
Respecting the Ancestors 

 

Acknowledging and crediting traditional knowledge about resource 

development is long overdue 

 

There is increasing recognition among anthropologists that indigenous 

peoples of Vancouver Island actively managed and enhanced their 

marine ecosystems for millennia (Turner 2005).  This “recognition” did 

not come easily because it challenged accepted concepts about 

indigenous peoples’ traditional food systems and economic structures.   

Background 

While doing an aerial survey of the Broughton Archipelago in 1995 

marine geologist, Dr. John Harper, was puzzled by stone walls or ridges 

he found along the shoreline of many beaches.  After many years of 

science-backed investigations he concluded the structures were 

created by indigenous peoples to enhance shellfish productivity.  The 

structures were simple but efficient: a wall of boulders and stones was 

set along the lowest tide-line of existing clam beaches.  As the tide 

moved in and out, the rock wall captured sediment and created more 

habitat for inter-tidal shellfish.  This resulted in turning mediocre 

beach into one that was of higher quality, more productive and easily 

harvested. The sheer number (over 450) and the amount of labour 

involved in creating these structures was compelling evidence that 

First Nations used management practices to ensure a productive and 

stable food source.  He proposed that the structures were examples of 

the practice of mariculture.  



 

 

Unfortunately, Dr. Harper’s findings were not accepted by many of his 

colleagues. With no textual reference in biological and archeological 

research journals, anthropologists were indifferent to his work. Even 

with ten years of science-backed effort, anthropologists at the B.C. 

Heritage Conservation Department remained reluctant to rethink the 

commonly accepted view that First Peoples of the Pacific Northwest 

fit the category “Hunter and Gatherer”. They believed there was no 

evidence to show aboriginal mariculture existed.   

This baffled and frustrated Dr. Harper. The structures were elegant 

and efficient. They were not gardens of “imagination”. The applied 

category “Hunter and Gatherer” was simply insulting and incorrect and 

perpetuates the absurd but convenient conviction that explorers and 

settlers were entering un-owned virgin wilderness.  

Dr. Brian Thom, associate professor with the Department of 

Anthropology at the University of Victoria shared his opinions on this 

topic through several e-mail conversations with the author. 

“The compelling argument that a distinctive kind of agriculture has long 

been a part of Coast Salish lifeways, and that many aspects of Coast 

Salish culture support that practice has not been embraced.   The 

implication is of recognizing agriculture when the the stereotype is of 

‘eeking out a bare hunter-gatherer subsistence’ is ---of course---that 

Coast Salish people OWN THE LAND (and to expand it to the clam 

beds, OWN THE FORESHORE as well) that these agricultural 

practices take place on. Just like Europeans. 



 

I think this is the basic premise that Europeans and settlers have so 

long been reluctant to accept (or have rigorously denied) and why they 

so rigorously keep these blinders on about cultural practices.”(email 

conversation with Dr. Brian Thom May 27, 2014) 

Others that were working simultaneously investigating traditional mari-

culture, experienced the same wall of indifference and denial of the 

evidence. 

 Judith Williams, artist and author, took a different approach by 

seeking native Elders to help her fully understand the significance of 

the clam gardens sites.  Judith was introduced to clam gardens by 

Lllahoos Elder, Elizabeth Harry, on Quadra Island in 1993. From then 

on, she met with Elders and knowledgeable individuals who shared their 

extensive understandings about traditional ancient sea gardens. She 

published her book “Clam Gardens: Aboriginal Mariculture on Canada’s 

West Coast in 2007.  The book generated a lot of interest.  

 

Thankfully, Ms. Williams, Dr. John Harper and Dr. Thom may have 

brought the mariculture structures to light but they did not “discover” 

them. The clam gardens were never lost! Nor was the traditional 

knowledge passed down in song, story and practice lost. The immense 

shell middens associated with clam garden walls indicates the 

significance of clams as a staple food for at least 5000 years (Moss 

1993,Haggan et al. 2006).  

 



 

A new conversation: Acceptance of–and the integration of First 

Nations knowledge with the tools of archeology and ecology is 

needed  

It is time First Peoples received full credit for their deep 

understanding of ecosystems. The inhabitants of the most complex 

indigenous culture in North America did not wander aimlessly hoping to 

stumble upon a possible meal.  

