in big esteem then? 

Eric: They honoured them, like what the chief says, the lady is there, everybody stop. 

Me: So did those ladies have just as much say? 

Erick: Yeah. They asked them, they have meetings, but like what I said, when they 

know the Ayaawx you gotta talk! 

James Bryant stressed that the culture and the language need protection and the 

biggest influencers to do that is the parents and the grandparents. The parents and the 

grandparents need to start the dialogue with the youth about what their rightful place in 

Tsimshian society is, and what the expectations and responsibilities are. He reiterates that 

this responsibility cannot be left up to someone else. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

Our culture and language, where we really come from, needs protection as it is today. 

I know we struggled, a few years back. But now I see we are coming out of it, we 

still need a lot more push by our nine Tribes to our own children. Don't expect the 

other Tribes to do it for you. Don't expect somebody else in the schools to do it for 

you. That teaching starts at the home level. As I grew up my grandmother and 
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grandfather taught us our language and what it really is, the name of the places that 

we do our harvesting in, and where we have to go to survive needs to be protected as 

well, and this I see starting to happen .. . There was so much seafood to be harvested 

there that is done by our people, why they chose this [Prince Rupert harbour] as their 

winter village site. These are the things that is taught to our people, as they grow up 

this is what our grandmothers and grandfathers taught us ... I keep saying it has to 

come from the parents and the grandparents! To teach their children, don't depend on 

that person to do it for you! You've got to start telling your children, "This is what is 

going to take place as you grow up and these are the names". Like what you are 

doing to your children, how I taught you what should the names be and you guys are 

in my house, in the house of the Mediik and all that, you know they have got to know 

what house they belong to as they grow up and keep saying that, and not forget it. 

Sometimes when they are at the feast and they forget their name, but they always 

have to remember that name, and to be reminded by their parents and their 

grandparents if they are still alive, always not to forget your name. This is what's 

important, and your culture and your way of life and what you need to harvest to stay 

alive. I always use that very strongly, and it ' s still there, that's why I say, some of the 

houses are down, where our camp sites were, but our people always go back to the 

same place and stay on board their boats to do that harvesting, may it be seaweed, 

may it be getting halibut or salmon in that area, they know where to get it, what place 

to go to get it. Cause they were told by their grandmother' s, told by their uncles, their 

aunties. You know I had one interview done by Violet Mckay, Nigiitsm Gilhowlii, 

she clearly explained all of the camp sites that she use to go to, and what was done in 
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those areas and what was harvested in those areas, and how important it was. It even 

talked about the places in the cannery where she grew up in, and where they had to go 

to work when they were small. Although the wages weren't very much, they had to 

work with their parents to stay alive, you know before the winter comes again, and 

her interview was one of the best I've seen of all the interviews that were done. She 

talks about the four seasons of the year, the different places she had to go with her 

aunties and her uncles and her grandparents to do the harvest and years ago that was 

the main thing why it was so strong. You were told your House territory where you 

go to do your own harvest, the protection ofthose territories. If someone is going to 

go into your territory they'd have to ask the house leader to go in there if they are 

from another tribe. 

Teaching about the Ayaawx and the adaawx through the grandparents, parents, aunts 

and uncles ties into the conceptual framework of the button blanket through the concept of 

identity. It was the responsibility of the matrilineal family to teach and reinforce a young 

persons identity through the transfer of knowledge about the adaawx and the Ayaawx. This 

knowledge was very sacred, as the adaawx of a name and territories belonged to Tribal 

groups. A person could not wear a crest on his or her button blanket if they did not know the 

story behind the name, or if the crest was not among the Tribal crests of their House group. 

When the person puts the blanket on they take responsibility for protecting and respectfully 

upholding that name, as well as teaching the adaawx of that name to the next heir when the 

time comes, and always upholding the Ayaawx of the Tsimshian people. The button blanket 

symbolizes the Tribal identity of the person wearing it. 
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Names, Lineage, Grooming 

Traditional Tsimshian names are another very important aspect of the culture, and 

was spoken about by all three Elders very strongly. In the Tsimshian culture a person could 

not wear a button blanket unless they were given a name at a feast. When the name is put on 

a person at a feast a button blanket, usually made by the maternal females in the family, is 

physically placed on the person at the same time. When the person wears the blanket they 

assume the rites and responsibilities that go along with that name. Traditional names 

belonged to the Tribes and were passed on from generation to generation. High ranking 

names were passed on matrilineally, and if the lineage was not there then Tribal adoption 

would take place. In Tribal adoptions the Tribal leaders would get together to decide who 

would be adopted into the Tribe to take the name. As names are tied with the adaawx and the 

Ayaawx it is up to the grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles to teach the youth about the 

importance and rites and responsibilities involved with respective names. These family 

members were responsible for teaching the youth about their Tribal affiliation and for 

assisting in the grooming process for future Sm'ooygits and Sigidm Hana'naxs. 

All three Elders spoke of the importance of having a traditional Tsimshian name, and 

they believe that having a name reinforces a persons sense of identity. Eric Green states that 

in having a name a person should also learn the language. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe 

It's important to have an Indian name, that's the only way, like when you have a new 

born, it's almost like how you baptize this person, that's how you do it when you put 

the Indian name on, and you tell them. I think its important, you tell them and they 

say they are going to teach you, that's what we need. You cannot move, you got to 
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learn our language first, from there you can, you'll see ... after you taught em our 

language, but you got to taught em our ways, how to be, how to speak, what kind of a 

person he is, a big chief, and the lady chief, that's more important than anything else. 

You teach him like you taught others, like a queen, look at the queen, they teach you 

how to learn things, that's what we need in our language. 

Me: So groom the kids into those positions? 

Eric: That's hard work, you got to prepare how you put the names on, and how you 

gonna do it, whose going to put the name on. Other Tribes or outsider, if it's an 

important name you call the outsider, not the same Tribe. Some names are pretty 

high names in the Tribes here, all the big names. You have to ... it's a lot of work, but 

you have to get the right person to put it on. 

James Bryant also spoke about the importance of the matrilineal family in explaining 

to children their Tribal affiliation, where they come from. He articulately explains how he 

was groomed to take his name by his uncles, the lineage of names and how adoption works if 

the lineage is not there. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

Some of our people are born in that big house, the house of the chief, or close to the 

house of the chief, they are already recognized as to what they are going to be as they 

grow up. But the importance of it, when you start talking about it that early, it helps 

the family in recognizing what their children are going to be as they grow up, and 

needs to happen more strongly ... What needs to be in our oral tradition in Lax 

lew' Alaams and the nine Tribes ... the Elders of our people, where it really comes from 
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is the parents, the grandparents and the parents of whoever holds that name, and 

explain to them exactly where they come from and which Tribe they belong to. It' s 

always on the mother' s side that you come from, and where you'd be expecting that 

name to be that's going to come to you. There are many that are prepared by the 

parents and saying, "You are going to have a big name as you become older," you are 

told what it is going to be and always prepared for it, so when the time comes you 

actually are ready to take that name and you are asked that. Like myself, I'll use that 

for an example, as I grew up the first name I took was from the Gitando of my 

grandmothers side, which is XaXa of the Gitando Tribe, the eagles, because that is 

where my grandmother and my mother that brought me up came from. And the next 

name that came from my uncle James Lawson had, Gilhaxaks. And he always 

prepared me for what's going to be within the Tribe of the Gitwilgyots, that I will 

become a spokesperson someday for my people and be prepared for it. He always 

told me what needs to be so that I'll be ready when the time comes, and he says, "My 

name will go to either one of you on your brother' s side," like Ernie and Eric and 

myself, between the three of us. He not only told me but he always took us to his 

house, the three ofus and explained to us that one of us is going to be taking that 

name. And that is how these oral traditions are passed on to our people. It's passed 

on from generation to generation, because the name belongs to the Tribe, not to the 

family. The families are big in some of these Tribes, some of them are born in the big 

house, in the Chiefs house, they sit close to the Chief, and that's how these names 

always need to be protected and passed on from generation to generation. The 

lineage is always there, but when the lineage is not there the adoption takes place so 
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that you will know who is going to be next in line for that name. That's always done 

before the person passes on, they start talking about it, it's not left on the sideline and 

done after the person dies, it is always done before, and everything goes smooth, and 

there is no argument where the name goes, such as what I am going to do as well ... I 

see some of the times that it's talked about after the person dies and there ' s problems 

in what has to be, but that's where you look, at who, where do they really come from, 

who was the mother? That 's what you always look at, and if the lineage is there, you 

are heading in the right direction. But if the lineage is extinct, adoption will probably 

take place for the name to be and where it is going to go. And generally it has always 

happened before a person goes. Like, before my brother Ernie died we always asked 

him, and he said, "We're kinda stuck, it'll go to my son, and I'll have to adopt my son 

to take the name so it won't be extinct." So the name won't be left in the abeyance is 

what he is talking about, it is so the name will continue after he is gone, with his son, 

and wherever it is going to go after that. The same follows with the name that I have 

and where my name is going to go, I've made it clear and the name my son' s got will 

carry on, and I've shown my children what is going to be in case something happens 

to me. This is what needs to be done by a lot of our families and Tribes, the nine 

Tribes to keep the oral tradition right up to par to where we are ... Not only the name, 

but the territory comes with that name, when you take that big name, the house name, 

waap, our people called it, is the territory of that house name. Like my name is the 

territory that starts on the Skeena River, on that Island, Dehorsy and all of the 

mountain across from it, mount McDonald and into the lake, the Rainbow Lake, all of 

Rainbow Lake is shared with one of the Tribes houses, which is Nees Omaga, in the 
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territory, as well as myself. And my name is shared with Wii Hoon and Spingan, the 

three ofus are the head of my house, and we always discuss what is going to be when 

something happens. And these are the ways things happen within each of the Tribal 

territories. But most of them are held by one single name, and some are held by two, 

and in mine there is three of us in my House, the head of the House. But the 

information is always shared between the three of us, and what happens when one of 

our Tribal members dies or a marriage ... And also this happens at the funerals, that a 

lot of the people have witnessed, and at these funerals is when the name is taken off at 

a memorial service before the real speakers start to talk, and after the name is taken 

off, they talk about it and what the name really is to that Tribe that has that name, and 

how strong it needs to be looked after, whoever takes it, and can continue to do as the 

previous person that passes on. The importance of it, its always explained to the new 

holder of the name, or before he takes the name they start telling him, you have to 

start coming to us to learn about what your territory is and the name that you are 

taking. It is not just giving the name and that is it, the House territory, the waap, our 

people call it, that's your House territory that comes with that big name. The big 

names that the House leaders hold is very important ... .It always starts on the 

mother's side, and the grandmother, like where you really come from is on your 

mother's side, but if the lineage isn't there then you start looking at the adoption, and 

the adoption has to be agreed to and done at a feast so that is it strong and recognized. 

