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How do you describe your own cultural background? Yourself?

“I've started to hyphenate it a while ago because | used to just say Métis, well that’s funny
‘cause | used to first say Cree back in the 1970’s. Then | realized that | wasn't just Cree,
that | was Métis and so | started to use that. Then | realized that Métis became such a
universalised term and that it truly obscures my particular cultural and historical
background...so I've gone back to hyphenated Plains Cree-Métis... | am Métis because |
come from a cohesive culture that blended Cree and French in my case, but it became a
culture all its own. ... | grew up Cree, | grew up on or near or around a trap line, on the
land, off the land. | grew up with Cree stories, legends, ethos, foods, and my whole world
was Cree-Métis.... Identity is funny, you try not to tell people who they can or cannot be
and yet there are some distinct historical and cultural markers who tell us who we are. I'm
not insinuating one is superior or inferior to another but we all have specific backgrounds
to be true to, especially when we are in the role of scholars.”

Emma LaRocque, Department of Native Studies, University of Manitoba:
(Interview with R. Eigenbrod, June, 2001, emphasis added)

About the Literature

Within the category of Métis literature there is diversity, as McLeod says; the texts range
from the inclusion of historical “markers” of Métis culture, to works written from the
consciousness of living in two cultures with many shades in between, “a continuum.”

Métis literature may be defined as such by writers who identify themselves as Métis,
although it is not always clear whether the identifications only seem to be self-
identifications but are imposed by literary critics and scholars. Sometimes, as in the case
of poet and professor of English, Randy Lundy, who is of Cree, Irish, and Norwegian
background, writers refuse to identify themselves any more specifically than that they
are “Aboriginal.” Among the main authors classified as Métis because of ancestral
connections with the Riel Resistance is Maria Campbell, whose autobiography Halfbreed
(1973) was groundbreaking, as it encouraged other Aboriginal people to speak out
through writing. In this book, she shows her connections with Métis political history
(Gabriel Dumont and Louis Riel) as well as with the culture of the sash, fiddle, and
dance.

Campbell's Stories of the Road Allowance People also speaks to the importance of the
choice of language. The language of the Métis - a mixture of Cree and French - is called
Mitchif, but instead of writing in this language, Campbell chooses to use a dialect which
reflects the storytelling voice but at the same time can be understood by her English-
speaking readers. Some writers of mixed background, like Neal McLeod, Gregory
Scofield, and Marilyn Dumont, emphasize the importance of Cree rather than of Mitchif
because Cree was the language with which they grew up. Another Métis text that has
become a classic and is sometimes found in high school curricula, is In Search of April
Raintree, by Beatrice Culleton Mosionier, published 10 years after Halfbreed. Classified
as Métis literature, this novel provides an interesting contrast to Halfbreed because
Métis history and culture is only inserted as the letters, speeches, and diaries of a young
person, ironically the character who commits suicide. The novel emphasizes another
reality of an Aboriginal person of mixed heritage: the importance of physical appearance.
The narrative features two sisters, one “more Native” looking, the other “more white,”
and therefore “able to pass.” Métis author Jordan Wheeler constructs his three short
stories in Brothers in Arms around a similar theme of sibling characters choosing
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different routes in their lives. The challenges of a Native person who “does not look it”
are humorously depicted by Drew Hayden Taylor (Ojibway) in his essay “Pretty Like a
White Boy: The Adventures of a Blue Eyed Ojibway” (Moses/Goldie Anthology). Taylor
opts for neither Ojibway, nor European, nor Métis, but for his own nation. Métis poet
Gregory Scofield opens his autobiography Thunder Through My Veins on a similar note
with his poem “Between Sides.”

Suggestions for Teachers

A teacher could start with Campbell’s Halfbreed, as Maria Campbell has become one of
the Aboriginal writers of Canada and the beginning of her autobiography grounds the
text in the Métis history of events around Riel and Dumont and teaches the cultural
markers Dr. Emma LaRocque talks about in the Introduction. Young people may relate
to a more recent Métis biography by the highly acclaimed Métis poet Gregory Scofield
(born in 1966) which could be taught in comparison. The beginning of his narrative
echoes Campbell’s text and he refers to Halfbreed throughout, acknowledging its
importance and his “Memories of a Métis Childhood” makes a good point about the
different generations of Aboriginal writers and how they build on each other. Towards the
end of the narrative, Scofield calls the historical place Batoche “home,” finally
acknowledging his Métis rather than his Cree identity.

Teachers who discuss the Anishnaabe novel Keeper'N Me by Richard Wagamese (see
Anishnaabe section) may also want to point out that the Cree title of Chapter 20 about
Batoche, Pekewe, Pekewe, is similar to the Anishnaabe title of the first chapter in
Keeper'N Me: Bih’kee-yan, both meaning “come home.” Since Scofield refers to his
readings of Aboriginal and other literature throughout his autobiography, assume that his
chapter title is an allusion to a novel he read. Teachers should be aware that the term
halfbreed is derogatory. If Aboriginal writers like Campbell, Groulx, and Scofield use this
term, they want to make a point that would be lost if it came from the perspective of a
non-Aboriginal person.

