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CHAPTER SEVEN

Al YANSH AND THE NAAS VALLEY

History
An insightful analysis of the Native people of New Ai yansh

nmust be nmade in the context of a study of the whole community of
3, 200 Ni shgas, and the unique and relatively remote val |l ey
covering 5,500 square mles in which they have lived fromtime
imremorial. The val ley's physical terrain with its high
mount ai ns, beautiful forests, and life-giving river is the focus
of their powerful and coherent tribal i dentity and observabl e
sense of personal value. Its protection has al so been the
pur pose of their famous century long struggle with Wite
governnment for a just settlenent to their claimto tri bal
ownership and control of this land area and its natural
resources.

In the traditional past, the N shga hunted and traded over
a very wide area. They travelled into the Al askan Panhandl e and as
far inland as Kitwancool, where they encountered the Gt ksan,
with whom they now dispute the eastern section of their land
claim The sources of their wealth and influence were
nunerous. They were fur trappers for thenmselves and later for the
fur trade, and they catch salnbn in the Naas Ri ver in the
spawni ng season each sumer. The Naas River is also the source of
t he hi ghly val ued ool i chan,

a tiny fish which is extremely rich in oil and other nutrients
and an invaluabl e source of protein during the Iong harsh

wi nters. Oher tribes from both the coast and the interior
have traditionally travelled what is called the Gease Trail to
trade for these small fish which, in hard winters, can nean
the difference between death and survival.

Hi storically, the expansion of the fur trade was the
occasion for the first contact between the Naas Vall ey
Natives and Wiites. In the late 1700's the Hudson's Bay
Company founded Fort Sinpson, at the nmouth of the Naas River.
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As a consequence, the Fort and the surroundi ng areas becane
an important centre for trade in both land and sea furs.
The Ni shga appear to have exercised their considerable
entrepreneurial skills when trading with rival Russian, Eur opean
and Ameri can fur traders. Over tinme, however, the Hudson's
Bay Company, by building a string of forts, was able to
establi sh a nonopoly over the fur trade of the whole Wst
Coast, and thereby nani pul ate prices.

During this early period the Wiite traders were |largely
unconcerned with the physical and cultural life of the |ocal
popul ati ons, and Natives remained in control of their individual and
group lives. They continued their traditional subsistence way of
life, but with a considerable expansion of their surplus. The
goods they gained in exchange for
furs were used to enhance and expand traditional customs such
as the potlatch and to create beauti ful cerenonial objects. The
matrilineal social and political structure, which traditionally
had |acked a permanent political hierarchy of chiefs, also
shifted. During this period, some faml|lies were able through
their trading rights and practices to acquire
significantly expanded wealth and a more fixed political
structur e began to emer ge, based increasingly on the
i nheritance of status.

In 1858 the gold rush to the Fraser River and all
Northern areas began. Gol d seekers flooded in |arge numbers
through the area. They were typically young and often reck -
less men who had littl e sense of permanent identificati on wth,
or concern for, the local |andscape, ecology, or i ndigenous
popul ation. Many Native women were rapidly absorbed into
the gold rush culture, and the nen becane the nore nenial
wor kers. Al cohol was inported in large quantities and all soci al
groups were affected, but Natives suffered npbst consi stently.
The gold seekers were fol lowed by land specul ators, and
throughout the whol e northern area of B.C, Al aska and the
Yukon, local settlers and governnents
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began the process of confining Natives to snall reservati ons.
Thi s process was accelerated because the Native popul ation,

at this tine, was much reduced, and soneti nes deci mated, by
pl agues of a variety of diseases to which Wites had i mmuni ty but
Nati ves di d not. In the nineteenth
century the Native popul ation of the Pacific North West
appears to have been reduced by between one third and one
hal f, and the consequence of this reducti on of the population
was the radical nodification of almost all traditional nodes of
econom ¢ and social organization in many areas.

The Nishga were affected by these di seases, but their
relative physical isol ation seems to have protected themto
some extent. Neverthel ess, when ni ssi onary work began in
the 1860's the m ssionaries described their charges as
demoralized, drunken, savage, dirty, superstitious, lazy and
wast ef ul .