And not only just that Tribe talks about it after adoption is done, the speakers accept it 

as they talk and if nobody speaks against it then, when you leave that hall you are 

adopted, and many times its called loxlihaytk, if you come from another Tribe and 
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you are adopted into another Tribe, you still belong to where you really come from, as 

well as taking that name and where you are going in that feast. You belong to both 

Tribes, loxlihaytk, and its so strong in adoption that they hold both names, they got a 

name in both Tribes. Like I remember, I'll use Joseph Morrison for instance, and my 

grandfather Philip Auckland, belonged to both Tribes and I believe Steve Morrison 

was another one. There were many years ago, but when they spoke they said where 

they come from and what Tribe they really belong to, but they were adopted into this 

Tribe for that name, why they got two names. It's explained, it's not just, not when 

you are adopted from that Tribe you only have the one name, but you still hold onto 

that name you already had, if you already had a name before you took this one in the 

adoption, you still hold that name in the adoption, it's still strong ... Adoption was 

done right at the feast at that time, at the same time I took the name and made it 

strong. And this needs to be followed when adoptions are done and how it' s done. 

It's usually, like when it's a big name, you start looking at who it's going to be if the 

lineage isn't there, and it has to be looked at very carefully, as to who the person 

should be. It has to be agreed to by the House leaders, they do all the talking . .. and if 

there is something that needs to be discussed, we get together right away and we start 

talking about it, we don't leave it to somebody else. It is always done by the House 

leaders ... If they clearly understand on the mother ' s side, and their grandmother, 

where they really come from they won't have any problems, because they are told by 

their parents and their father who they really are and what Tribe they are going to be 

in as they grow up and that's how its always prepared. You're told if you are going to 

have a big name and always be prepared for it, and they start telling you, like where 
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you are going to be, and your uncle's name is going to go to you, always be prepared 

for it. You know, even the uncles start talking to them as they grow up and tell them 

that they are the ones that are entitled for that name. If there is an adoption, there is 

an agreement between the father and the mother, and grandmother and grandfather, if 

they are still alive, and what's going to be happening on that adoption. It's not just 

done suddenly, its always prepared so that the name can continue to move from 

generation to generation ... Like your lineage, the lineage is there, and you always 

look at the lineage and where they come from. If you belong to that Tribe and you 

are in the lineage, you are always expected to fall in there if something happens to the 

one that takes that name. So its always by the parents of the children they start 

talking about what is going to be. I always say the Ginax'angiik is not going to be 

without a chief for a long time, because ofhow many sisters that hold big names, the 

sigidm hana'naxs, there were nine of them and I think there are seven of them left, 

but still that lineage for the chief is always going to be there, coming from one of 

those sisters. 

Both James Bryant and Sadie Dennis spoke about the importance of protocol at 

feasts, and how it should be done in front of a large gathering of all of the Tribes in order for 

it to be properly acknowledged, as the more Tribal leaders speak about what they have 

witnessed the stronger the name is. Sadie also talks about the importance of respecting the 

name you wear. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 
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You know, when the ones that really know it would say so as well because when you 

took that name it was taken at a feast, at a big feast, and gifts were given out to each 

of the Tribal chiefs at that feast and each of the Tribes speak on it after the name is 

taken, pushing it saying they accept it, that's why it is so strong because it was done 

at a feast...Well, you know sometimes when a feast is done, and they don't involve 

the hereditary chiefs then its not very strong, but when you include all of the 

hereditary chiefs when you take that name and that's when it comes really strong, you 

know right away when Tribal leaders speak at that feast and they know that they 

accept that, that name you took that night is done properly and that is the important 

part. You don't just do it with a supper, you do it with the Tribal leaders, the Tribal 

chiefs and they speak on it, why you call them is they speak in acceptance of it and 

that's why it is so strong, but when you don't and do it maybe with a supper, it's not 

strong, and only one or two chiefs or Tribal leaders, it wasn't the whole nine Tribes 

wasn't there, then the name doesn't become fully recognized by the nine Tribes is 

what I'm saying. 

Sadie Dennis, Niis Liimox, Gitando Tribe of the lasgiik crest 

When I was younger, at a younger age, my parents took me to a feast, and it was in a 

home, a big house, I was really young then, and they had different chiefs from 

different Tribes present there, and they told me not to make a noise or anything and to 

sit still. The people maybe three or four of them were getting names, they were 

putting different names on them, and the different Tribes they don't get the same one 
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that's, you know they got to get a different Tribe to put the name on. And they were 

loud, they had powerful voices. It's what I witnessed when I was younger. 

Me: And has that changed in anyway now? 

Sadie: Now it's about the same, but they use the halls now compared to the homes. 

The hall in Lax kw 'Alaams there, and the church the last one I went to it was full, lots 

of people. Its done about the same, not exactly but they are carrying it out which is 

nice to see. It's nice to see the people feasting now. Because they have to. 

They encourage the other people the other Tribes when they stand up to speak they 

encourage them to feast and give names, that way the generations, as it moves on 

generation to generation, it's important that they do that that way it will never get lost, 

the name won't get lost, it will carry-on ... it's really nice to see the grandchildren and 

great-grandchildren get names, and you see the difference when they get their name, 

they're really happy and they dance really good. I really like to see that all the time in 

the feast. 

Me: Can you talk about, especially in a younger person, what they're told when 

they're getting a name, like their responsibilities with that name? 

Sadie: The younger ones they're told not to, urn ... they have to wear their name with 

pride. And don't dirty their blanket they always say. 

Me: Can you explain what that means, don't dirty their blanket? 

Sadie: You don't go the wrong road, use the wrong road. And if you're out at a party 

you don't talk about the feasting and your name, or make fun of other Tribes. 

Me: So you are told and taught to respect your name? 
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Sadie: Yes you're told to respect your name and you don't forget the meaning of your 

name. That's another thing, and always respect your Elders and that part too. You 

don't use your name, and you go the wrong way, you say, you're speaking is different 

too, you don't use vulgar language, that's another thing I was taught. Because 

everyone is different when you're young and you learn from your mistakes they say, 

don't do it again. There's always respect, you have to learn respect. 

Me: So if someone did step out of line someone from their Tribe would correct them, 

an Elder in their family would correct them? 

Sadie: Yes they would, if they did wrong they would get the Tribe together and meet 

and have a meeting, and take this person and sit them down and they'll straighten 

them out. That's how powerful they are, the Elders in their Tribe, and plus the other 

people that are there, they talk to them, they don't holler at them, they talk to them 

and everyone does a speech and tell them that it's very wrong they shouldn't do it 

again. And if they don't listen, years ago, I was told ifthey don't listen they take 

your name away and they give it to somebody else that they think will wear it and be 

proud and use it and be respectful. .. When they're young like that they, how should I 

put it ... they teach them how to walk through the traditional ways, the language the 

culture, respect ... When you're young you can go astray and then they can take you 

back and teach you to walk right and talk right and do things the right way not the 

wrong way. 

Each of the Elders have pointed out the lineage and transmission of traditional names 

is very important and protocols should be followed properly and according to the Ayaawx in 
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order to ensure the strength of the name. As young people grow up, they are taught by their 

grandparents, and parents of the place they will hold in their Tribe. As button blankets tell the 

adaawx of a persons name, Sadie pointed out the importance of respecting your name and 

that you "don't dirty your blanket" if you receive a name. Names need to be honoured and 

respected, and if the person wearing the name cannot do that, the name can be taken way. 

There is a shared responsibility among the Tribal members to ensure that the culture is 

honoured and respected. Button blankets reaffirm the name that the person is using. 

Cultural Identity - Language, Culture, Harvesting 

The button blanket is a symbol of Tsimshian cultural identity. The language and 

culture is represented in the adaawx that is passed on from one generation to next about the 

traditional name, the Tribe, the crest, and the territories. These stories tell of the hunting, 

trapping and harvesting territories of the people who wear the respective button blankets . 

The connections, the teaching and the learning are passed on through the generations through 

the traditional names and button blankets. This legacy started from time immemorial, and 

will continue until the end of time for the Tsimshian people. 

All three Elders lived through a time of dramatic change. Western ways of being 

encroached so much into the Tsimshian ways of life and all lived through that change. The 

world around them changed so dramatically from the way they were first taught to live as 

young people, to the way the world is today, now that they are Elders. They were all raised 

during a time when the grandparents had the primary role of teaching and transmitting the 

culture, the language, and traditional methods of harvesting food. Each participant spoke of 

memories they had hunting, trapping, and food harvesting in the traditional Tsimshian 

territories. They spoke about how times have changed, and the traditional methods of 
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trapping are non-existent anymore, and how not many young people are willing to help out 

during the harvesting time out at Dundas. Again, they all spoke about the importance of 

learning the language and carrying on with cultural traditions and traditional food harvesting. 

Eric Green spoke very passionately about not only the importance, but the necessity, 

of learning the language. He spoke about how he grew up only speaking the Sm'algyax 

language until he was an adult, and the difficulties he had learning English when he had to go 

to work at a logging camp. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe In 

my time, it's not the same as what we living now, in my time. In my time I don't go 

to school when I was a young fellow, we live out of town, we move, we harvest our 

food, we go to the N ass and then we go to Skeena, Dundas, then after everything is 

finished for the summer then we move back to the Skeena. In my time we do mostly 

trapping ... We've had hard times, I mean we grew up and I know ... but Jimmy was 

alright, he go to school, not me, I don't, I trap with my oldest brother cause he had 

nobody to go with so I travel with him. We row from here to Skeena for trapping. 

We did pretty good, but ... so that trapping thing, that's how we are ... To me the kids 

are doing it in school [learning the language]. I used to go to school, use to, 

sometimes the teachers call me to visit the kids in school. .. I like doing that, but some 

don't listen, some got up and walk out. They hear you spoke your own language. 

Right now you got to learn your language. You gotta know how to speak your 

language ... Well we don't use, in my young days, the way we were brought up, we 

don't talk like this, we don't use the white man's language, we spoke our own tongue 

to each other, and they [the grandparents] tell you what to do, teach you to use your 



STRENGTHENING ANA TION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 60 

own language, this is how you do it, this is what you are going to do ... Yeah, it's hard, 

well to me, when I hear, when I was in the logging camp, to hear my boss telling me 

what to do, sound like Chinese. I don' t even know what he 's talking about, I just stop 

and look at him ... he called me a big dumb Indian. I can' t get mad about it, sure that's 

what I am, I am an Indian, I got my own language, why should I learn your language, 

you sound like Chinese to me. Well that's hard, and I just imagine now how the kids 

willing to learn our language and speak it, they have to learn it. I fmd it pretty hard 

when I learn to speak English, all I spoke was my own language when I was young 

when I was brought up . My sister, Jimmy' s sister that brought Jimmy up, taught me a 

lot how to speak English, and I tell you I had a hard time to learn English. I use to 

listen to my grandmother hey, she always speaks our own language to us, "Don' t 

learn it, don' t learn it, don't do it, you gonna get stuck someday," now she' s right. 

