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This book is dedicated in loving memory of my precious Grandmother,
Leota Fredericka Pratt,
who kept me knee deep in oatmeal raisin cookies as a kid
while I pounded out stories on an old typewriter perched
atop a wobbly aluminum TV tray table.
Thanks, Grandma. I miss you.

Dear Reader,

The main facts in these stories are true. I have taken liberties
with dialogue and plot details to make them interesting for
young readers.

No one is perfect. Some of the people portrayed in these stories
had character flaws that were not featured in the stories I told.
Instead I focused on their positive qualities and chose to leave it
to the reader’s curiosity to learn more about each person’s foibles
and weaknesses.

I love to hear from my readers. Please e-mail me through my
website: http://KarlaAkins.com.

Happy Reading!

Karla Akins



‘Ellesmere

Oc A NADA!'!

Victoria
is'angl~

: Yukgn
Te_rritory

Northwest CUNeS
Territories 243

Y%/ British.. /| | i
Haida & & Columbia OF S Can
owai § %/ Abertal | i

Vancouversg
Island & “-'\

~chewan” -._:.:l_\:/_!_?nltoba

Pacific &2
Ocean 2

, \ s



P veoe, Greenland Norwegian
= Sea Sea
l Greenland =757\ 3 Iceland 1
} Baffin Bay J =
»
3 -
Atlantic
Labrador Sea Ocean

;Thunder Bay
_;u pe fio,

- e Atlantic
- <) Ocean



Acknowledgements:

I have many people to thank for the production of this book. First, all
praise goes to my Father God, my Savior Jesus Christ and the precious
Holy Spirit, Who inspires and teaches me day by day, word by word.

Next, I want to thank my husband, Eddie and my children still at home,
Isaiah and Isaac, for allowing me the time to write. While I'm in my “writ-
ing cave” they’re forced to scrounge for meals and clean clothes on their
own. Their patient longsuffering during my writing hibernation is a huge
blessing.

I also want to thank my gifted writing buddies (all award-winning authors
themselves) for their invaluable input: Camille Eide, Emily Hendrickson,
Jennifer Kaufeld, Linda Glaz, Cheryl Martin, and Jessica Nelson.

Thanks must also go to my publisher, Terri Johnson, at Bramley Books,
who came up with the idea for this book and trusted me to write it. She is a
dream to work with. Thank-you, Terri!

And to all people who have helped me along the path of my writing career,
but aren’t mentioned because of lack of space or my great absent-minded-

ness, thank-you for your encouragement and for believing in an awkward,
quirky writer. I give you my heart-felt appreciation and thanks.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Jada - Girl of Haida Gwaii 9
Bjorn the Lundehund 39
The Old Violin 73
Lucy Maud Montgomery 119
Sir Frederick Grant Banting 175
The Dionne Quintuplets 207
Canada’s School on Wheels 241
Terry Fox, Canada’s Hero 281

About the Author 318



& Dixon Entrance

o —

\ ‘63’ Hecate Strait

Skidegate

Pacific g it
Ocean R

Haida, Gwaii| -

——

Formerly Queen Charlotte Islands s

SGang Gwaay %



JADA: GIRL OF HAIDA GWAII

sat behind my grandfather, inches from the water, as we paddled

away from his touring boat, The Haanas. Our kayak matched the hue

of the clear, sapphire sky. The water, like a faultless, smooth mirror,
reflected the colours of my red vest and tawny skin.

At the edge of small rocky islands, seals slipped in and out of
silvery marine pools and basked in the sun. Seal pups cried out for their
mothers and wallowed along the brim of the deep. Grandfather pointed to
a pod of humpback whales farther out in the Pacific Ocean. One breached
the water as if to say, “Welcome home, Jada; we have missed you.”

It waved its enormous tail fluke and returned to the shining waters
to protect the calves who swam close to their mothers. The humps of

their backs glinted in the morning sun, and their blow holes sprayed the



morning sky with a mist of salutation.