The Rev. James Benjanin McCullagh wote The Story of

a Geat Transformati on in 1907 about the Aiyansh M ssion. H s

conments descri be the N shga in adverse terms, including

those aspects of their Iife which he acknow edged to be spiritual

I was prepared to find, and coul d understand, nen

wor shipping idols in the belief that they were gods,

but I was not prepared to find nan acknow edgi ng t he

exi stence of God as a spirit and yet worshipping himsel f;

enriching his own personality by a make-believe

comunion with devils; by eating raw dog and biting

human flesh; by the wanton destruction of the fruits

of his labours; or by laying clains to supernatural powers

t hrough dreans, visions, physical feelings and nental

enotions. And yet such was the structure of the Redman's

heatheni sm. No pen could describe in its entirety the

dar kness, the bondage, the utter corruption of it all.

(I'bid. p.10.)

McCul | agh had settled in Od Aiyansh (later abandoned

because of repeated flooding) in the Naas Valley in 1883
He decided not to give way to heathen val ues, but al so
per cei ved that he would need to learn the |anguage if he

wi shed to be effective. He wote a Ni shga gramar, and
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translated the gospels, the Prayer Book, and hymns, and
ensured that each fam |y had a copy thus enphasi zing the
necessity for literacy. The object of the missionaries of
this era was to change the Natives "fromignorant, bl ood
thirsty, cruel savages into quiet, useful subjects of our
Graci ous Queen". Like Duncan at Metlekatla, MCullagh al so
i ntroduced rel evant western skills and small -scal e technol ogy,
and within ten years of his arrival, the village was a nodel
Christian conmunity which had a saw m ||l and a planer. These
he in due course gave to the N shga, on condition that they
produced | unber for a church, a mssion house, and a school,
as well as for their own houses. An observer in 1895 reported:
(M@l | agh, 1907.)

fine broad roads, with many beautiful cottages

dotted about, set in the |lovely autumal fol1 age,

each with a | arge garden separating house from house

. . . . Before ne stretched the | ong, new road

ending at the Church. It is, | think, the best

pi ece of road-naking in the diocese and the wonen

didit all of their own free will to nake it easi er

for the nen to go to Church. Renenber, the women
are not drudges here to the nen .

It is clear that the Anglican Church and its clergy,
many of whom have |ived nost of their Iives in these small
and renote m ssions, have had an i nportant effect on the
Ni shga. While the early mssionaries in the exercise of
their pastoral duties attenpted to stanp out all signs of
heat henism in their nore secular activities they played a
very inportant econom c role by hel ping acquire capital
equi pnent which they trained their parishioners to use.
The Nishga were thus able to remain relati vely free of
t he al nost total dependence on Wites for goods and wages
that was typical of nobst other tribal groups. The clergy al so
encouraged and participated in the running of tribal comunity
councils, at the village level, and this hel ped the Nishga to
sustain their noticeable sense of personal and triba
strength, dignity and purpose. The organi zati on of the
Ni shga's land claimstruggle in the early days, in particular,
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owed a great deal to the skills and contacts which the
Anglican m ssionaries were able to exercise in the w der
politica system

Currently, there are several areas in which the N shga
have an exceptional |y well conceived and organi zed set of
political and practical aims. The land clai nms issue and the
control to their own educational system are two of these. In
addition, they are currently giving serious consideration to how
t hey shoul d choose to devel op econom cally once the | and claim
i ssue is settl ed.

Land Clains
The i ssue of the Native | and cl ai n8 was set out npst

clearly in 1912 by Canon Tucker of the Anglican M ssion
Society in a letter to the Mnister of Indian Affairs.