The anthropologists were “late” to recognize the existence of clam 

gardens (and agricultural practices) because they would not accept 

traditional knowledge as credible.   

It is time for a new conversation.  It is time to turn things upside down 

and respect traditional ecological knowledge (TEK).  

This vital knowledge is desperately needed to solve our environmental 

challenges.   It is time to respectfully request our Aboriginal Elders to 

share their wisdom.  We must look at the land and history in a new way.  

 A New Way to Learn 

Fortunately this “new conversation” is beginning to take place.  There is 

evidence of sincere  desire to learn from First Nations.  Since 2005, 

research papers that integrate contemporary ecological experiments 

with traditional knowledge passed down in song, story, dance and 

practice are routinely published.   

 

 



 

Examples of papers that credit “Ancient Wisdom” 

In 2006, Joe Elliott wrote an excellent research paper for the 

Hul’quimi’num Treaty Group titled: “Traditional Resource Management 

and Decision Making”.   

His paper articulated the ancient wisdom behind the Hul’quimi’num word 

“S’nuw’uy’ulh”(Traditional Teachings) and reveals that this knowledge 

articulated how resources should be managed. He explained how 

traditional teachings address stewardship.  Families have rights to the 

land and the resources.  Showing respect for family, community and 

natural resources was embodied in the word S’nuw’uy’ulh.  It teaches 

that taking resources for our everyday use, must be conducted with 

respect, with prayer and special words.  It is believed ‘we are one with 

all resources, we are equal, and therefore we need to be careful about 

how we treat our gifts provided by the creator’. 

 Joe Elliott’s paper made extensive use of Elder interviews. His work 

paper sustainable stewardship was not something new or poorly 

understood.  The management practices have stood the test of time.  

 

Anthropologists contribute by listening  

Anthropologist, Dr. Brian Thom, has contributed to our understanding 

of traditional marine resource management through extensive 

interviews with Hul’quim’num Elders. His report titled “A’lhut tut et 

Sul’hweentst “Respecting the Ancestors”.(2005) detailed the 

traditional laws that guide resource ownership and management.  



 

His scholarly paper had another powerful outcome.  The work gave a 

voice to the many concerns the Hul’quimi’num people have regarding the 

protection of their land and their natural resources.   

Dr. Thom presented the common perception among the Hul’quimi’num 

people that the general public does not value their traditional 

knowledge as an important part of Canadian heritage. 

 “They want their oral histories, cultural practices, stories, place 

names, songs, dances and sacred masks to be preserved because they 

carry the knowledge. They want to be given credit for their proven 

ability to manage marine resources. They believe they should be able to 

apply this knowledge on their traditional territories and to manage and 

protect their own resources.”( Dr. Brian Thom, 2005) 

Working together is better 

Dr. John Harper, Judith Williams, Dr. Brian Thom and Joe Elliott have 

published work that has contributed to a new way of thinking. By 2006, 

anthropologists were readily recognizing that First Nations practiced 

sophisticated resource management of various kinds.  They do not 

hesitate to give full credit to First Nations traditional knowledge 

keepers.  

On the Northwest Coast we are fortunate to have both the tangible 

record of clam gardens and the culture-based knowledge of local 

indigenous people to educate us.  The traditional ecological knowledge 

of First Nations has global implications for food security and 

sustainable stewardship. The combination of these sources of 

knowledge is very powerful. 



 

 

By combining these two kinds of data and knowledge we fully 

appreciate the contexts in which these management systems took 

place. It also connects to larger issues of indigenous rights, title, and 

food security.  

In 2014,it is now acknowledged that different paths can lead to 

complementary understandings. Hopefully, respectful conversation will 

continue as they are long overdue.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson Sequence “Understanding Traditional Resource Management” 

The author respectufully has shared a powerful learning sequence 

that took place  at a Stz’uminus Secondary School in the spring of 

2010 

We remember to listen. 

Respected Elder, Edward Seymour, shared his early childhood 

memories with the Stz’uminus students and teachers.  