Grandfather and I did not speak. He gestured with his eyes and
hands in the direction of what I needed to see. He pointed at cobalt blue
and scarlet starfish decorating the rocks in the water below, among palm-
sized red rock crabs scuttling through patches of seaweed that looked like
the lettuce in my grandmother’s garden. White-cap limpets, red-turban
snails, and gleaming blue-top snails clung to kelp and rocks. Among
them, giant plumose anemones, sea urchins in violet, crimson and blue,
and mysterious-looking neon nudibranchs lived like a kaleidoscope under
crystal-clear glass.

Grandfather touched my shoulder and pointed far off into the
distance, where Dall’s porpoises swam beside a touring boat while people
stood on the bow taking pictures. I reached for my cell phone and took
pictures of a flock of puffins sitting on rocks not far from our kayak. I
wanted to send the pictures to my parents in Prince George, on the
mainland. My mother’s favourite bird, besides the raven, was the puffin.

One day, while finishing my school report on Canadian history,
my mother walked into my room and said, “You will spend the springtime
and summer with your grandfather.” She spoke to me in her native Haida
tongue, “You need to remember your heritage.”

I grinned and teased my mother, “How can I cross the ocean by
myself? I’m not an Orca; I’'m a Haida girl.”

Mother giggled and looked towards Father, who was studying for

Sunday’s sermon.
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“Grandfather will come in his float-plane’ and get you. It’s the
only way to the islands of your ancestors.”
This is why I found myself happily paddling behind my

grandfather in a kayak, on the beautiful waters of Haida Gwaii.

. Strait

Charlotte
Sound

Grandfather waited patiently as I took pictures and wrote a text
for my parents. I did not think I would get reception out here, but the
message would be saved in my phone for when I could send it later. After
I finished, we rowed on towards the island of my forefathers. No sound
was heard except the rhythm of our paddles dipping like hot spoons into
Grandmother’s mushroom soup. Beside us, along the banks of a small
island, sea otters yawned and woke from their nighttime sleep. They slid
into the cold, silent water with less sound than the slurps of our paddles. 1

stifled a giggle as they played peek-a-boo with their tiny, otter hands and
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washed their sweet, expressive faces.

Grandfather pointed with his paddle across the way at a black bear,
or taan, “brother of man,” lumbering across a rocky shore in the morning
mist. He fished for breakfast as bald eagles peered at us from the limbs
of trees . [ remembered what Grandfather taught me yesterday about these
creatures: brother bear of Haida Gwaii has stronger jaws than any other
bear because he must crush shells with his teeth. He is the largest of the
black bears in North America, and I was proud to know him.

Quietly, we paddled towards the north end of the island of SGang
Gwaay and pulled our kayak to rest on its rocky shore.

“Grandfather, tell me the story of the boy of Beringia,” I entreated
softly as he had taught me. Living in the city of Prince George, I rarely
thought of my brothers, raven and eagle, but here, grandfather taught me
that I shared the land with all creatures, and must respect them.

“How many times must I repeat this tale, Jada?” Grandfather
teased. I knew he liked telling me the story. After we unpacked our lunch,
we stood like cedars on the banks of the hidden cove and peered out at the
clear, still waters. It was becoming an unusual day. Normally, the weather
was misty, rainy, and cold. Today the sun shone and the mist lifted to
the tops of trees, revealing snow-peaked mountains atop islands in the
distance.

I smiled at my grandfather and handed him one of my
grandmother’s biscuits. ““You must repeat the Haida stories so I can

remember to tell my children. My memory is short.”
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Grandfather nodded and mumbled, “I will tell you the story this
time, but tomorrow night at the potlatch, it will be your turn to tell it.”

“Me? But Grandfather, I...”

“Yes, you. You are the great-great-granddaughter of a chief. Much
is expected. Tomorrow you will take your place among the others as my
only grandchild. Our people must have assurance that the stories will not
die.”

“Oh, Chinaay,” 1 tickled him under his chin. “Grandfather, you
will never die. You are too wise and feisty.”

He laughed and spread a small tarp on the damp ground for us to
sit upon, before our hike to the other side of the island.

“First we rest and eat. When we get to the totems, I will tell you
the story.”

Looking out at the cove, there was much to observe. Since
arriving, [ hadn’t missed my television or wanted to play my video games.
My eyes didn’t seem big enough nor my mind large enough to behold all
the animals and plants on the remote, island archipelago of Gwaii Haanas.
I chewed my biscuit and smiled, remembering the Orcas we saw yesterday
as we kayaked through island waters. If only my friends could see the
Steller sea lions, raptors, and sea birds I now knew. Things would seem
different to me back home in Prince George.