My great great-grandfather said the same thing. Sat down and talked to us, "Don't 

take it, don' t learn it, it sounds funny." I had a hard time when I started working, and 

was old enough to make my own money. That's kinda hard, it is, it makes it harder 

for me. Now some places I go to, I don ' t know how to ask a person to where you 

gonna go for, like when you wanna go to the bathroom, or you wanna buy this, how 

do you say this, I don't know ... So that is really what we want, to taught our people 

today, even the big people, look at these people, I had visitors today, they came here 

and I tried to use my language to them and they don ' t even understand what I'm 

talking about ... It' s not hard to take a special day, tomorrow is your Indian day, use 

it. . . Well, put it this way, once you start learning your own language, like what Jimmy 

did, Jimmy learned, I taught him quite a few things, I told him what ' s going on when 
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we went to the camp. I'm the same as this guy, if I can' t ask this guy what do you 

call this, even this thing here [a pen], I don' t know what you call it. That' s, after a 

while somebody' s willing to help, ok, this is what you call this, this is how you say 

this, I caught on a little bit at a time ... First you got to taught them how to speak, 

speak our language, you can' t just step into your, what you do, what your 

grandmother do, you can' t do that. You got to learn how to speak our language, 

speak our language first and then move to the other subject. Look at you, you' ll see 

it, put it this way, the minute you know how to speak your language you can write 

this when closing your eyes, you can write this, you just close your eyes, you don't 

have to look at it. The way I talk, you don' t look at what you 're writing, you just sit 

like that and you just write it, after you learn your language, our language . .. taught 
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em .... Just remember, I said you got nine Tribes . .. you watch the minute you know 

your language and somebody else speaks, you know who he is, when the person starts 

talking and you know where he comes from .. . but like what I said, we got to learn our 

own tongue first, and then you get into your writings. I've had a hard to time to talk 

like this than when I use my own tongue, I tell you . .. When I first come home, the 

first thing I talked to my grandmother, she said, "Oh, you speak like a white man 

now," she didn' t like it, "you watch," she said, "you' ll get stuck," and here I am. You 

can' t teach them all at once, one Indian day, give them about five words, the next day 

give them another one, and you ' ll see the difference . . . They use to call me at the 

school. .. and I don' t think those kids don't even understand what I meant when I 

called them and I tell them to stand up, wi gm hamoksism, nobody move, only one 

little guy, small little guy he stood up, "Here I am," he said. At least maybe he 
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learned from his grandmother I guess, and that's what he said, "My grandmother 

always say that," he said. He' s the only one that stood up, he's the smallest little guy. 

I told him, sgu yelsgit, I told him to tum around and look the other way, sgu yelsgn, 

nobody move again. Same little thing, little guy he turned around and looked the 

other way. "This is what you say," he said, I told him, that's right. We got to taught 

em, he was listening to what his grandmother said. 

James Bryant spoke about how the missionaries and the residential schools did a lot 

of damage to our language and our culture, but he was proud and hopeful to see the language 

coming back, and more people are starting to learn it. He spoke of the importance of keeping 

the oral tradition alive and the importance of maintaining our cultural traditions, especially 

harvesting. He stressed again that the teaching of the children and youth started at home, 

with the parents and the grandparents. He states that education and culture should be a top 

priority for the Tsimhian people, and should be equally important in the schools. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

The Nine Tribes need to keep the oral tradition right up to par to where we are; and I 

see most of it is starting to come back strong and with the teaching of our own 

language back in the school, and not only our language, the culture, where do you 

come from, what is your mother' s Tribe, and they start telling them who they are and 

all that. But it kind of went astray with the missionaries, when the missionaries first 

came ... the missionaries started saying that you've now become a Christian, you have 

to tum your regalia in to me, at that time was Father Duncan, the first missionary that 

came, and made a lot of people do what he said, and a lot of their artifacts were 
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turned into him as they became Christians. The missionaries almost carried this away 

and destroyed our culture and even our language. The residential school did a lot of 

damage to our language, and today our language is starting to come back strong. Like 

our children are starting to learn the language, our own Elders are teaching it in the 

school at home, starting from kindergarten, and up. Even as you go to high school 

you still learn what your culture and language is. Which is very important, and 

should not be left behind or not pushed for every year. The ones that are in the high 

school, doing this job, those are the ones that should be pushed by each of the 

communities of the Tsimshian Nation. Like the nine Tribes of Lax Kw'alaams, we 

generally always back up education as the top priority, which is needed. And when 

you say a priority in education, we also mean that our culture is also a top priority for 

our people. So that our culture continues to be protected as it is. And you know when 

it comes to thinking of what almost happened to our language and our culture by the 

missionaries, and when you think it was the missionaries. I always say the 

government and missionaries work together in order to try and destroy what our 

culture was, but it didn't work. Our people were too strong, today you see a lot of 

these protests, by our people, by a lot of the First Nations so that things can be for the 

future generation of our people, how important that it is to us today, like education. 

When we say education, we also mean that our culture and identity is really our 

culture and language, where we really come from, needs protection as it is today. I 

know we struggled, a few years back. But now I see we are coming out of it, we still 

need a lot more push by our Nine Tribes to our own children. Don't expect the other 

Tribes to do it for you. Don't expect somebody else in the schools to do it for 
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you ... Well if you think that the learning is going to come from the school that they 

are going to, some of it is to start there, but the parents are the ones that really have to 

push that and really say the truth about where you really come from, what your 

culture really is, where your harvesting site is, where your houses used to be. That 

harvesting site is still there, although the houses have fallen down in a lot of these 

places, our people still go back and stay there for the weekend with their families to 

do what they have to do, like seaweed, fish eggs or whatever, you know ... The 

schools are starting to go and take our children to Dundas for the harvesting of the 

different foods besides seaweed. In this we see the excitement in the children as the 

spring comes about, and they start asking questions about, "When are we going to the 

camp again?" You know we are starting to see the importance that the children want 

to learn, especially the young ones. We need push by the parents of these children to 

continue doing this, and not depend on the schools to do it. They need to go to the 

schools and say we need more of this for our children. This is probably what we have 

to do for our children, to start pushing for their education. I know we are going to get 

a big high school in Simpson, but it is so long in coming, but we need to help push 

this so it will be, and what needs to be in that school so that the culture of our people 

can be reached in years to come. It is important! All our camp grounds, where we 

get our food, why we survived, why we are still here today; I always say, Rupert 

Harbour, it's not because it's a calm place and a good place to live in the winter 

months, it's because of the place of abundance, of food from the shore, from the sea 

and also from the land. You go into the bush to do your hunting, you go into the 

lakes to get the ducks or the geese, whatever you want to get and when the big tides 
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come you go down to the beach for all of the shell fish that needs to be harvested. 

That is why our people lived in Rupert Harbour, it's close to where we harvest our 

seafood and close to where we get our food in the bush ... There was so much seafood 

to be harvested there that is done by our people, why they chose this as their winter 

village site. These are the things that is taught to our people, as they grow up this is 

what our grandmothers and grandfathers taught us, and that is why we had to go to 

these camps in the Skeena, why we have to go to Dundas at certain times, why we 

have to go to the Nass. Our harvesting starts from the Nass River, and we harvest 

with the four seasons of the year, we move with the four seasons of the year to stay 

alive, as we get the food that comes with those seasons of the year. It's important for 

our people. They have their village sites already there, and today, some of these 

village sites, like Dundas, the houses have fallen down, but our people still go to 

those sites and stay aboard their boat for about a week or only on the weekends if they 

have to, to get the supply they need for the winter. And then they always come back, 

and go back there until they get enough for what they need, and use the same area 

today, although the houses are no longer there, in some of the places. But the places 

where they harvest is still the same from way back ... We kind of forgot this when the 

canneries started coming into where the people worked, and when fishing season 

ended everybody goes home and don't go back over to the camps anymore or 

trapping. The price of furs went down and trapping isn't done too much. Very little 

trapping is done by our people, which was the big issue years ago. The price of furs 

was so high that trapping was so important for our people, as well as fishing. Right 

after the fishing season, they always prepared to go right onto the trapping grounds up 
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the Skeena until November, and they come home a month before the Christmas 

holiday .. . The culture is always there and always need to be pushed by, again I say it, 

the home level, by the parents, with the children. Continue to push this so it will be 

recognized, and the future of our grandchildren is going to be there. What is 

happening to us now, what was left, what we were taught by our grandfathers and our 

grandmothers, and our uncles and aunties is why we are still here today. It is so 

important! Our culture never changes. I've always said where we harvest our 

traditional food is always the same place, although our houses are no longer there, 

some of them are down, and to harvest that food that we always rely on are still there, 

we still use the same areas . . . We continue to do it the same way in our traditional 

territory . .. You were told your house territory, where you go to do your own harvest, 

the protection of those territories. If someone is going to go into your territory they'd 

have to ask the House leader to go in there if they are from another Tribe. And if there 

is intermarriage, there is no problem, it's done accordingly. But if it is not, they have 

to ask permission before they go in there. Take for instance, one hunting trip we had 

to go in with my uncle, me and Eric and Gus Webster, it was Khutzamateen, we went 

for mountain goat, and we went to get a few coho in the fall. On the way back we 

stopped at wilxasguu, where they lived, and we gave them some of the coho we had, 

we gave them fifteen of the coho we had, we had sixty, and we had six mountain goat 

and we gave them two mountain goat. . . We had to ask permission before we went in, 

and on the way back we had to give them some of the stuff that we got. We didn' t 

just get it and take off. And that is how it is done in many territories. You don't just 

go into another's territory without permission. The Ayaawx they call it, it' s 
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Tsimshian Law, you don't interfere with another Tribal territory, but today that is the 

little change I see, no permission is given but they say, "Oh, we use to harvest there 

too," you know but that permission was always given by the ones that need to go 

there ... So, there is always, you have to go to the House leader of whoever owns that 

territory to get permission, you are not locked out or anything. And you don't just go 

there, you know it is fatal. I'll explain again why one of the names that comes of our 

Tribe is Sadsaan, was a Gitwilgyots name, but he was caught in the Gitandoix without 

permission of the Gitandoix Tribe after one of the head of that House left the place, 

and also took some of the stuff from his shack. And they knew about it, and when 

they went back to Simpson and they asked Sadsaan, the one that had that name, he 

wanted compensation for what he did to his territory. And for a while they agreed 

that they were going to do that, and they kept asking, the third time he asked he still 

didn't get anything so he threw a big feast and took the name Sadsaan, which is still 

in Gitandoix today. In order for our Tribe to get that back we have to pay that amount 

of the cost of the feast and the other, whatever it was that they did, in order to get that 

name back, we can't just take it back. We have to throw a feast and throw a lot of 

wealth in order to get it back. And that's why the name is still there, our Tribe could 

not throw a big feast to get the name back for what he really did in that area. And that 

was quite a number of years ago, and that's why that name is still held in Gitandoix, 

and it's held as a chiefs name today. 

Sadie Dennis stresses the importance of carrying on with cultural traditions, 

especially harvesting. She shared her experience of learning to harvest seaweed as a young 
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child, and how she is continuing the tradition of teaching harvesting methods to the younger 

generation. She does state that she sees a decline in interest by the younger generation to 

learn, which concerns her. 