“ My dad was a real good provider! He always was giving fish away . The 

salmon and black ducks were practically at our front door.  Food was 

easy to get.  There was so much abundance.  All you needed was a small 

canoe, a spear and a net.  Sea urchins, octopus, crab, flounder, salmon, 

ling cod, rock cod, were plentiful.  In early March the herring roe 

covered the beaches with frothy white foam.  Dad would lay cedar 

branches down and wait for the herring to lay down the eggs on the 

branches. Sometimes we used rakes to gather the roe. He told us that 

laying the cedar branches down near the tide-line also helped the clam 

spat stay put and this helped the clam beds. 

The clam beds were so productive that the supply seemed to be 

endless. Certain families worked the clam beds by fluffing the sand and 

returning shells and debris to the beach.   We would help dry and 

smoke the clams and then string them on cedar strips.  

All of us kids loved herring roe and us kids would eat roe right there on 

the beach.  We called it chumus and it was delicious!  

 

 



 

You know it seemed to me that everything that anyone could want was 

right outside the door of our little house that my Dad built with his 

own two hands.  I couldn’t imagine what it was like to be hungry when I 

was little.  My Dad was such a good provider and the food was right out 

our door. 

We remember to get out on the land. 

Elder Florence Joyce provided detailed information about each section 

of the Kulleet Bay beach to a small group of post- secondary students. 

There was a very low tide that day, and as we walked she explained how 

the clam beach was tended.  There was a lot of care and constant hard 

work that went into the clam gardens.  She pointed out big boulders 

that had been cleared and placed in such a way that a rock wall would 

be created along the tide line.  She explained that as the tide moved in 

and out, the rock wall captured some of the sediment, which eventually 

created a larger flat area for clams.  She explained that butter clams 

grow at the lowest levels to which the tide drops.  Constant removal of 

rocks made more room for the clams and the wall of stones prevented 

the sandy beach from eroding.  We learned that that hard work, 

performed mostly be women, improved what was there by working with 

what wanted to grow.   

She told us that women were also known for their skills and expertise 

in preparing and preserving the nutritious food harvested from their 

carefully tended clam gardens. Life revolved around the intricate tasks 

connected with the clam harvest. 

 



 

 

Elder Florence  Joyce guiding students on a cultural walk, July,2010 Photo: Donna Klockars 

 

We explored the spiritual understanding that we are all connected and 

heard about the traditional stories, “Seawolf” and “Wolf Family”. 

We learn important lessons through traditional stories 

Mabel Mitchel, Edward Seymour and Agatha Frenchy shared traditional 

stories that informed us about how to care for the resources. “Wolf 

Family” and “Sea Wolf” were enjoyed by all. One of the students, a 

grandson of Ed Seymour’s, provided the art work for the printed 

version of the story.   

 



 

 

 

We celebrate the Hul’quimi’num language 

Hul’quimi’num language teachers Pearl Harris and Buffi David provided 

beginning and advanced language classes for all of the students. They 

made learning the language fun and relevant.  Songs and daily protocols 

helped get the day started. Village place names were presented and 

family-owned resources were identified. 

With the help of many “Elders in Residence” young people and their 

teachers easily grasped the importance of resource management.  

We apply traditional knowledge to guide us when we look at 

challenging contemporary issues   

The students were engaged and eager to learn. I noticed that many 

wrote comments in their Journal expressing the idea that the 

principles that protected and sustained natural resources long ago, still 

apply today and can guide all Canadians. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

New Ways to Study means listening to the Elders 

Finally, First Nations peoples are receiving the credit they are due for 

their knowledge.  

The Hul’quimi’num Traditional Teachings are available to all of the 

students in B.C. because of the the generosity of the Stz’uminus 

Elders.  Their teachings need to be part of a new conversation. 

Hay ce:p qa’ 

Respectfully submitted, 

Donna Klockars 

Retired Literacy Consultant 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Background: 

Curriculum provided for Traditional Resource Management lesson 

sequences-Stz’uminus Education Curriculum Project-Donna 

Klockars       

 

 

 

Artwork by Edward Seymour Jr. 



 

 

 

The Stz’uminus Mustimuxw and the Traditional Management of 

Resources 

Background 

Stz’uminus bays, estuaries and rivers were known for their clear cold 

waters and pristine beaches that provided an abundance of food. 