I decided to try and talk my parents into moving back to these
islands. YouTube and Facebook seemed a lifetime away, and I am only

fourteen years in this world. Posting on Facebook and my blog about
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shoes and shopping at the mall seemed silly now. All my friends needed
to see Gwaii Haanas: “Place of Wonder.” I took plenty of pictures and
recorded enough videos to post online every day for a year. I promised
myself to post all things Haida Gwaii from now on, in honour of my
ancestors.

If my friends could see me now in my wetsuit, with my messy
hair, they would be shocked. Without being here with me, they would not
understand what I learned on this sanctuary. Grandfather told me there are
more than thirty-nine species of animals unique to this archipelago, and I
saw many of them. These beautiful isles were Canada’s own “Galapagos.”
Sometimes I could not believe I was a Haida child and blessed enough to
see it all.

“We have been given unusually clear weather today,” declared
Grandfather as he brushed the crumbs from his lap and stood. “Someone
wants you to know all there is to learn here. You would do well to pay
close attention, A/juu, Dear One.”

Grandfather was right. It rained often here, in the rainforest biome
of these islands. The temperature and weather fluctuated from morning
until night. We packed our things into the kayak and headed towards the
boardwalk, leading between enormous western hemlock, sitka spruce,
and western red cedar trees. Thick, curvy, exposed roots covered in moss
wound their long tentacles along rocks and hills, creating spooky walls
of shadow and light. Tree limbs beckoned us to enter the island and

learn of its hidden secrets. A shiver crept up my arms, and I reached for
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grandfather’s hand as we neared the cabin of the Watchman, a friend of
my grandfather.

“Welcome back to Sgang Gwaay, Bill!”

It startled me to hear someone call my grandfather “Bill.” I never
thought about him having friends who called him by his first name.

I whispered in my grandfather’s ear, “What does Sgang Gwaay
mean?”

The Watchman overheard my question.

“It means Red Cod Island Town. Early traders called it by the
name of our chief ‘Koyah’, and others called it ‘Nunsting,”” he explained
as he smiled and reached to hug my grandfather.

Grandfather embraced the Watchman.

“Hello, Jordan. I’m here to introduce my granddaughter to her
ancestors.”

“You know the way,” Jordan smiled, “or do you want the tour?”

Grandfather laughed. He too was a Watchman, one who took care
of the islands set aside as Park Reserves. He gave tours and did not need a
guide. Sgang Gwaay was special. It was a World Heritage Site.> No one
is allowed to traverse the island without a Watchman from the Haida tribe.

Jordan bent down and whispered into my ear, “Beware of ghosts.
To walk among the totems is to feel the presence of your ancestors who
carved them and lived beside them. While they stand, they still live.”

Another shiver ran up my spine, and I squeezed Grandfather’s

hand harder. His smile assured me, and we marched forward to the shore
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of my forefathers. We walked a great distance through thick grass and
mossy trees, before reaching a cave.

“It is here where many Haida lived and were buried,” whispered
Grandfather, as he stood silently bowing his head and murmuring words in
Haida I did not understand. I knew he was praying.

Finally, we reached the far shores of Sgang Gwaay, where tall
cedar totems stood facing a sheltered cove, looking like weary soldiers,
prepared to defend the island. I felt sorry for them. They were warped,
tilted, and weather-beaten but seemed strong and proud. Moss peeked out
of crevices, and parts of them were broken and badly splintered. Some of
their carvings were missing, especially at the top. It upset me.

“Grandfather, why don’t the Watchmen take better care of these
totems? They’re falling apart.”

“No, my child. They’re returning to the earth from whence they
came. It’s as it should be.”

“Then why are they here? What do they mean?”

“Each totem tells a specific story, and each image has a specific
meaning: a wedding, a death, or a great battle. I can’t tell you which,
because those who know are people now long gone.”

I took my camera out of my backpack and snapped pictures.
Would my children be able to see these totems? Or would they be gone?
Vowing to keep the pictures safe allowed me the luxury of passing the

stories on to my own children.
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“This used to be the entrance to our village.” Grandfather spread
his arms and pointed to the shore protected by other islands and trees.
“Long before white men came. Long before the great sickness.”