Sadie Dennis, Niis Liimox, Gitando Tribe of the lasgiik crest 

We should carry on with it, like our Elders ... the ones that know the history of our 

Tsimshian Nation. The youth should carry on because it's very important. .. When I 

was eight years old I went out Dundas and Melville Island with my grandmother, Jane 

Alexcee. And I didn't know too much about seaweed then, and that's in April. We 

went on a skiff and the grandfather would row quite a ways, the tide was up and by 

the time we got to the rocks the tide was just about down. We all got off and she was 

showing me what kind of, cause there's two different kinds of seaweed, you don't 

pick everything, so she told me not to pick the light green ones because they're not 

the right kind. She showed me where to go, we started at the bottom of the rock 

towards the water and we work our way up. When we first pick I got about a quarter 

of a sack, oh I was tired (laughs) and we got back to the camp and we put it out. We 

go early in the morning like 5:30 6:00, and about 10:00 [am] I guess we get back to 

the camp, and then we go to a different rock and put the seaweed out. It didn't take 

me long, she showed me how to do the squares. I didn't take long because mine 

wasn't very full (laughs). It was about a quarter sack maybe I got about three squares 

out of it, four maybe, they were small. The next day we went out again and she said, 

"You got to do better than that, you got to fill it up this time," so she put me in a place 

that was really thick, lots, she said, "I want you to fill that up". And it was an onion, 

not an onion sack, a potato sack. And I really worked hard too. She said, "You push 
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it down too, you don't just pile it in and think it's full." So I pushed it down about 

two or three times, and it was really heavy. The fellow that was with us, his son Nikki 

Alexcee, he said, "Just tie it across and I'll pack it on the boat," and I got lots of 

squares. It was heavy, she said, "That's how you do it." I was just sweating 

(laughing). For eight years old, you know I was really proud when I put the seaweed 

out and I filled that whole big rock up with squares. And when we got it dry she said, 

"You know something," she said, "that's not the end. You got to break them up 

small," she said. And they had a big block and she said, "I'll teach you how to chop 

it now." So I did, and it took me a long time to finish it. And you know those old 

cans, the lard pails, the 50 pound pails, they had back in my time as a kid. Mom 

washed it up really good, and she put stuff in there for camp and she give it to my 

grandmother, and she put brown paper in there and she said you line it with that, once 

the seaweeds dry and you chop it, and you sift it in there. And I almost filled that up 

and I told her, "I think that's good." Then we got squares, and dad came out two 

weeks and he took me home. They were really happy, and that was my first 

experience with seaweed. I was really happy and proud that I almost filled that big 

pail up. 

Me: Yeah that's good for an eight-year-old. 

Sadie: Y a, ya 

Me: That was normal back when you were eight years old, that was normal for most 

people to go out and learn how to do that? 

Sadie: Yeah, yep my mom also taught me then too, how to make bread. I had to get 

on my knees on the chair, on the cushion. That big pan looked so huge (laughs), took 
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me over an hour to fix it. Back then the yeast we used was good, because you can 

leave it overnight, you cover it hey, and then rises pretty good and you punch it down 

in the morning. Another experience I learned, you know it just, I still do it today. 

Me: And you're still going to Dundas to do the seaweed? 

Sadie: Yes, I still do, and that 's over 50 years I guess of doing it. 

Me: Wow! 

Sadie: Long time. I go out at Cove Bay, that's where we got our camp now. We've 

been there for a long, long time. We stayed in uncle Lawrence Pollard's cabin until 

Stan fixed our own. A small little cabin but it worked out for us. I took my two kids 

out with me when they were small I took them on a rock and gave them Cheesies and 

told them not to move. "The rock is high," I said, "you'll break your neck if you fall 

off' (laughing). I'd pick my seaweed, cause Stan was out halibut fishing; quite an 

expenence. 

Me: So do you see a lot of youth going out to Dundas now to harvest seaweed, as 

compared to when you were smaller? 

Sadie: Not too many, I tried to take, I took my grandchildren out, the two girls, and 

they came out once and they didn't want to do it. I told them, "You have to learn," I 

said, "you like to eat it and you got to learn how to pick it." But they didn't come out 

with me after that. So, just my daughter, Treena, comes out with me every year. For 

a long time now, she's the only one. A camp not far from us, about 15-20 minutes 

away, is Bernice Faithful and them, they have a lot of kids in their camp. They help 

pack water and do wood and all that. They are lucky there. I tried with ours and it 

didn't work. 
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Me: So what do you think will end up happening if the kids don't want to learn how 

to do the traditional harvesting? 

Sadie: I hope it doesn't get lost, you know, it's not just the seaweed we do at camp we 

dry halibut too. Or if we get a spring salmon we smoke it and dry it, make strips. 

That's what I'm teaching my daughter. .. I'm planning on, Stan's going to fix a 

smokehouse here, get a permit and there's lots at the Friendship House, the Elders 

they don't know how to do it. So I told them I'll teach them. And the younger ones 

too, I've talked to them and they're willing to learn, so that's good. 

Me: Can you explain how you see the oral tradition of the Tsimshian woven into the 

educational system? Do you think it has a place in the educational system, like the 

school? 

Sadie: Yes I think it should be in the school, you know our language, it's important 

that they carry-on, because if they don't it will get lost. It's very important. 

Me: When you were younger, you learned your language at home, through your 

grandparents, is that right? 

Sadie: Yes, I did through my grandfather Joshua Bryant. He used it, taught me how 

to speak it. 

Me: So with the kids today do you see much Sm'algyax spoken at home? 

Sadie: Not really, I haven't seen it. If I tell my grandkids to go get me potatoes or 

eggs they don't know what I'm talking about. Like I need help and I'm cooking, I tell 

them go get me some squisheet, they look at me, "What's that gran" (laughing), they 

don't know what I told them. I teach them when they come, I use it and tell them 

what I want to tell them to go get it. I said, "You going to learn it, there are teachers 
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here too if you don't want to go there, come to the house. You have to learn it, it's 

very important." 
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Me: So, in addition to the language, do you think the cultural aspects should be 

brought into the school? And the kids taught how to harvest foods and preserve food, 

like the smoking and the drying of the fish. Do you think that should be done in the 

school as well? 

Sadie: If they can sure, why not, you know if there is somebody there to teach them 

that would be good, because it will never get lost. .. In Lax Kw'alaams there's a lot of 

feasting, culture, like we do our own foods like preserving, a lot of it when I lived 

there. I moved into Prince Rupert here for 14 years now, and I don't see that too 

much here, compared to back home ... What I see with the youth now is some of them 

are trying to carry-on, like what we do is make regalia, hats, weaving, and all the stuff 

we do is, providing the foods, harvesting and all of that. They should carry on with 

all of that, it's not going to go away, but it will if they don't. But you need someone 

to talk to them all the time, and probably some of them will carry on what we used to 

do. Like you say, most of our Elders are leaving now, which is sad but the new ones 

they got to learn how to step up and carry-on. And then the next generation for me, 

I'd like to see them carry-on, because I won't be around forever, that's why I'm 

trying to teach the younger ones. 

Me: Yes, that's a very important message not just to the youth, but the younger 

generations from the Elders to learn as much as they can from the Elders that are still 

with us today, because what I see is the Elders today are the last generation that have 
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learned in the traditional ways, from their grandparents, before everything, before the 

modem world imposed on our cultural world. 

Sadie: Y a that is true, I wish they would step up and fill our, not fill our shoes but at 

least try, you know. It's very important .. . the language is very important. I wish I 

knew how to write it, I understand it very well, I use it but I cannot write it. I learned 

some but not too much, I'm too old now to go to school to learn how to write it 

(laughing). 

Me: I think the important thing is speaking and understanding it. With my daughters, 

and my oldest daughter especially, she's taking it in school and has been taking it 

since grade 6. She's at the point now where she's been asked by different 

organizations in the community to welcome, to open the meeting and welcome to the 

territory. That makes me very proud as her mom and I know it made my grandpa 

very proud when he would hear her speak the language. It would be really nice to see 

more kids take an active interest in learning the language and taking it seriously. I 

heard from uncle Eric when I interviewed him, his message was teach the language 

and the rest will come and you'll understand what's happening, that message was 

very strong in his interview. 

Sadie: That's very true, I wish the younger ones would learn the language ... That 

would be really good. It's nice to hear the younger ones, like you say your daughter 

did, to hear them speak it makes you feel so proud. 

Me: It does. 

Sadie: Be nice if they do, I'd like to see that more. See more of them do that. 
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What these three Elders have shared, their experiences, and their vision for the 

younger and future generations confirms Cordoba's (2006) point that teachings from the 

Elders reinforce intergenerational connections and identities. Just as these three participants 

learned from their Elders, they have also assumed the role of teacher and role model now that 

they are Elders; carrying on that intergenerational connection to reinforce identity in the 

Tsimshian youth. In talking with each of them, and hearing their stories of their travels 

through their territories, it felt as if their button blankets were lying in from of them, and they 

were using it to map out the events throughout their life. As I sit here writing this report, I 

can visualize each of them, standing tall, wearing their button blankets and smiling; knowing 

that their stories will continue to live on for the benefit of future generations. Their stories, 

and their button blankets will be passed on. 

Protecting the Tsimshian Territories 

When a person wears their button blanket, they have a responsibility to themselves, 

their family, their Tribe, and their Nation to act respectfully and responsibly to and for all 

living things. As the Elders share the adaawx and Ayaawx, it is important that we listen with 

three ears, the two on the side of our head, and the one in our heart. It is not only important 

that we hear what the Elders are saying in their words, but we also must hear what they are 

saying in their hearts, what their words are not explicitly telling us. 

As button blankets represent the traditional names we wear, they also represent the 

territories that belong to each name and Tribe. The participating Elders spoke about the 

importance of protecting the territories of the Tsimshian people as part of Aboriginal rights 

and title, but also protecting the territories from major environmental impacts from proposed 

developments. James Bryant talks about the necessity for companies to have respectful and 
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meaningful consultation with the Tsimshian about any development within the Tsimshian 

territory. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 
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The reserves of the Tribes were dwindled right down to nothing, and they were not 

accepted. They were never accepted by our people. But that's what the government 

did. The Indian Act was brought into play, we never had a say about what was going 

to be in it, and we never accepted it. You know, and some ofthe changes that were 

made, what we fought against, what our people fought against, it started with the 

Native Brotherhood. Why we got the family allowance, why we got the old age 

pension, was the Brotherhood that fought for it. And it started getting into the 

employment insurance, which we never got for many years. And there a lot of things 

that were accomplished and it still needs to be. Now we are fighting that we get, the 

developments within our lands, that we get something for it, which we never did 

before. But now they are starting to listen to us, but it needs to be more. I've always 

said we have to know each other, we have to let that side of the table know who we 

really are. We are the owners of that land! This Tribe are the ones that own that land, 

they're are the ones that really lived in that area; there were campsites, many things 

harvesting that was done in that area by our people, by that Tribe. We make that 

strong. That's why it took so long for our land use plan to come into play because 

Aboriginal rights and title was one of the strongest things we always wanted and 

fought for, and the traditional territory of the Allied Tribes that we don't lose the 

Aboriginal rights and title, it's ours. And whatever development that happens in 

those areas, we have to talk about it. And our way of life continues, the harvesting 
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areas that we have continues to be protected. What we did in Dundas, and still needs 

to be stronger, we still need to make it stronger than what it is. Not just say, "Oh this 

shouldn' t happen," no we want to make it stronger. You know we could change those 

as the people see fit, where everybody knows and has a stronger input no matter what 

Tribe you belong to. We got one common goal that has to be, and continue to be, 

even in the new generation ... When a development is going to happen within one of 

the Tribal areas, we know right away which Tribe we really need to include and talk 

to as the development happens, before there is any agreement on what is going to be 

in that Agreement. It always starts off with a Memorandum of Understanding ... The 

way things are happening with the developments within our territories is why I say 

this. And we have to be supporting one another in regard to these developments so 

that the benefits can be for all of our people, not just the high names people. We 

always recognize the high chief as well as the new born, they are valued the same, it 

is not higher. That means that everybody has a say in that territory that the 

development takes place on, whether it belongs to that Tribe, or the Tribe away from 

you, we all share it together. One common goal. . . Like while the developments 

happen, we can build it into those developments, and it's important that we get what 

we wanted, the Aboriginal rights and title of our people in all of the nine Tribes, and 

we got to continue protecting that and using it very strong, and not have a weak link 

somewhere, always keep it tight. 