Salmon was so bountiful that there were times when the bays appeared 

as if a shimmering carpet lay on the water during the spawning season.  

Halibut, big as small canoes, lay on the sea floor.  Thuq’min and Kullet 

Bay transformed into a milky- white foam in the early spring from the 

herring row. 

Emerald green eelgrass swayed in the estuaries and provided food for 

ducks and geese.   Crab, flounder, rock cod, sea cucumbers and octopus 

were easily gathered using a small canoe, with nets, spears and herring 

rakes. Elders tell us that the people did not have to travel far because 

there was always seafood that was easily gathered in their summer, 

winter and permanent village sites.  

But it was the clam beds that were so productive that the supply 

seemed to be endless The women who lived  in Thuq’min and Kullet Bay 

were known for their skills and expertise in preparing  and preserving  

the nutritious food  harvested from their carefully tended clam 

gardens. Life revolved around the complex and intricate tasks 

connected with the clam harvest. 



 

Stz’uminus women approached their Pa’na’hw (clam digging area) in a 

flotilla of small working canoes.  Families kept clam gardens that took 

years of labour and tilling to create.  These examples of shore line 

management helped produce abundant and sustainable clam harvests 

for generations.  

 Certain families had ownership rights to each clam digging area.   Both 

men and woman could carry a name that connected them to the land, 

the water and the rights to the resources. The elders taught that 

rights to the families’ pa’na’pa should be respected. Strict rules were 

passed on from generation to generation about the harvest. 

Take only what is needed and leave the small ones so that the beach 

has an opportunity to re-seed. The horse clams, butter clams, cockles 

and little necks were scattered above and slightly below the sand. The 

women used digging sticks made from sturdy yew wood. They dug and 

then moved to another area always careful to turn the soil of the 

beaches over so that pure ground and gravel would be made available 

for the new life. 

During the Yu xuy tlthut (fall) clam harvest, the air would soon be 

filled with smoke from the drying fires. Rows of clams were strung on 

strong strands of cedar taken from the very centre of the log.  They 

were then hung above the smoking wood fires.  When the process was 

complete, the dried clam meat was packed into cedar baskets and 

storage boxes for the winter.   

 

 



 

During Tum’uytl (Winter) ceremonies, families from all corners of the 

territory and from nations far away, gathered in the Big House in 

Kullet Bay.  The Stz’uminus Mustimuxw always provided everyone with a 

feast of smoked clams.  Dried seaweed, fresh berries and berry 

leather (smiit) were also offered.   Salmon was roasted on split-pole 

racks carefully placed around the cooking fires.   

 

 

It was said that there was such abundance at the feasts that precious 

fish oil would be tossed upon the glowing fires in the big house with 

such enthusiasm that the rafters were singed!  

S’nuw’uy’ulh (Traditional Teachings). 

Every one followed The S’nuw’uy’ulh (Traditional Teachings) that have 

been in place since time immemorial.  These teachings have guided the 

Stz’uminus Mustimuxw in their day to day decisions about how to care 

for the bountiful natural resources the Creator has provided.   

The Stz’uminus Mustimuxw embrace a holistic system, recognizing that 

all life is interconnected.  Traditional teachings elaborate on the 

people’s responsibility to care for the land, water and air that sustains 

all life and everyday survival.  The traditional laws that guide resource 

ownership and care are enfolded in oral histories, stories, names, 

songs, dances and sacred masks.  All of these ways of teaching are 

embodied the S’nuw’uy’ulh (Traditional Teachings). They direct the 

self, family and community throughout life’s journey and into death.  



 

 

The Stzu’uminus Mustimuxw still practice living in a holistic way. All life 

must be respected and cared for. The families abided by strict rules 

and knew that the balance of the natural resources was vital to their 

survival. 

 

Oral history and stories are example of how important teachings are 

provided. The guiding principles that protect and sustain natural 

resources that were taught in times long ago, still apply today.  

Everyone was taught to work together and give their best effort 

(Ts’its’uwatul). They put their minds and hearts together as one so 

that problems were overcome and balance restored to the natural 

world (nuts’a’maat).   