Métis literature highlights a common literary theme, the search for identity and ways of
identity formation; often, the quest is put in motion or complicated by outside forces like
foster homes, as in Culleton-Mosionier’s novel and in Margo Kane’s play “Moonlodge.”
Although In Search of April Raintree has been re-written by the author for secondary
school use, it is a novel for a mature audience and teachers may prefer Kane’s short
one-act play instead. The protagonist, a victim of “the 60’s scoop,” also growing up in
foster homes, forms her identity against the preconceptions about “Nativeness” all
around her. In a humorous way, it addresses the important issue of the stereotyping of
Native peoples, which can be compared with Marilyn Dumont’s prose poem “Circle the
Wagons.” Kane's text also lends itself well to oral presentations by students illustrating
the performance aspect of storytelling.

Besides autobiography/novel, play and poetry, a short story may be chosen. Jordan
Wheeler’'s “A Mountain Legend” with a young character as a protagonist addresses the
theme of quest for identity through connections with ancestors, while Maria Campbell’s
stories written in the vernacular cross boundaries of narrative/poem/performance and
address historical events either related to residential school traumas (“Jacob”) or to the
time of the Riel Resistance (“Joseph’s Justice”). For media studies, Christine Welsh’s
film Women in the Shadows explores the denial of Native heritage of her ancestors — a
silencing that is also discussed in Scofield’s autobiography.
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Okanagan Literature

Introduction

Although links with the land are important for all Aboriginal cultures and therefore form a
major theme in all their literatures, they are particularly emphasized in the Okanagan
literature.

Captive in an English Circus

This is about George Jim.
He belongs to Ashnola Band, George Jim.
Those days, | had it written down - 1886.
No, | mean 1887.
That's one year I'm out there.
That's supposed to be in the 1886
Instead of 1887.
That time, 1886,
The people, Indians from Penticton,
all the Okanagan Indians,
they were some from Similkameen,
and they all move to where Oroville is now
in the month of August,
about the last week in the month of August.
And they all get together in Oronville.
And that's when the salmon coming up.
The salmon comes up, you know, from way down.
They come up on the Columbia River
and they come up on the Okanogan, some.

(Moses/Goldie Anthology p. 54)

The above is the beginning of “Captive in an English Circus,” a story told by Okanagan
Elder and rancher Harry Robinson and written down by Wendy Wickwire in a collection
titted, Write It On Your Heart. It is the true story about a man from the Okanagan First
Nation in the interior of British Columbia who killed a “white man,” was put into prison,
and was then taken to England as a circus showpiece. In the beginning of the story, the
storyteller establishes the accuracy and veracity of the story, the exact time and location,
and shows that the salmon is most important in this place (a little bit later he mentions
the dam stopping the salmon). The beginning of the story establishes setting as the
basis for the narrative and was chosen as an introduction into Okanagan literature
which, in the works of the two main authors, Harry Robinson and Jeannette Armstrong,
is characterized by many references to the land. As is explained in We Get Our Living
Like Milk From the Land by Jeannette Armstrong, the Okanagan territory lies “on both
sides of the Okanagan River, east to the Selkirk range, west to the Cascades summit,
south into Washington bounded by the Columbia River and Lake Chelan and north up to
Salmon River” (p.4). Armstrong repeatedly states the importance of the land: the
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language, called the syilx language, “arose from our learning about the land” (p. 4) and
the travels of the teacher-creator Coyote across the land “are a record of the natural
laws our people learned in order to survive” (p. 1). The creation story “Earth Diver” as
told by Okanagan Elder Harry Robinson, in Write It On Your Heart emphasizes the
intimate, spiritual link between “the Indian” and the earth when he describes the earth as
growing in the palm of the Indian, the older of the “White and Indian” twin siblings
referred to in the story “Twins: White and Indian.”

About the Literature

Basically, Okanagan literature features two authors who are known to a wider public: a
“traditional” storyteller, Harry Robinson and a writer of contemporary literature, Jeannette
Armstrong. Renowned author Jeannette Armstrong combines in her work a spiritual
understanding of the land with artistic sensibility, her talents as a writer, awareness of
community, and (environmental) activism. As the director of the En’owkin Centre, an
International School of Writing, she co-hosted together with the Penticton Indian Band
the Protecting Mother Earth Conference in August 2001, organized by the Indigenous
Environmental Network. Among the many testimonials of ecocide were the destruction of
Aboriginal peoples’ lives through mining, nuclear waste management, hydro-electric
power plants, and clear-cutting. A celebration of life and respect for all of creation was
emphasized in the ceremonies, which accompanied the conference presentations, and
through the traditional foods of salmon and the Okanagan berries. Thus, a balance was
created between destructive and healing powers, a balance for which the literature
strives as well. The En’owkin Centre is closely linked with one of the few Aboriginal
publishing houses in Canada, Theytus Books (publishing Aboriginal Authors since
1980). Armstrong envisions future developments of Aboriginal literatures in Canada as
culture- and First Nation-specific as she asserted in the first book of critical writing on
Canadian Aboriginal literature by Aboriginal scholars Looking at the Words of Our
People (1993). With this vision in mind, she promotes non-fiction books which put
Okanagan literature into a cultural, social, and historical context as in We Get Our Living
Like Milk From the Land. Her land-based philosophy is shown as being tied in with the
Okanagan language. In her poetry published in Breath Tracks, she evokes the beauty
and spiritual power of nature and humans’ interaction with it. In her prose, she crosses
conventional boundaries of fiction and documentary in order to articulate her warnings
about destructive forces in our society. Whereas her first novel, Slash, features a male
protagonist searching for a way of de-colonizing himself and his Okanagan people, her
second novel Whispering in Shadows revolves around a female artist/environmentalist
who searches for ways of being a responsible human who finds answers in her culture.