James also spoke about the archeological findings in the Tsimshian territory that 

scientifically confirms the occupation of the Tsimshian territories by the Tsimshian people, 
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the nine Tribes. I say scientifically confirms because the adaawx of the Tsimshian people 

has always confirmed that occupation of the territory. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

A lot of our artifacts ended up being sold at actions and ended up in the museums. 
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We take the Dundas collection for instance, when we took part in where those 

artifacts really came from, and our nine Tribes travelled with the ones that bought that 

collection, and made sure and let it be known that these artifacts came from Lax 

Kw'alaams and Metlakatla, the nine Tribes. And ah, that is how we protect our 

culture and what we do when it comes to what really needs to be as we move along 

within the nine Tribes. We have a lot of artifacts, over two thousand, twenty-six 

hundred and something to be exact, in the museum in Ottawa that we need to get back 

and put into our own cultural center whenever it is put up. These are important, not 

only that, the remains of our people that were dug up and sent for examination to 

Ottawa as well. There are over two thousand, somewhere in the neighbourhood of 

three thousand bones of our people laying in a museum in Ottawa that need to be 

repatriated and reburied. Maybe the same place where they came from, so we 

continue to show the people outside, that we were the ones that lived on this land that 

we say is ours. And ah, what was dug up in these Tribal territories, these village sites 

are really the nine Tribes territories, the importance of Rupert harbour to us, and 

Kaien Island. There are many village sites within these areas that need protection. 

And as the developments happen in these areas, we need to have our own people 

work with the archeologists as the finding of the artifacts happen. I know there are 

some findings on Ridley Island lately that were brought to Northwest Community 
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College, and whoever wants to see them can go down and see them, and what their 

findings were on Ridley Island. This is the same thing that can be happening 

wherever the village sites were within the whole harbour and Metlakatla Pass, and 

how important these sites are to us. And the names of these sites are there, we have 

them in our office, and many of them, not only Metlakatla Pass and Kaien Island, but 

Dundas, Stephens Island, all those places. We did an archeology study on Dundas 

Island and was surprising to see the outcome of it, it matches what was found in the 

harbour here, and in Metlakatla Pass and Kaien Island. The years are almost the 

same, identical. In one place it was found to be the oldest, but our people have lived 

within these areas for more than 10,000 years as found by the archeologists with the 

testing they do with the bones that they find and match them with what years they are, 

it matches the bones of our people. The DNA is the same today as it was for the past 

10,000 years. It proves that we were the ones that lived in the harbour where the 

village sites are. And Dundas and Stephens Island, where these archeology studies 

were done. But the sad part when we do these archeology studies, the funding runs 

out when we were getting into the Skeena, the main village sites as far as Copper 

River where our territory starts in the Skeena, and ends up in the Nass River, and as 

far down as through the channel, Grenville Channel, the area that belongs to the 

Gispaxlo' ots, Klunugget, and up this way and takes part of part of Stephens Island, all 

of Stephens Island and part ofthe north end ofPorcher Island belongs to the 

Ghanhadas of the Gitwilgyots. 
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Without our territories, our culture would mean nothing. The adaawx, which 

transcends time, would only be stories of the past, and our traditional names would not carry 

as much meaning as they do now. Our names, our crests, and our territories all tell the story 

of who we are and where we came from. Those stories are all encompassed within our 

button blankets that we wear. It is important that we protect our territories and continue to 

use them for traditional food harvesting. 

Helping and Sharing 

Battiste and Henderson (as cited in Hatcher & Bartlett, 201 0), described the structure 

of Indigenous ways of knowing as a relationship with the environment, an interconnectedness 

of all things, a knowledge of the perception of reality based on linguistic structure, a personal 

relationship bonding people and communities, traditions teaching specialized knowledge 

relating to "morals" and "ethics", and knowledge that extended kinship passes on social 

traditions and practices from one generation to the next. Through their stories and use of oral 

tradition, these three Elders have confirmed what Battiste and Henderson described as the 

structure of Indigenous ways of knowing. All of these aspects combined make up an 

Indigenous culture, although it may look different from one Nation to the next. For the 

Tsimshian, and for these three Elders, the aspects that Battiste and Henderson describe are 

very important, and come into play in their day to day living through helping and sharing. 

Tribal members help out other Tribal members, and the Tribes help each other within the 

Nation. 

Each of the participants spoke about helping each other and sharing, but each of them 

spoke of it in a different way. Sadie spoke about helping people when they have very little, 

such as sharing food, and helping people when they need it the most. Eric spoke about the 
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necessity of helping each other in cultural ways and standing strong together. James spoke 

about all Tribes working together when developments come into the Tsimshian territories, 

and how all people within the nine Allied Tribes are equally valued when it comes to any 

monetary disbursement. 

Sadie Dennis, Niis Liimox, Gitando Tribe of the lasgiik crest 

We're trying to teach the different ones, the different Nations, they're pretty good, 

they' re willing to learn, so that 's nice. I'd like to see the younger ones come, we been 

trying to get them in, the youth, and they' re willing to learn. When Stan puts up the 

smokehouse, they're willing to learn to see how it's done. Once it's done I told them 

you got to come around and I'll teach you how to do the salmon and the eulachon, the 

halibut, if we get it. That's another thing, it's hard to get, and I always have extra. 

We have Haida nation, Nisga' a in our group, they don' t have it and I give them some, 

I give salmon out, halibut, I share it with them. That' s another thing my parents 

taught me, before I got married, to learn to share and trade. That was very important, 

she said they do that all the time way back. I even went up the Nass and watch them 

and see how they fix the grease, it was so cold up there, I was very young at that time, 

the smell was strong but the grease was really good. That's when Tom White and 

Solomon Gray and Ethel, Jimmy Lawson and them, they were all living up there. 

That's really something, a lot of work, and they had big baskets that they put them in 

and carried them on their back, and those were from cedar, they weaved them, ladies 

did and the men used them to carry the eulachons, dump it in the bin. I don't see that 

today, I don't know if I'll be able to do that big basket, I'm going to try (laughing) .. . 

That 's what my parents said, you give something to somebody and you don't ask for 
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money, you help someone you don't ask for money, just help them. And I always did 

that, I always help, I always felt sorry for Elders when I was younger. In me, I 

always, I needed to help them. And I did in every way, I'd wash dishes for them, 

pack wood, if they had bags when they came from the store I'd help them pack it 

home, I have a lot of respect for the older Elders, or Elders, didn' t matter who. I 

don' t see that today. Like I go down to the store and I have stuff in my hand, and the 

younger kids they just about knock you over. There' s a big difference, they don't say 

excuse me, and they push you out of the way. I see that now, which I never seen 

when I was a kid, younger, even older. My mom and dad used to say, "You don' t 

walk in front of an Elder you let them go first, you go last," their words. And I 

always did, even today if there' s somebody older I let them go first, they say, "You're 

an Elder," I say, "no you 're older than me, and I let them go ahead (laughing) . You 

don' t see that now. 

Me: No, that's very sad, very sad. 

Sadie: That was just recently when I went to the store, and I was going out to the car, 

kids came in just about knocked me over (laughing). They didn' t stop either, they 

just kept on going. I didn' t see that when I was younger, we were taught to, when we 

see elderly we help them. I'm trying to teach my grandchildren too, if when they see 

an older person they don ' t have to know who they are you help them, and don' t ask 

them for money, that ' s what my parents always told me. She said there will come a 

time, even today, there will come a time when you need help and it will come back to 

you in a different way. And it's happened, it came back to me in different ways, all 

the years that I' ve seen, I've helped and not right away but it does ... No matter what 
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family or Nation, you know it's, I feel sorry for them, the ones that don't have 

nothing now, never mind about later. I have people knock on my door at times I 

don't know who they are, they need help with milk, potatoes, sugar, I give it to them, 

and I don't even know who they are. They always say I'll return it when I get my 

check, the check never came yet (laughing), but I don't know who they are, I just give 

it to help them out. I just feel so sorry for them, that's how I am, I got a soft heart . . . 

When I was a young girl, people would come around the house, come around the 

back and knock on the door and mom would let them in, and they have this big 

basket, that they were collecting for certain family, that they don' t have anything and 

they need flour, sugar, the main source, rice. Back then my dad had the store and 

mom would get some stuff, can stuff, fruit she put it in there. And another thing I see 

my mom do is dry cockles, she put it through a string and hang it behind, after it's 

cooked, hang it behind the stove and tie it onto a string and string it, so many. These 

big coffee jars, you know they' re big, once they're dry she'd take it down and put it in 

there and put the cover on. When we wanted it in the winter time she'd soak it. Dad 

had a car then, and they'd give the name of whoever they're going around for, and 

he 'd give potatoes, rice and sugar, the big bag, and put it in the truck and take these 

people who are walking around in the cold with a basket, call them and take them 

wherever they are going in his truck, and deliver it to the people who are in need, 

that's what he done. He' s done it so many times when I was growing up. 

Me: It ' s like a culture of sharing? 

Sadie: Yep 

Me: And going way back to our ancestor's time and that 's what the community did? 
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Sadie: Yep 

Me: And I think that 's what we need to try to get back to, helping each other out, and 

even though times of changed and things are different but the helping aspect is still 

very important. 

Sadie: It's very important, and it still here yet. There's a lot of people out there who 

don't have anything. But if I hear about it and I get a call saying that they need this 

and that for a certain person I tell them to come by and get it. I tell Stan to go in the 

freezer and pick stuff out and give it. It still goes on today, with certain ones. We just 

tell them we give it from the bottom of our hearts and we don't want anything for it. 

Because we know it will come back to us in different ways, it always has been. And 

that will never change, I always tell my daughter to do the same, when you help 

people out it will come back in different ways, not right away but it does, I said I've 

always done that all my life, it's very important. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe 

Well right now it's, things a little bit changed, but they gotta learn how to do it right. 

Now before it ' s too late. 

Me: What do you think will happen if they don't learn how to do it right? 

Eric: Well, there is going to be always trouble. With trouble they are going to say, 

"Oh that person is no good, kick him out of here." You are not going to learn that, 

you got to learn how to do things right. You do things right and the older person they 

honour you and they step aside and they say, "Ok I'll help you." That's what we need 

now a days, is to help one another, not step away from that person, not just because 
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you don't like that person you step away, you got to learn, you got to learn how to 

reach out ... Right now, we are not helping one another. Right now we are not 

learning to speak our own language ... You gotta learn how to honour that person 

beside you. What's the use of you honour what your grandfather was saying, or your 

grandmother, or your great, great grandmother, what's the use thinking back of what 

they say. If you don't listen to him, you can't do it. 