Hay ce:p qa’ 

Respectfully, 

Donna Klockars 

Acknowledgements:, Elder Edward Seymour, Edward Seymour (Jr.) Elder  Willie Seymour, Elder  

Aggie Frenchie, Pearl Harris, Elder Florence James and Joe Elliott.The curriculum writer wishes 

to raise her hands in deepest gratitude to  Joe Elliott for sharing his expertise and knowldedge 

of the Stz’uminus Mustimuxw. His paper on the Hul’quimi’num Traditional Resource 

Management and Decision Making Report (March 2006) provided authentic references for the  

background information 

Dr. Brian Thom for his excellent research and friendly feedback. Dr. Thom’s work represents 

respectful and thoughtful conversations with Elders and knowledgeable keepers of ancient 

wisdom. 

 



 

 

 

 

The Story of Sea Wolf (an Oral History) describes a time when the 

beaches of Thuq’min and Kulleet Bay were out of balance. 

This oral history is part of the S’nuw’uy’ulh (Traditional Teachings) and 

is shared with readers because of the generosity of the Stz’uminus 

Elders.   

 

 

Sea Wolf and the Stz’uminus Mustimuxw  (Traditional Oral Narritive) 

Edward Seymour and Agatha Frenchy  

 

Late  in Yuqwiqwulus (Spring), just before the first Salmon Ceremony, without any known 

reason, the tides brought in water coloured as red as blood. When the tide went out, the 

shore, the rocks and the sand were blanketed with a mysterious and ominous contaminant.   

Even respected Elders who were the keepers of knowledge did not have any memory of 

such a frightening event as this. 

The salt water, stained with the frightening hue of deep red, carried a deadly red toxin.   

Stz’uminus men, women and children fell gravely ill after eating the poisoned shellfish.  

 Sickness and death came to the people of Thuq’min and Kulleet Bay. After much thought 

the shem’tst (leader) made a difficult but essential decision.  The entire village was 

directed to make the journey into the mountains to an area known as Copper Canyon.  This 

was a place where medicinal herbs and plants could be gathered.   



The sacred bath holes found in Copper Canyon were sacred sites that would  help heal 

those  who suffered the dire effects of the poisonous shellfish. 

With the loss of the clam harvest, every effort was made to gather edible plants and 

roots that the mountain and meadows provided.    Bracken fern (Suqeen) roots were 

gathered, dried and roasted.  The outer skin would be peeled off and the tough fibers 

would then be removed and pounded with a stick.  The roots would be eaten with fish eggs 

or mixed with the oil from seals. 

Licorice fern (tlasip) provided a sweetener, especially if it was taken from the maple tree.  

Soapberries  (Swhesum) were whipped into  frothy foam for a nourishing treat.  Cow 

parsnip (yaala’) provided the hungry people with a vegetable.  The blue Camus bulbs 

(speynxw) were steamed in a pit in the ground that was lined with salaal leaves.  

The spiritual healers who were trained in the collection and application of herbs and 

sacred plants, did all they could to help restore health and strength to those who were 

weak.   Broad leaved plantain (Sxu’enwen) provided a cleansing agent and was used     as a 

medicinal tea. Horsetail (s’hum’hum’) was considered to be good   for the blood.  

Salmonberry bark (Lila’) was boiled to make a tea that cured diarrhea.  Wild Cherry 

(t’ulum) and the bark of crabapple as well as red alder (kwulala’ulp) was boiled into a tonic 

that helped relieve many ailments. Almost  all of the balsam tree was used for medicine. 

The bark of the roots would be mixed with plantain and used as a poultice for sores. Indian 

Thistle (huw’huw’iinlp) was put under the bed of a person to protect them and drive 

sickness away. Sometimes the whole plant was put into bath water where one would soak up 

the healing elements.   

 Elk and deer grew fat from the lush meadow grass and hunting these animals would help 

replace the loss of the clam harvest and keep the people from feeling the sharp pain of 

hunger during the long Yu xuy tl’thut (Fall) and Tum’uyti (Winter) season.  

The Stz’uminus Mustimeux worked together (nuts’a’maat) to survive this terrible event.  

Many of spiritual leaders fasted and cleansed themselves in the cold waters of the creeks 

and streams found in Copper Canyon.   

They called out to the Creator with their requests for help for the sick and hungry.   

They asked the Creator why the precious food that had been so abundant and sustaining 

for the Stz’uminus Mustimuwx was now poisoned. 