Okanagan oral literature has become important because of the storyteller Harry
Robinson. His collection Write It On Your Heart (followed by a second volume entitled
Nature Power) has been praised by Aboriginal author Thomas King, as successful
“translation” from the oral into the written. Although Robinson was fluent in his Okanagan
language, he felt it necessary to tell the stories in English so that more people would
hear them. Wickwire assures the reader in her introduction to Write It On Your Heart that
she left the stories largely untouched although she tried to re-create the rhythm of the
telling in the fragmented lines of poetry. The narrative about Jim who became a circus
piece in England is a true story about lies and broken promises, which Robinson finds
characteristic of “the white man” in his creation stories. Other tales in the
Robinson/Wickwire collection tell about the teacher-creator, Coyote, and about the
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animals of the region. Author Jeannette Armstrong, who grew up listening to Robinson’s
stories, has her own version of a Coyote story in Thomas King’s anthology All My
Relations. It is titled “This is a story” and describes Coyote as the saviour of his people
trying to bring back the salmon by destroying the dam constructed by “monstrous”
people. It becomes clear in the story that, like the buffalo for the Aboriginal people of the
prairies, salmon is not only a food source but also at the centre of a way of life.

Suggestions for Teachers

The boundary between traditional and contemporary is not clear-cut if one considers
Armstrong’s retelling of a Coyote story, “This is a story” and if one teaches not only
Robinson’s creation stories but also his “Captive in an English Circus” which is a
narrative about post-contact times. Students could be assigned to research other cases
of Aboriginal people becoming exhibition pieces in Europe.

Although the Okanagan characters are not idealized, the story emphasizes their
confusion because they were continuously lied to; the “small” incident told in the story
could be linked to the larger picture of a history of broken promises and lies in relations
between the Okanagan people and the Canadian government (as outlined in We Get
Our Living Like Milk From the Land). Jeannette Armstrong very clearly criticizes
colonialism with all its implications for Native people, but she also refers to the danger of
hierarchical, non-ecological thinking for all people. In her poem “History Lesson,” she
turns from an evocation of the destruction of Native peoples through colonization to the
destruction of the earth if the “unholy search” for power over nature does not end. In her
speech/essay “The Disempowerment of First North American Native Peoples and
Empowerment Through Their Writing,” she explains to her audience: “Do not make the
commonly made error that it is a people that we abhor, be clear that it is systems and
processors which we must attack” (p. 241) (Moses/Goldie Anthology). The ending of this
essay with her belief that “the principles of co-operation are a sacred trust” (p. 242) may
be linked with her poem, “Indian Woman.” Again evoking the theme of lying, she very
powerfully depicts the lies, e.g., racist stereotypes, about Native women, and in the
second half of the poem, starting with “Some one is lying,” reverses the negative images
so that “Indian woman” becomes “a sacred trust.” This poem could be taught together
with Margo Kane’s short play, Moonlodge, discussed in the Métis section.

Whispering in Shadows may be an easier novel to teach than Armstrong’s first novel,
Slash, as it does not demand as much background information. Another choice of a
novel in the context of British Columbia is Ravensong by Lee Maracle (Métis/Stoh:lo).
This text centred around a high school student in a Native community in the 50’s will
provoke discussions about different cultural sets of values, since this student crosses a
(symbolic) bridge every day to get from her community to “white town,” where she is the
only Native student at the high school. The novel also sees the coming together of
Native and non-Native people as a necessity if an environmental disaster is to be
prevented.
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School. 2001.

Kou-Skelowh/We Are The People. A Trilogy of Okanagan Legends. 1999.
A children’s book

Other Resources

Raven’s Eye. The Aboriginal Newspaper of British Columbia.
E-mail: edraven@ammsa.com Phone:; 1-800-661-5469

Theytus Books Ltd. (also contact for En’Owkin Writing School)
E-mail: theytusbooks@vip.net

Phone: (250) 493-7181

Indigenous Environmental Network:

http://www.ienearth.org

Jeannette Armstrong websites:
http://www.ipl.org/cgi/ref/native/browse.pl/A9
http://voices.cla.umn.edu/authors/jeannettearmstrong.html
Includes critical articles about her work
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