Me: That is very important, and I do understand that, and I do see that more of that 

needs to happen. You are absolutely right. I think that once more of that happens, 

that reaching out and helping one another that will raise our Nation and strengthen 

our Nation. 

Eric: That's right. I never see anybody stepped out alone yet, I never see anybody 

make it yet doing that. Just like bumping into that door. You got to learn how to 

reach out. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

The way things are happening with the developments within our territories is why I 

say this. And we have to be supporting one another in regard to these developments 

so that the benefits can be for all of our people, not just the high names people. We 

always recognize the high chief as well as the new born, they are valued the same, it 

is not higher. That means that everybody has a say in that territory that the 

development takes place on, whether it belongs to that Tribe, or the Tribe away from 

you, we all share it together. One common goal. .. the high chief is just as important 

as the new born, and the high chief don't get higher than the new born. If there is 
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money going to any of our people when it happens, the newborn gets the same as 

what the high chief gets. 
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Sharing and helping others has always been, and remains to be, an important aspect 

that is interwoven throughout the Tsimshian culture. It has been my experience that people 

help others in whatever way they can both in times of plenty and in times of hardship. I have 

personally experienced the generosity of the community of Lax Kw' alaams, and have also 

have personally contributed to others when they needed it. This reciprocity has always been 

the backbone of the Tsimshian Nation and must continue with the younger generations and 

through the generations to come. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter has woven together the individual voices of the three Elders and has 

created a collective voice of what they feel are the most important aspects of the Tsimshian 

culture for the future generations of the Tsimshian Nation to carry on. To be very clear, all 

aspects of the Tsimshian culture are important and should be carried on, but for the purposes 

of this study the Elders were asked to focus on the aspects of the culture that should continue 

unaltered from the adaawx and the Ayaawx of the Tsimshian. 

A Nation is defined based on the aspects of the culture. One aspect of the Tsimshian 

culture that encompasses everything in this chapter is the button blanket. The button blanket 

symbolizes the teachings that come from our grandparents, parents, aunts and uncles. The 

teachings about our cultural identity, our language, our names, the territories that belong to 

those names, the necessity to protect our territories from outside developments for the 

continuation of traditional harvesting. All of this is taught using our adaawx and Ayaawx. 
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As people pass on, their names along with the stories and the territories get passed along to 

the next person with the button blanket, and the oral tradition continues. 
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Chapter V: Sharing Knowledge & Re-envisioning Our Future 

I have spoken to many First Nations people who are like me, growing up First 

Nations in an ever changing colonized world. My struggle was always with identity and how 

I fit in, where I fit in, with whom I fit in with, and finding a balance between my Tsimshian 

identity and growing up in mainstream society where assimilation was what was expected. 

This struggle was a common thread between everyone I spoke to about their life experiences, 

which eventually led me to this research project. I felt I needed to get back to the roots, so to 

speak, of what it was that enabled First Nations people to continue to survive despite 

colonization. What I found was that we as First Nations people need to return to the lessons 

and the teachings of our grandparents and Elders who once lived a traditional cultural life and 

hunting, gathering, harvesting and living off of the land was their main source of food. We 

need to listen and learn from their experiences and continue to teach those lessons to our 

future generations. 

Our language and culture has been in place since time immemorial. There is 

scientific evidence of the Tsimshian people that dates back to over 10,000 years ago. There 

have been many tests of our resilience as peoples over the past several hundred years, and we 

have proven our resilience. The future of our people remains up to us, and what we do as we 

move forward in a society that is continually changing will determine the true strength of our 

resilience. 

From the information gathered in the interviews of the three Elders there are some 

key cultural components that need to be considered and practiced in more depth to bring 

upon a cultural resurgence within the Tsimshian Nation. These components are, in depth 

knowledge of roles and responsibilities pertaining to Tribal affiliation and Tribal duties, a 
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need for more Tsimshian people to learn the Sm'algyax language and practice all aspects of 

our culture, including utilizing the traditional territories to harvest food sources, and last but 

definitely not least is practicing respect and following protocol according to our adaawx and 

Ayaawx. 

The suggested next steps are based on my analysis of the interviews and my personal 

experiences growing up Tsimshian. It is my hope that these suggestions be used as a 

stepping stone for action and further research by other Tsimshian people. In no way are these 

suggestions meant to discredit or place judgement on any person or other initiatives that may 

already be in place. We all must stand together as Tsimshian people and develop our 

individual and collective leadership capabilities, as it will provide us with a solid foundation 

upon which to move forward and build a stronger nation. 

Tribal Affiliation/Duties 

Each of the three Elders stressed the importance of in depth knowledge about your 

Tribal affiliation and knowing what your Tribal duties are. It is important to know your 

Tribal roles and responsibilities beyond a surface level, it is more than knowing what Tribe 

you belong to and what your crest is. A person must be taught and know what that status of 

their name is within the Tribe, the territories that their name is responsible for, their specific 

responsibilities as a Tribal member, for example who they are required to help and how they 

are required to assist if there is a birth, a marriage, a death, or a feast. 

The Elders also stressed the importance of the learning process starting at a very 

young age, and being taught by your parents and grandparents, aunts and uncles and carrying 

on through adulthood until it is time to teach your own children, nieces and nephews. This 

process of teaching and learning about Tribal affiliation and duties through the generations is 
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part of the Tsimshian oral tradition. When the participating Elders were children, the oral 

tradition was part of their everyday lives. They learned through observation, and through 

experiential learning. They listened and watched before they asked questions. As modem 

conveniences entered their lives, the Elders noted that the oral tradition and the cultural 

traditions started to fade away. However, James Bryant did note that he was beginning to see 

more people acknowledging their Tribal affiliation, which is important, especially since there 

are a lot of people who do not live on the reserve. 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

There seems to be more of it happening now. Like in the last funeral I was amazed at 

two of the young boys that walked up and spoke, that their uncle was still the chief 

You know, I guess the problem there is that the chief lives away from home, and 

hasn't been home with his Tribe for a long time, and he needs to come and say I'm 

still your chief, I want to work with you. And this is what these boys are saying, 

these young boys they know where, what house that they came from and where their 

grandparents came from. You know, I see that that their culture has been told to them 

by their parents. Like now, today Kenny is the speaker of the Gitwilgyots because he 

is going to be the next one in line for me, and some of the people are telling me they 

strongly agree on how he speaks amongst the people, may it be funerals, may it be 

something else, but he is there to speak, and I'm starting to see that coming back. It's 

kinda slow, but it is starting to come about and when you see that it kinda makes you 

feel proud that the culture is going to continue. You know we are afraid of what 

happened, what almost happened during the residential school and the missionaries, 

it's been passed on to them, they are told what the history is and it makes you feel 
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proud when you hear that from the new generation as they grow up, you know it's so 

important. 

Eric reinforced what James spoke about when he talks about the importance of having 

a traditional Tsimshian name, and what it really means to have that name and how that 

person should be taught the responsibilities of that name. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe 

It ' s important to have an Indian name, that's the only way. Like when you have a 

new born, it's almost like how you baptize this person, that's how you do it when you 

put the Indian name on, and you tell them. I think its important .. . You cannot move, 

you got to learn our language first, from there you can, you'll see ... when you taught 

' em, after you taught 'em our language, but you got to taught ' em our ways, how to 

be, how to speak, what kind of a person he is; a big chief, and the lady chief, that's 

more important than anything else. 

It is going to take both individual and collective responsibility in the teaching and 

learning about the depth of Tribal affiliations and duties. People with traditional Tsimshian 

names have to research their name, what it means, what territories they are responsible for, 

what people within in their Tribe they have extra responsibilities to, what their roles are at 

cultural functions. Tribal members that already hold that knowledge have to be willing to 

pass that knowledge on to the next heir to their name, as well as take on the responsibility of 

teaching and guiding others within Tribe, and within the Tsimshian Nation. 
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Since contact we have moved from a cohesive, interconnected network of people and 

Tribes all working together to support one another for the common good of all people within 

the village to a more fragmented sense of responsibility where people are only looking out 

for themselves or their immediate family. We need to move back to working together for the 

greater good of all members of the community if we are to truly thrive and strengthen our 

entire Tsimshian Nation. Reciprocity is something that is part of our culture, and we need to 

start reintroducing this concept in our everyday lives. Helping each other without the 

expectation of monetary payment, but holding the faith that the other person will do 

something for you when you need assistance is what will bring cohesiveness back to our 

Nation. 

In order for this to be accomplished, first people need to accept the responsibility of 

both learning and teaching the Tribal affiliations and duties. There are a few different ways 

to fmd information, in Lax kw 'Alaams there is the office of the 9 Allied Tribes, which 

contains all historical documentation for all nine Tribes of Lax kw' Alaams and is staffed full 

time by a resource person. Any member of any of the nine Tribes can go in there and request 

to see information pertaining to their Tribe. In the interview with James, he spoke about the 

teaching of his grandparents and uncles, and being pleasantly surprised to find the 

information he received corroborated in the texts at the Allied Tribes office. Also, there are a 

few Elders within our community of Lax kw' Alaams that could be interviewed to share their 

knowledge and their experiences with their Tribal members. 

It is important that once this learning process starts, and knowledge is absorbed and 

put into practice that it is shared with other Tribal members and continuously taught and 

reinforced with the younger generations. The learning and the passing on of knowledge is 
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how our culture has survived all of these years, despite the effects of colonization. It is up to 

us, as Tsimshian people, to strengthen our sense of identity and ground ourselves through our 

Tribal affiliation. 

Language and Culture 

The residential school system was almost successful in wiping out First Nations 

languages. Fortunately, the Sm'algyax language of the Tsimshian people survived. All three 

Elders spoke strongly about the necessity of every Tsimshian member to learn our language, 

as it is the key to our culture. 

Eric Green, Spingan in the Gitwilgyots Tribe and Niis wilbox in the Gitando Tribe 

Like what I said, we got to learn how to speak our language first, if we don't speak 

our language we are good for nothing. It was given to us, the land is given to us, the 

language was given to us, and so was the nine Tribes . .. you have to learn your 

language, how to speak, and you got your Indian name right there. What ' s the use to 

say what your Indian name is if you don't know how to speak your language? And 

your kids, you got to taught your kids ... like what I said, you gotta know what that is, 

when you get an Indian name you gotta know how to speak that language . .. I tell you, 

it's not that easy. 

The Sm'algyax language is a difficult language to learn, however there are already 

numerous resources available to people to start the process. University of Northern BC has a 

Sm'algyax Living Legacy Talking Dictionary that is accessible via the Internet at 

c c ~  School District 52 has a lot of Sm'algyax resources that was 

well researched using Elders from the community, including books and audio files. 

Sm'algyax is also taught in the schools of District #52 from grades five to twelve, and it is an 
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accredited second language that is recognized at the major universities and colleges. There 

are still a number of fluent Sm'algyax speakers that people could learn individually from as 

well. The important thing is people need to start the process ofleaming now. 