More importantly, they asked for a solution to this tragic event that would help the sick 

recover and the beautiful waters of Kulleet Bay and Thuqmin to be returned to their 

pristine and healthy state. 

Finally their pleas for help were answered. 

It was  Stuqeeye’ (Wolf) who heard the cries of the people and felt their pain.  Stuquee 

had always shown interest in the Stz’uminus Mustimuwx and now that they had come to his 

mountain he watched his brothers and sisters struggle to survive. Because he loved and 

admired the Stz’uminus Mustimuxw, he made an important decision to help the people.  

He revealed his plan through a vision to the spiritual leaders who had been calling out for 

guidance and direction.  

Styquee the Wolf spoke to each of them, and this is what he said: 

“I have always enjoyed traveling in your territory. I noticed that in better times, 

before the terrible red water came to your beaches, your people worked hard 

gathering roots, fishing for salmon, tending your clam gardens and harvesting 

medicinal herbs and plants.  You have taken good care of your family, and you 

worked hard to make sure the harvest was well managed.  You never took more than 

was needed. I even watched when you covered your canoes with cedar branches so 

that you looked like a tree branch when you hunted for ducks in the estuaries, 

rivers and lakes.  You always made sacrifices so that your family and all your 

relatives had ample food for the winter ceremonies. I admire the Stz’uminus 

Mustimewx and care for you as though you were my family.    

I can see that your bays, estuaries and all the shellfish that make their homes in 

your waters are out of balance.  I want to solve the terrible problem of the red 

stained sea.  I will restore balance to your estuaries and bays. I will make the 

waters clear and clean again 

Here is what I will do to help you.   

I will climb to the highest part of the mountain and I will howl one last time.  I will 

leap from the highest bluff and  transform into a huge stone that will appear in 

Kulleet Bay, close to the shore but hidden by  the sacred cedar branches.  You will 

call me “Sea Wolf”.   You will notice the story of my transformation and my 

sacrifice carved deep into the stone for all to see.   



 

I will use my power to clean the waters of Stz’uminus and you will once again have an 

abundance of clams and shellfish. 

The clear waters will provide you with more salmon than thought could fill the sea. 

Everything that comes from the water will taste better than you could imagine. All 

of this abundance, I will provide for ever more if you do your part to honour my 

sacrifice.  You must follow my directions from this time and into the future. Listen 

carefully to my words. 

The Sea Wolf stone that carries the story of my great gift and sacrifice to the 

Stz’uminus Nation must always be turned to face the direction that results in the 

sun hitting it first thing as it rises in the morning sky.  

You must pay attention season after season to the placement of this stone. You 

must never forget to honour the sacrifice I have made for the Stz’uminus 

Mustimeux.  You must take care to acknowledge the S’nuw’uy’ulh (Traditional 

teachings) about all the natural resources.  Respect life, be kind to others and take 

care of all living things.  Be considerate of family ownership when you are gathering 

resources.  Know your family names and their connections to the land and the water. 

Be mindful of the resources and take only what is needed and share with the people 

who are not able to collect plants, fish or hunt.  

If you follow my directions, you will be rewarded with an abundant shellfish harvest 

that will nourish and sustain everyone.  Your people will never again become sick 

from the deadly red waters.” 

The medicine men were thankful for Stuqeeye’s sacrifice. They made sure when they 

returned to Thuq’min and Kulleet Bay all of Stuqeeya’s directions were carried out. Clams, 

cockles, littlenecks, sea urchins and all the animals with shells became healthy and prolific 

once again.  They provided nourishing food for the entire community season after season.    

To this day Elders direct the strongest men to position Sea Wolf in the exact place that 

was described through a vision brought to the medicine men while they were in the 

mountains.  They acknowledge the sacrifice made by Stuqeeye’.   The Sea Wolf Stone is 

frequently visited to make sure it is correctly placed.  If necessary, the strongest men 

gather on the Kulleet Bay shoreline and maneuver Sea Wolf so that it greets the rising 

sun.  



 

 

This is why the shellfish are so plentiful and why the Stz’uminus Mustimuxw take the time 

to thank Sea Wolf for the sacrifice he made.  

 

 

 
 