“Was that before or after the boy of Beringia’s journey?”

I craned my neck to see the carvings of animals, birds, frogs and
other creatures on the tall totems. Grandfather followed me as I snapped
pictures of them.

“No, it happened after the journey. The boy of Beringia was much
longer ago.”

I stopped taking pictures of the totems and snapped one of
Grandfather looking up into the face of a carved whale.

“Tell me the story again, Grandfather.”

Grandfather sat on the grass in front of the totems and faced them,
as if he were going to have a council meeting. I sat beside him and looked
at these proud, solitary beams. Loneliness slipped inside my skin, and I
could almost hear its cries for what had happened on this island.

“Long ago, these islands did not exist. They were part of the
mainland of North America. There were no trees. Ice covered most of
North America, and there was land connecting it to Siberia , because the
seas were much lower. We call that land ‘Beringia.” It’s all under water
now.”

“I’ve read about the land bridge in my history book,” I nodded.

“But some people don’t believe there was a Beringia.”
17



Grandfather smiled and confessed, “Some of our people don’t
either, but I call this particular story ‘The Boy of Beringia’ to help you
understand, young Jada. These islands were once at least twice as large
as they are today. Our people lived along the shore to be close to salmon,
seals, and other foods from the sea.”

I looked up at Grandfather, and he smiled down at me and patted
my arm.

“You see, our stories, passed down from generation to generation,
speak of ice and snow that did not melt and flow back to the oceans. The
snow became giant glaciers and more of the earth’s water stayed on the
land than in the ocean. We speak of a small passage between two ice
sheets and journeys by canoes along the shores of the Pacific. It is through
these passages the Haida traveled. We were the first ones. The sea in
those days was not as high. Hecate Strait was dry land.”

How wonderful it must have been to see such glaciers and live on
such land.

“Did it snow?”

“No, it didn’t snow. Beringia was arid. During the Ice Age, there
were always parts of Beringia that were cold with little snow or ice.”

I rested my head on grandfather’s shoulder and closed my eyes,
imagining the story he told.

Grandfather stroked my hair and continued, “In those days,
there was a boy named Scannah-gan-nuncus. He was an adventurous

boy — about your age — and he enjoyed exploring in his canoe more than
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anything. Our people, Jada, were great canoe-makers from long, long ago.
Before there were trees, we made our canoes from the skins of the great
animals that roamed here with us.”

I looked up at Grandfather and the sea air brushed my face. I
realized that the same salty air weathered the totems.

“What sorts of animals?”

“Many kinds: caribou, musk-ox, mammoth, and mastodon. It
was cold then. We wore animal-fur clothes to keep warm, much as our
brothers, the Inuit do today. Not much food grew on this land, except
for hardy grasses, herbs, dwarf birch, and willows to feed the herds of
animals. The horse, mountain sheep, saiga antelope, and musk-ox clothed
and fed us.”

“Were there other animals besides those? My history teacher says
there were many animals but they’re extinct now,” I yawned and snuggled
closer to Grandfather.

“Your teacher is correct. There were camels, short-faced bears,
American lions, and scimitar cats. Some of our people followed herds of
mammoth and bison, and they led us here. Others of our people came by
skin-canoes and fished for capelin and smelt, squid, crab, and lobster. But
most of us believe we were the first peoples on earth.”

“Where did they live? There were no trees for houses.”

“We sometimes lived in caves, but we also gathered twigs from
bushes and built small houses with skins.”

“Is this how Scannah-gan-nuncus lived, too?”
19



I wanted Grandfather to tell me more about this mysterious boy.

Grandfather nodded, “This is how Scannah-gan-nuncus lived,
except that by the time he was born, there were trees on the land. He was
adventurous, and his father kept him busy making tools from obsidian that
we now call micro-blades. He also enjoyed fishing for eulachon, herring,
and halibut, exactly as we do today.”

I sat up.

“I heard about micro-blades at the heritage center. They found
some right here on this island, in a cave.”

“That’s right, Jada. Once our people settled here along these
beautiful waters, we no longer needed to constantly hunt big game.
Instead, we fished and harvested shellfish and sea creatures.”