One way to support the transmission of the Sm'algyax language is to have evening 

classes that can be accessible in-person, and on the Internet, via live streaming. This will 

enable people to join in the learning in-person if they can, or from where ever they live. 

Utilizing modem technologies to learn a language that is thousands of years old is one of the 

best ways to incorporate the concept of two-eyed seeing, "to see from one eye with the 

strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths of 

Western ways of knowing, and to use both of these eyes together, while avoiding knowledge 

domination and assimilation" (Hatcher & Bartlett, 2010). An application for a phone could 

also be created to start encouraging people to learn the language in a fun accessible way. 

Other First Nations have already taken on this format to start the transmission of their 

languages. 

Another way the school system could continue to promote the use of the language is 

to create a buddy system with the elementary school students and the high school students to 

encourage the students to communicate with each other using the words that they know. The 

younger students will be able to practice using the language, and the older students will be 

able to teach, correct and reinforce what they already know. This buddy system would 

encourage dialogue outside the classroom setting, which would bring more Sm' algyax words 

into contexts outside of school. Students would start using the words they know at home, 

and therefore teaching and promoting the language to their parents. James spoke about how 

proud he was to hear more people speaking the language, especially the younger people. 
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James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 

You know, it's starting, I know we almost lost it there for awhile I say it again, now 

when the school started teaching our language from the little ones up to the high 

school, I started to see some changes there, I was surprised when some of the people 

in Rupert who I know kinda lost the language, spoke our language to me, and it 

makes you feel proud when you hear it and when you hear the children speak it at 

some of the gatherings that happen, it makes you even prouder that yes, jeez, our 

culture is coming back, and staying with our people, which is important ... You know 

we are starting to see the importance, that the children want to learn, especially the 

young ones. We need push by the parents of these children to continue doing this, 

and not depend on the schools to do it. They need to go to the schools and say we 

need more of this for our children. This is probably what we have to do for our 

children, to start pushing for their education. I know we are going to get a big high 

school in Simpson, but it is so long in coming, but we need to help push this so it will 

be, and what needs to be in that school so that the culture of our people can be 

reached in years to come, it is important; all our camp grounds, where we get our 

food, why we survived, why we are still here today. 

Eric spoke about promoting learning of the language at home by choosing five 

Sm'algyax words per week and making an effort to use those five words throughout the week 

to build fluency. In the following week you would learn five more words, slowly increasing 

your Sm'algyax vocabulary and retention of the language. Another way to build on this is to 



STRENGTHENING A NATION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

label items in Sm' algyax throughout your home and practice using the Sm' algyax when 

referring to those items instead of English. 
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Revitalization of the Sm'algyax language is an essential component to the longevity 

of the Tsimshian culture and the oral tradition. It is important that any Tsimshian person who 

cannot speak Sm' algyax take the time to learn it. The Tsimshians who can speak Sm'algyax 

it is more important that you teach your children and grandchildren. 

Utilization of Traditional Territories 

Post contact, and through the implementation of the Indian Act, First Nations people 

were placed onto Reserves. Lax kw'Alaams came from the amalgamation often Tribes, 

which have now been reduced to nine due to the extinction of an entire Tribe, the 

Gitwilksaba. Within each Tribe there are four crests, within each of the four crests there are 

different Houses, and within each House there are different names. Each House, and for the 

most part, each name is associated with a specific territory. Hunting, fishing and food 

gathering took place within these territories. If a person wanted to go into the territory of 

another, permission had to be granted, and a payment of some sort needed to take place. For 

example, as James explained in his interview, if he and his brothers wanted to fish and hunt 

in a territory other than their own, they not only had to ask permission, but they had to give 

the person who gave them permission part of their catch as payment for letting them gather 

food in their territory. This was a practice that occurred regularly when James, Eric and 

Sadie were younger. Today the practice of fishing, hunting and gathering for food still 

occurs, however not to the same extent as it once was, as James mentioned in his interview: 

James Bryant, Gilhaxaks of the Gitwilgyots Tribe, gispudgwada crest 
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It's important to pass it on to our new generation so that they know why our people 

lived in the harbour here, and what they learn in schools, like I say it needs to start, I 

always say it needs to start at the home level by your parents. And how I learned all 

what I am talking about here is through my grandparents, as I grew up with my 

grandparents in all of these village sites. Within the Nass, Dundas and the Skeena, at 

different times of the year, through the four seasons. And it's important. We kind of 

forgot this when the canneries started coming into where the people worked, and 

when fishing season ended everybody goes home and don't go back over to the 

camps anymore or trapping. 

Continued utilization ofthe territories for fishing, hunting and gathering is very 

important as it affirms that the Tsimshian people are still very much rooted in the land for 

sustenance. It reinforces rights and title to the land that our ancestors have lived on and used 

and respected since time immemorial. Sharing the knowledge of the territories with younger 

generations by utilizing the territories and showing them how food is hunted and gathered 

and the protocols associated with it will continue to create continuity in the sharing of our 

oral tradition. 

In today' s society money is the primary bartering tool for goods and services. One 

way that the territories can be utilized to generate income is to create resort camps where 

people would pay to partake in the food gathering and preserving processes within the 

territories. For example, building a resort at the natural hot springs within the Tribal 

territories of the nine Tribes of Lax Kw'alaams and creating an experience for guests that 

would have them fishing, smoking their own fish and preserving it for later use. The resort 
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would employ local people who have the knowledge of traditional practices, while teaching 

guests of the resort as well as younger Tsimshians about traditional ways of hunting, fishing 

and gathering on our territories. This structure would not only be a conduit to pass along 

knowledge through oral tradition and experiential learning, but it would provide employment 

and generate income for the community, all the while teaching about sustainable harvesting 

practices. 

Respect 

Respect is rooted and intertwined in everything for the Tsimshian people. Respect for 

the land, respect for all living things, respect for cultural traditions and protocol. It was 

evident in the Elders that were interviewed that the concept of respect was ingrained in them 

from their parents and grandparents at a very early age in the ways they spoke about protocol, 

harvesting and utilization of territories, and respecting each other as human beings. Sadie 

spoke about the importance of listening and respecting people regardless of where they come 

from. 

Sadie Dennis, Niis Liimox, Gitando Tribe of the lasgiik crest 

Listen to the person that's talking, because you're always taught to respect the 

speaker regardless of what nation they come from. And now I see the difference the 

younger ones they don' t want to listen, they get up and walk out, or they are there 

doing something that they' re not supposed to. They're supposed to listen, that's the 

only way to learn. Even now, I learn from listening to different speakers, from 

different Tribes that's how my grandparents and my parents told me, you got to listen 

and watch the different Tribes when they talk because not all Tribes are the same. 

They do things different, a little different.. . They [people/children] have to be told. 
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Like you say, we had to listen and learn, watch and observe all the time. I still do 

because different nations are different you got to sit there and observe, see what they 

do different from how we do ours. Little different, but not too much. It's nice to see 

the different nations get together and work together. It's nice to see that. Years ago 

they did it, not so much now but, sometimes you get different nations together and it's 

really awesome that they all work together. 

Sadie makes an important point; that respect was always there when she was growing 

up, it was expected, and people followed through, but today it is not this way and I am 

compelled to agree. I have attended many feasts in my community, and the main observation 

I have made is how the younger generation, and not just the children, have become 

disinterested in the deeper meaning of the Tsimshian protocols. I see people talking at their 

tables when they should be listening and observing, I see kids playing and running in and out 

of the hall when they should be listening and observing. I do not see many parents and 

grandparents instilling the notion of respect in the feast hall in their children by telling them 

how to act and what they need to be observing. This is especially important because it is my 

generation and younger that will have to one day carry on with our traditions and protocol. If 

it is not carefully and purposefully learned we will be at a loss once all of our current Elders 

are gone from us, and take with them their knowledge. 

Respect can be taught, but for it to truly have any meaning, it has to be implemented 

by the individual person. One cannot say they have respect when they have ill feelings or 

hatred in their heart for someone or something for whatever reason. People need to learn to 

forgive themselves and/or others in order to move forward constructively and for the greater 
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good of the Tsimshian Nation. As a colonized society it is important that we learn to 

decolonize ourselves and our mindsets in order to bring back what is important within the 

Tsimshian Nation. We need to learn how to navigate through this Eurocentric world while 

still maintaining and valuing our Tsimshian identity. The notion of two-eyed seeing is 

important, to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous ways of knowing, and from 

the other eye with the strengths of Western ways of knowing, and to use both of these eyes 

together, while avoiding knowledge domination and assimilation (Hatcher & Bartlett, 2010). 

The three key lessons from the Maori really need to be developed to fit the needs of the 

community, individuals and the community need to be proactive and positive in transforming 

themselves and setting goals for positive growth through multiple strategies to heal the divide 

within the community and with its stakeholders (Menzies, Archibald, and Smith 2004). 

Parents and grandparents need to reinforce and teach the concept of respect in all of 

its forms, as respect is what our Ayaawx and our adaawx are rooted in. People need to 

practice respect for the land, the people, the animals, and most importantly for the 

revitalization of our culture, our protocols. I've heard from all three Elders that if you do not 

know something, or if you are unclear about something, to ask and someone will help you. 

Once our protocols are followed and respect is ingrained in everything we do we will begin 

to see the true strength within our nation as individual people, and as collective Tribes. 

Chapter Summary 

It is important that once this transformation and learning process starts, and 

knowledge is absorbed and put into practice that it is shared with other Tribal members and 

continuously taught and reinforced with the younger generations through the use of oral 

tradition. The learning and the passing on of knowledge is how our culture has survived all 
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of these years, despite the effects of colonization. It is up to us, as Tsimshian people, to 

strengthen our sense of identity and ground ourselves through our Tribal affiliation, practice 

of our language and culture, utilization of our territories, all while demonstrating respect for 

all things. 

Project Conclusion 

This research will assist in the teaching, passing on and preserving of Tsimshian oral 

tradition through the combined use of this report and the use of accompanied DVD 

containing the interviews of the Elders. I have explored how cultural identity is rooted in the 

traditional teachings of the Tsimshian, and how it is very important to hold on to and 

maintain ones cultural identity while living in mainstream society. The information gathered 

will not only assist and benefit Tsimshian people, but will also aid in the transmission of 

cultural knowledge for non-Aboriginal people working with the Tsimshian from an authentic 

source. I envision that this project will inspire other Indigenous scholars to partake in similar 

research to preserve and pass on their cultural knowledge and traditions to the youth and 

future generations. This project is just the first step or launching point for individuals and the 

community to take in strengthening the Tsimshian Nation through the use of oral tradition 

and from the teaching of our Elders. 



STRENGTHENING A NATION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 101 

References 

Archibald, J. (2008). Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body and Spirit. 

Vancouver, BC: UBC Press. 

Battiste, M. & Barman, J. (Eds.) (1995). First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle 

Unfolds. Vancouver, BC: UBC Press. 

British Columbia Principals' and Vice-Principals' Association. (2007). Leadership Standards 

for Principals and Vice-Principals in British Columbia. Retrieved from 

www.bcpvpa.bc.ca/downloads/pdf/standardsfinal.pdf 

Campbell, K. (2005) Persistence and Change: A History of the Ts'msyen Nation. Prince 

Rupert, BC: School District #52. 