The I ndians of British Colunbia, as the original
i nhabi tants of the country, claimthat they have

certainrights in the land and before the Governnent
can sell or disperse of the land, these clains
shoul d be considered . . . . The Government of the
province, on the other hand, takes the position
that the Indians have no rights, and, t hough they
have never given any reason for their position, they
have refused to nodify it . . . . It is on this
clear-cut issue that we present our case today .
From t he common-sense point of view, it
woul d seemto appeal to all unprejudiced and
di sinterested peopl e that men who have made their
living there nust have certain rights which no
newconer shoul d overl ook and override. (MCul lumé& MCul | um

1979.
This | etter sumrmari ses an area of dispute in which the )

Ni shga have been | egendary in their persistence and their
patience in dealing with both the Provincial and the Federal
Governnents. The di spute has been greatly conplicated and

del ayed by the refusal of successive British Col unbi a
governnents to negotiate the issue, on the basis that |and
settlenents were a Federal matter. The Federal Governnent, on
the ot her hand, refuses to discuss |and clains wthout

British Colunbia' s presence, since all Crown |and is vested in
t he Provi nce.
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The dispute began al most 50 years before Canon
Tucker's letter. In 1869, two years before B.C. entered
Conf ederation, Ni shga el sers supported by the clergy and
hi erarchy of the Anglican Church, made the |ong hard
journey to Victoria, 500 miles to the south, to state their
clainms to the I and they occupied, and their belief that
they had the right to live there in perpetuity and to control
its econom ¢ resources and developnent. In 1913, the Ni shga,
again with the assistance of the Anglican Church, its |ocal
cl ergy and connections in England, took the wholly unprece-
dented step of briefing an English law firmin London to take
their case to the King of England. In order to do this, they
raised $500, which was a considerable amount of noney by any
standard in 1913, and an enormous ampunt of noney given the
limted cash incomes of the Nishga of the time. The
appeal was to go the Privy Council and the request was that
Ni shga land ri ghts should be recognized. The leading chief
of the day, Chief G deon M nesque, stated the case in i ts
nost basic terns both hunanly and | egally.

It is not a dream we are certain this land bel ongs
to us. Right up to this day, the governnent never
made any treaty, not even to our grandfathers, or

our great grandfathers. (MCullum & MCul lum 1979.)

The Privy Council was not sympat hetic to hearing the
case. The Ni shga, however, persisted with their clainms, and
refused to follow the exanple of some other Native groups by
negotiating the extincti on of their aboriginal rights and
settling for the establishnment of snmall reservati ons where the
Nati ve peopl e have becone wards of the Crown.

In 1969, the Nishga instructed their lawyer, M. Thonas
Ber ger (now Judge Berger) to take their case to the H gh Court
of British Col unbia and to ask for a declaration that the
Ni shga had never |ost the aboriginal title to their tradi tional
tribal territories. The case was an important one, both
practi cally and psychologically, for all Natives in Canada,
and nmany expert w tnesses were called. The Judge
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rul ed agai nst the Ni shga, saying that whatever rights the
tribe may have had originally, they were | ost when the

col oni al governnent enacted | aws all ow ng the i ssuance of | and
titled to non-Indians. A few of these had been issued in the
Naas Vall ey, along with certain tinber |icences which give

| eases to the I and, but not outright title.

The Ni shga deci ded to appeal this decision to the Court of
Appeal s. Here the case was | ost again, on the grounds that the
Ni shga woul d have had | egal rights to their traditional |and
only if the governnent had, by sone act, recognized such a
title.

They then decided to take the case to the Suprenme Court
of Canada in Otawa, despite the great expense invol ved.
In 1973 the Suprene Court ruled by a narrow majority of four to
three against the Nishga. But while this [ ast defeat appeared
to be an overwhel mng one, the N shga and their supporters in
the White community and particularly the Church, sawthis
deci sion as a noral victory, since one of the judges had not
ruled on the issue but on a technicality, and the remnai ning six
had in fact nade a split decision. Three judges ruled that the
Ni shga had aboriginal rights, three said they did not.

The consequence of this | egal inpasse was that the issue
noved back into the political arena. At this point Prine
M ni ster Trudeau announced that he was prepared to review
policy and pl edged action on the natter. However, it remmins
unresol ved al t hough there is a general expectation that the
issue wll have to be faced and deci ded.