“That must have taken a long time, hunting for food.”

I thought about how easy it was for me to go to the store to get my
groceries.

“Actually, it didn’t. In fact, the food was so plentiful that the
Haida had plenty of time left for art and music. Many other tribes, farther
away from the sea, did not have as much time for these things because
they needed to hunt in order to eat and constantly moved when the animals
moved. We settled here and had instant access to food from the sea.”

“Like an ice age drive up window,” I giggled.

Grandfather chuckled, “Yes, something like that, but we also
needed clothing, and so we hunted mountain goats, beaver, seals, sea lions,

and sea otters.”
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“Oh, not sea otters!” I frowned.

“Yes, they too provided us with warm clothes and food when it
was too cold to fish. We’re grateful to them.” Grandfather pulled at a
blade of grass and sucked on it.

“And to the God who made them?”

I looked at Grandfather from the corner of my eye. My parents
believed differently from Grandfather. He worshipped nature. My parents
worshipped the God of nature. It caused friction between my parents and
my grandparents, but I didn’t want it to cause distance between Grandfather
and me, too.

Grandfather was silent, and he looked up at the sky.

“I only know what my ancestors have taught me, Jada. Sometimes
I wish I hadn’t let your mother go to that school of the Christian God.”

I sighed. It made me sad that Grandfather did not want to hear
about my God, but he wanted me to know about his. I said a silent prayer.
Maybe someday God would open his ears to hear my words, but for now, I
would listen and learn the things Grandfather was teaching me. It was the
Holy Spirit’s job to reach him. I needed His wisdom to know what to say.

I changed the subject.

“Did the boy of Beringia eat vegetables?”

“Of course! He ate ferns and seaweed, berries and camas bulbs,
and your grandmother’s mushroom soup.”

“Grandmother’s soup? Is Grandmother that old?”

Grandfather laughed and slapped his leg, “No, but her soup is.
21



Haida Gwaii rainforest chanterelles have been here from the beginning.”

“All the mushrooms?”

I had seen some growing on a tree on our way to the totems. If I
could, I would eat them on the way back.

“No, not all of them. Some are poisonous. There is plenty of food
here in the forests of Haida Gwaii. In the springtime, we eat seaweed,
clams, and salmon or halibut. In the summertime, Grandmother picks
wild berries, garden vegetables, and oyster mushrooms on alder logs.”

“Like the ones I saw along the trail?”

My mouth watered thinking of Grandmother’s stew, and my
stomach growled.

“Yes. See? Your eyes are Haida, even if your father is not.”

Grandfather’s eyes grew somber. I could tell it still bothered him
that my mother had married my father, a pastor in Prince George.

I tried to distract him with more questions.

“What do you eat in the fall?”

Grandfather blinked and leaned back on his elbows.

“That’s when Grandmother hunts for chicken of the woods
mushrooms, porcini mushrooms, and hedgehog mushrooms, as well as her
favourite: wild orange chanterelles.”

“If they’re Grandmother’s favourite, then they’re my favourite
too.

I leaned back on my elbows beside Grandfather and stared at a

totem with the face of a bear.
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“If the boy of Beringia had plenty of food, why did he travel a long
distance from home?”

“I don’t know. As I said, he was an adventurous boy. Perhaps he
wanted to see what he could find to do elsewhere. But he sailed far up
the Hunnah, a mountain stream that emptied its waters into the Skidegate
channel. In those days, the river was much larger. Today, there isn’t
enough water to float a canoe unless the water is high.

“After rowing upstream most of the day, his arms grew tired, and
he decided to eat the lunch his grandmother had made for him. He pulled
his canoe ashore and rested on big boulders on the side of the stream.
Along the edge of the river was timber. While resting, he heard a terrible
sound approaching. He had never heard such a sound before. He looked
up and saw all the stones in the river coming towards him. He was terribly
frightened, jumped to his feet, and ran. Scannah-gan-nuncus ran into the
trees, but they were cracking and groaning and shouting to him, ‘Go back!
Go back at once to the river and run as fast as you can!’”

“Did he?”

“He did. But he was a curious, hasty boy; he wanted to see what
was crushing the stones and breaking the trees. He went back and found
a large body of ice coming down the river, pushing everything before it.
Finally, he got into his canoe and paddled home as quickly as he could.”