Canadian Council on Learning (2009) The State of Aboriginal Learning in Canada: A 

Holistic Approach to Measuring Success. Retrieved from www.ccl-

cca. ca/pdfs/S tateAboriginalLearning/SAL-FIN ALReport EN .PDF 

Cordoba, T. (2006) Aboriginal Literacy and Education: A Wholistic Perspective that 

Embraces Intergenerational Knowledge . Retrieved from 

v.rv..rw.cst.ed .ac.uk/2005conference/papers/Cordoba paper.pdf 

Egbo, B. (2009). Teachingfor Diversity in Canadian Schools. Toronto, ON: Pearson 

Canada. 

Friesen, J. & Friesen, V. (2002). Aboriginal Education in Canada: A Plea for Integration. 

Calgary, AB: Detselig Enterprises Ltd. 

George, D. (1989) My Heart Soars. Surrey, BC: Hancock House Publishers. 

George, D. (1990) My Spirit Soars. Surrey, BC: Hancock House Publishers. 

Hatcher, A. and Bartlett, C. (2010) Two-Eyed Seeing: Building cultural Bridges for 



STRENGTHENING A NATION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 102 

Aboriginal Students. Canadian Teacher. 14-17. 

Hatcher, A., Bartlett, C., Marshall, A. and Marshall, M. (2009) Two-Eyed Seeing in the 

Classroom Environment: Concepts, Approaches, and Challenges. Canadian 

Journal of Science, Mathematics and Technology Education, 9(3). 141-153. 

Hulan, R., & Eigenbrod, R. (Eds.). (2008) Aboriginal Oral Traditions: History, Practice, 

Ethics. Blackpoint, NS : Fernwood Publishing. 

Kaser, L., Halbert, J. (2009). Leadership Mindsets: Innovation and learning in the 

transformation of schools. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Kovach, M. (2009) Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and 

Contexts. Toronto, ON: University of Toronto Press. 

Kovach, M . (2010) Conversational Method in Indigenous Research. First Peoples Child & 

Family Review, 5(1), 40-48. 

Marshall, M. (1997). Values, Customs and Traditions of the Mi'kmaq Nation. In R. 

Joe and L. Choyce (Eds.) The Mi 'kmaq Anthology (pp 51-63). Lawrencetown, NS: 

Pottersfield. 

Menzies, C., Archibald, J., and Smith, G. (2004) Editorial: Transformational Sites of 

Indigenous Education. Canadian Journal of Native Education, 28, 1-7. 

National Indian Brotherhood. (1972). Indian Control of Indian Education. Ottawa, ON: 

George Manuel. 

Peat, F. D. (2002). Blaclifoot Physics. Boston, MA: Weiser Books. 

Porsanger, J. (2004). An Essay About Indigenous Methodology. Retrieved from 

septentrio.uit.no/index.php/nordlit/article/view/191 0/ 1776. 

Rooney, R. (2005) Researching/rom the inside: Does it Compromise Validity? DIT Online 

~~~~~~ ~ ~ 



STRENGTHENING ANA TION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 103 

Pubication. Retrieved from level3 .dit.ie/html/issue3/rooney/rooney1 .htm. 

Smith, L. T. (1999). Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 

Peoples. New York, NY: Zed Books. 

Taylor, J. (1995) Non-Native Teachers Teaching in Native Communities. In M. Battiste & J. 

Barman (Eds.), First Nations Education in Canada: The Circle Unfolds (pp.224-242). 

Vancouver, BC: UBC Press. 

Thompson, J. (2004) Traditional Plant Knowledge of the Tsimshian Curriculum: Keeping 

Knowledge in the Community. Canadian Journal of Native Education, 28(1/2), 61-

65. 

Wilson, S. (2008). Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods. Blackpoint, 

NS: Fernwood Publishing. 



STRENGTHENING ANA TION THROUGH TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE 104 

APPENDIX A 

Strengthening a Nation Through Traditional Tsimshian Knowledge 

An M.Ed. Research Project by Michelle N. Bryant 
UNBC Master's of Education Student 

Information Letter and Informed Consent 

What is the Purpose of this Study? 

As modem conveniences continue to impose on our Tsimshian cultural traditions, I 
am concerned that the Tsimshian oral tradition will not be carried on beyond our current 
generation of elders and the Tsimshian youth of today and tomorrow will struggle with their 
identity. The purpose of this study is to explore what Tsimshian Elders have to say about this 
concern and what their thoughts are about Tsimshian oral tradition being used to reaffirm 
Tsimshian identity in Tsimshian youth. 

How Were You Chosen to Participate in this Study? 

I am interviewing three Elders over the age of 65. I have purposefully selected you 
for this research based on your knowledge about the culture and traditions of the Tsimshian. 
The staff at the Allied Tribes Office in Lax Kw'alaams has helped with the selection based 
on the following criteria: you have been taught by your grandparents, you live a traditional 
way of life, and you have practiced oral tradition throughout your lifetime. 

What am I Asking You to Do? 

Please read this Information Letter carefully, and if you are willing to be interviewed 
about Tsimshian oral tradition and identity and have your interview videotaped, contact Ms. 
Michelle N. Bryant by email at bryantm@unbc.ca or by phone at (250) 600-0353 to let me 
know that you will participate. We will arrange a time and place for your interview that is 
convenient for you. There will be a series of up to three interviews that may last one to two 
hours. When you are interviewed I will videotape your responses so I can transcribe and 
review them for analysis. You will have the option ofbeing an anonymous participant in this 
study, or revealing your identity. If you are interested in the questions I will ask, they are at 
the end of this form. 

Who Will Have Access to Your Data? 

I, Michelle Bryant, will have primary access to the information from your interview 
and videotaped interviews with your name attached. I will be videotaping and transcribing 
your interview myself. My university supervisor, Dr. Fraser, may have access to your 
information. Following the completion of this research project your information will be 
accessible to the community members of Lax Kw'alaams at the Allied Tsirnshian Tribes 
office. If you have chosen to remain anonymous your identity will be protected from 
everyone except me, Michelle Bryant, and all of your videotapes and raw data will be 
destroyed by December 30, 2013. 
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Participation in this Study is Voluntary 
You may decline my invitation to participate in this study by simply ignoring this 

written invitation. If you choose to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time. 
If you withdraw, none of the information that you contributed will be included in the study. 

Potential Benefits and Risks 
It is my hope that we will both benefit from this study, along with the community of 

Lax Kw 'alaams. Your stories will help reinforce, promote and preserve Tsimshian oral 
traditions amongst the younger population of the Tsimshian Nation. As a Tsimshian 
member, I am obligated to provide the following: cultural awareness, cultural sensitivity, 
cultural safety, cultural response, cultural excellence by respecting, building relationships, 
being responsible for what is shared with me and to reciprocate competently. I do not believe 
there are any risks to participating in the study. 

Anonymity and Confidentiality 

If you choose to remain anonymous for this study, your anonymity will be protected 
because only I will have access to the information in your interview with your name attached. 
You or I will choose a pseudonym to identify you in my research project - individual names 
will not be used in any future presentations, reports, or journal articles. Confidentiality is 
important to me because I will learn the most from your open responses. 

If you choose to reveal your identity your name will be used as well as clippings from 
your videotaped interviews in my research project. 

Once the research project is over, the final paper and videography will be gifted to the 
Allied Tribes office in Lax K w 'alaams to be used for the preservation and transmission of 
cultural knowledge. Your videotaped interview will only be given to the Allied Tribes office 
if you have chosen to reveal your identity for this project, and it can only be viewed or used 
for teaching purposes with your written consent. Confidentiality is important to me, therefore 
if there are parts of your video clippings that you do not wish to use in the fmal videography 
they will not be used. 

Information Storage 

All information from this study will be stored in a locked filing cabinet at my 
personal residence and on my password-protected computer. If you have chosen to remain 
anonymous for this study, all data will be deleted or shredded by December 30, 2013 . The 
only remaining material after this time will be my completed project, presentations and/or 
papers that relate to the study but do not contain identifying information. 

The completed project will be gifted to the Allied Tribes office in Lax Kw'alaams to 
be used for the preservation and transmission of cultural knowledge for as long as the office 
is in existence. I will ask that if the Allied Tribes office is to close for whatever reason, that 
the transcripts and videotaped interviews be returned to the participants. 

Questions or Concerns About this Study 
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If you have questions about this study, please contact my supervisor, Dr. Tina Fraser, at 
frasert@unbc.ca, or myself at (250) 600-0353. If you have concerns or complaints, you are 
encouraged to contact the UNBC Office of Research at reb@unbc.ca or (250) 960-5820. 

How Do I Get a Copy of the Results? 

I will give each participant a copy of their own interview transcription to check for 
accuracy. At the end of the study I will provide each participant with an executive summary 
of the entire study in the form of my completed project and videography. 

What Questions Will I Ask? 

Here are the general interview questions that I will be asking. The questions will be semi-
structured, open ended questions. Other related questions may be asked as well: 

1. What do you believe is needed to bring on a resurgence of oral tradition in the youth 
and for future generations? 

2. Explain how you see the oral tradition of the Tsimshian woven into the education 
system? 

3. What advice do you have for the youth as they navigate through the two worlds, 
Tsimshian and the mainstream? 

4. How has the transmission of traditional Tsimshian names changed over the course of 
your lifetime? 

5. Do you believe that having a traditional name strengthens a person' s sense of 
identity? 

6. What aspects of the Tsimshian culture are imperative for the youth and future 
generations to carry on into the future to keep the culture alive and strong, and to 
strengthen the Tsimshian Nation? 

I agree to participate in the Strengthening of a Nation Through Traditional Tsimshian 
Knowledge research project as described on this Information Letter. I am also agreeing to up 
to three videotaped interviews that will last from one to two hours with questions about my 
knowledge, experience and perceptions ofTsimshian culture and traditions, experiences, and 
perceptions as an Elder of the Lax Kw'alaams community. 

Print name of participant Signature of participant Date 
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November 5, 2012 

Michelle Bryant 
Address 
Prince Rupert, BC. 

Dear Michelle: 

APPENDIXB 

Lax Kw'alaams Band 
206 Shashaak Street, Port Simpson, B.C. VOV I HO 

o ~ (250) 625-3293 Fax (250) 625-3246 

Reference: Strengthening a Nation Through Traditional Tsimshian Knowledge -
Masters' Degree Topic 

Please be advised the Lax Kw'alaams Band is happy to endorse your project towards 
the study requirements for a Masters' Degree. 
In this regard , endorsement is provided on the basis that you receive the necessary 
approvals from those being interviewed. 

Good luck in your exciting project and to your future. 

Yours truly 
lax Kw'alaams Band 

Garry Reece 
Mayor 
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APPENDIXC 

The primary research question that drove this study was: What essential knowledge about 

traditional Tsimshian names and personal identity should be preserved to strengthen the 

sense of identity among our youth and our nation? This question was followed up with three 

more specific questions: 

• What do participating Elders believe is needed to bring on a resurgence of oral 

tradition in the youth and for future generations? 

• How do Elders see the oral tradition of the Tsimshian woven into the education 

system? 

• What advice do Elders have for the youth as they navigate through the two worlds, 

the Tsimshian and the mainstream? 
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