While the land claims issue is one that unifies the
Ni shga nation within the valley, it has proved to be a source
of tension and sonetines conflict in relations with outside
agencies and with Wiaites. In 1974 the problem of hostility
bet ween Whites and Natives becane so acute that the D ocese
of Cal edoni a appoi nted one of its senior priests, Canon John
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St okes, as a full -ti ne special liaison officer on North Wst
Devel opnent. He was to work with environnmentalists, devel opers,
governnments, organi zed |abour, and Native peoples to try and
find out what concerns they had in comnon and could agree upon.
Hs work with these groups cul mnated in a uni qgue neeting
which was entitled the Northwest Briti sh Col umbia Study
Conference. At this neeting those present endorsed Native land
cl ai ms, and condemned the secrecy with which both governnents
and industry planned economic devel opnment, because it limted
the possibility of local inputs in critical decisions. This was
a reference to the recent disclosure of the Northwest

Devel opnent Schenme. Also progress was nade towards a better
understandi ng bet ween Natives and organi zed |abour. Finally, the
character of nedia coverage of the area was discussed, and sone
alternatives were initiated

The Educati onal System
The Nishga are the first Native Band in Canada to have

gai ned al most total control of their own school district
(School District 92). They negotiated this with the Federal
and Provinci al governnents in the early 1970's and insisted
upon playing a full participatory role in design and setting up
the school. The school building is very attractive and

hi ghly functi onal, as are the group hones in which chil dren
from the nore di stant villages in the valley live during the
week. The whole community and particularly the Council of
El ders, which includes members from all the four Nishga
settlements that nmake up the Nation, participates in the ongoing
debate about how to conmbine the best aspects of the Wiite
man's educational process with their sense of their own
traditions and needs. They participate in the process of
hiring teachers and are thus able to ensure that their
curriculumneeds are net. They have been playing an extrenely
influential role in the running of the school for nore than
three years. They are also currently focussing their
collective attention on the real problemof howto train and
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use the abilities of the large majority of their children

who now stay in high school until graduation.

Economic Viability

The next stage of devel opnment for the community is
qui te clearly perceived to be the achieving of a greater
degree of economic control of their own territory. The area is
currently being logged as part of the operations of one of the
| ar ge | umber cor porati ons and approximately 40 Nishga nen are
empl oyed as loggers. The N shga Nation wants to have effective
inputs as to the nature and organi zation of thisextractive
i ndustry. Beyond this they see that it is necessary to
establish a variety of economic enterprises, as they understand
only too well the problens inherent in dependence on one economcC
source for jobs and incone. When their land clains are settled
they intend to use the resources they acquire as comnunity
resources rat her than to parcel themout for individual and
privati zed ownership. This will clearly involve an eval uation
of the nature and role of personal property and private
enterprise in capitali st operati ons which are neant to return a
profit. That this is an issue fraught with difficulties
appears to be recognized by the most progressi ve |eaders
but this has not inhibited them from bei ng prepared to enbark on
the enterprise.

As part of this process, they have anmongst other things,
put together a proposal which they have presented to Northwest
Coll ege in Terrace in which they state with clarity a nunber
of issues as they see them The full proposal is attached as
Appendi x B. The following quote captures some of the relevant
i ssues as they see them

Until recently, there have been few enpl oynent
opportunities in the Valley other than seasonal

| abour. Hence, nobst parents do not have a back-
ground of experience to use as a base from whi ch
to encour age and counsel their children: they
are facing major change w thout copi ng skills
and understanding to pass along to the young.
Undoubtedly the valley is on the threshold of

devel opnent (M ning, Forestry, Local Governnent,
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Transportation, Construction, etc.) It is essential
then that the present popul ation be prepared to
play active roles in that devel opnent.

St udents, the unempl oyed and under enpl oyed
must 'see’' the opportunities before they

unfold. Further they nmust be involved in the
process of discovery for subsequent self-determ ned
educati onal and econoni ¢ advancenent.

Concl usi on

In summary, the Nishga of new Aiyansh in the Naas
Vall ey quite clearly and obvi ously have a hi gh degree of
social vitality and political efficacy. Wiat they currently
lack is the capacity to ensure their economic viability. But
they too quite clearly perceive that this nust rest on the
existence of a variety of sources of economic weal th, and
that these nmust be strongly susceptible to if not wholly
controlled by their sense of needs and priorities. They
have had great success in "indigenizing" the |ocal represent ati ves
of both the Anglican Church and their school system, that is,
they are able to include outsiders in their internal process in
such a way that outsiders are persuaded that they have valid
values and aspirations. It seems |ikely that they can

ultimately learn how to do this in economic matters too.