“And that’s why this is an island now?”

I looked around at the trees and totems and imagined the boy of

Beringia here.
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Grandfather sat up and answered, “Yes, and proof our people were
here from the beginning.”

“I’m glad the boy of Beringia made it safely home. Do you have
other stories?”

“Have I told you the one about the Flood-Tide Woman?”

“No.”

“Would you like to hear it?”

“Of course, Chinaay, you’re teasing me.”

Grandfather put his arm around me and hugged me closer to him.
I listened to his rich, deep voice with the native lilt of the Haida tongue.
I could listen to him for hours. I wish I did not have to return home to
Prince George.

“Once long ago, a crowd of boys and girls played on the beach. At
the water’s edge, they saw a strange woman wearing a fur cape.

“A little boy walked up to her to learn who the stranger was. The
other children followed him.

“The boy pulled up her cape, exposing her backbone. Sticking
out of her spine was a plant, called ‘Chinese slippers,’ that grows on the
seashore. This made the children laugh and jeer. When the old people
heard the children’s clamor, they told them to stop laughing at the stranger.
At that moment the tide was at its low ebb. The woman sat down at the
water’s edge, and the tide began to rise, touching her feet. She moved up
the shore a little and again sat down. The water rose, and again she moved

higher. Finally, she sat down at the edge of the village.
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“The tide kept rising; never before had it come so high. The
villagers grew frightened and awe-struck.

“They had not yet learned how to build canoes and didn’t know
how to escape, but they took big logs, tied them together into a raft,
and placed their children on it. They packed the raft with dried salmon,
halibut, and baskets of spring water for drinking.

“Meanwhile, the stranger kept sitting down, and, when the tide
came up to her, she moved away to higher ground, up the hillside, up the
mountain. Many people saved themselves by climbing onto the raft with
the children. Others made more rafts, until there were a number afloat.

“The whole island was now covered by the sea, and the hundreds
and hundreds of survivors were drifting without being able to stop, since
they had no anchors. By and by, the people saw peaks sticking out of the
ocean. One of the rafts drifted to a piece of land, and its survivors stepped
off there, while other rafts were beached elsewhere.

“That is when the tribes became dispersed. Those who landed here
are the Haida, your people, Jada. You are of the Raven clan because your
mother is a Raven. A Raven clan member must not marry a Raven. You
must marry an Eagle.”

“Grandmother is a Raven, and you are an Eagle?”

“That’s right.”

“That flood story, Grandfather, sounds much like the story of Noah
of the God of the Bible. Would you like to hear that story?”

Grandfather smiled down at me.
25



“Maybe someday.”

We sat in silence for awhile and stared up at the great totem poles.
After a few moments in our own thoughts, Grandfather spoke:

“Long ago, the early Haida buried their chiefs by putting their
bodies into a wooden box, which was placed at the top of a burial totem in
front of the chief’s lodge. The carvings tell the story of significant events
in his life.”

“Are all the poles burial totems?”

Grandfather shook his head and rose to his feet. He reached out
his hand to help me up.

“No, there are clan poles with figures of bears, eagles, ravens, and
lots of other animals. Sometimes we raise a pole in memory of a chief.
And there are shame and welcome totems.”

“I think I know what a welcome totem is, but what’s a shame
totem?”

“We made shame totems to punish someone who committed a
shameful or dishonourable act. We carved a pole and displayed it publicly
to shame that person. Once the person had made restitution, the pole
could be taken down and burned.”

Grandfather and I walked among the totems. The wind in the trees
sounded like the whispers of my ancestors, telling me they were glad to
see me and I should come more often.

Grandfather’s voice startled me out of my daydream.

“Some of our people used totem poles as house supports. If the
26



tribe moved, these totem poles were small enough to be transported and
used in a new dwelling.”
He pointed to giant beams connected together, lying in disarray

and covered in moss.

“These are all that remain of our village and the great long

houses.”
I walked towards the long house beams and imagined the great
dwelling that once stood here.
Grandfather took a deep breath and turned back to the totems.
“Do you still make scrapbooks with your mother?”

“Of course! You know how much my mother loves to scrapbook.
27



She makes beautiful memory albums.”

“A totem pole can be like a family’s scrapbook. It’s a history book
showing how people are related to one another; or they can tell a family
joke.”

“A joke?”

I smiled and gazed up at the totems and tried to imagine my
ancestors telling a joke.

Grandfather grinned, “Yes. The Haida love to tell stories to make
people laugh, but the totems also tell secret stories that only the family

knows, and no one else will ever know.”

©3

“What happened to this village? Why are there no longer people
here?”

“In 1862, when some of our people encamped at Victoria to trade,
ships brought white men with small pox to the city. When our people
got the disease, the white men refused to heal us even though they knew
how. They had vaccines. They knew how to quarantine us. Instead, they
sent our sick back to our villages, here on Haida Gwaii, pulling twenty of
our canoes behind their gunboat, The Forward. The sick infected nearly
everyone in the village and almost everyone died. You are the daughter of
the ones who lived.”

“Why would they do such a thing to us? What had we done?”

Grandfather pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket, unfolding it.
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“We were First Peoples: Indians. That’s all. Between 1774 and
1874, nine-tenths of our people died of diseases and from firearms and
liquor. It was a century of mourning, as every Haida family lost someone.
Entire families died. We had twenty villages, and then we only had seven.
Later, there were only two.”

I was speechless. The numbers of which Grandfather spoke were
too many for me to grasp. He reached into his pocket and brought out an
old, tattered piece of paper. He unfolded it carefully and handed it to me.

I took it from him and read:

July 7, 1862, The Daily British Colonist:

“The small pox seems to have exhausted itself, for want of material
to work upon; and we have heard of no new cases [of smallpox
infecting Victoria s residents] within the last few days. One or two
Indians die nearly every day, but what is an Indian's life worth?
Not so much as a pet dog's, to judge from the cruel apathy and
stolid indifference with which they were allowed to rot under the
very eyes ... of those whose sacred duty it was to have comforted

’

them in their hour of misery and wretchedness.’

Through tears, I fixed my eyes on the totems and imagined my
people here, raising their families, fishing, gathering mushrooms, and
telling stories. I imagined their potlatches and ceremonies, during which

they danced and sang songs. I could practically hear their cries from
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across the waters, where they fished for food and raced their canoes among

the porpoises and the whales.

me:

30

Grandfather unfolded another sheet from his pocket and read it to

6«

What will they say in England? ’when it is known that an Indian
population was fostered and encouraged round Victoria, until
the small-pox was imported from San Francisco. They, when the
disease raged amongst them, when the unfortunate wretches were
dying by scores, deserted by their own people, and left to perish
in the midst of a Christian community that had fattened off them
for four years — then the humanizing influence of our civilized
Government comes in — not to remedy the evil that it had brought
about — not to become the Good Samaritan, and endeavour to
ameliorate the effects of the disease by medical exertion, but

to drive these people away to death, and to disseminate the

fell disease along the coast. To send with them the destruction

perhaps of the whole Indian race in the British Possessions on the

Pacific ...There is a dehumanizing fatuity about this treatment of
the natives that is truly horrible ... How easy it would have been

to have sent away the tribes when the disease was first noticed

in the town, and if any of the Indians had taken the infection, to

have had a place where they could have been attended to, some

little distance from Victoria, until they recovered as they in all



probability would have done with medical aid. By this means

the progress of the disease would at once been arrested, and the
population saved from the horrible sights, and perhaps dangerous
effects, of heaps of dead bodies putrifying [sic] in the summer s
sun, in the vicinity of town ... The authorities have commenced the
work of extermination — let them keep it up ... . Never was there a
more execrable Indian policy than ours.”

(Daily Press, June 17, 1862 .)

Grandfather folded up the paper and placed it in his pocket. He
stared out to sea.

“You’re angry, aren’t you grandfather?”

I could see pain in his eyes.

He nodded.

“I carry these papers with me, so I won’t forget,” he replied as he
looked down at me and placed his hand on my shoulder. “And you must
not forget, either, little Jada.”

“I’m not too little anymore, Grandfather,” I assured him as I put
my hand over his. “And [ won’t forget, but I choose to forgive.”

Grandfather shook his head and firmly stated, “Then you do not
understand the suffering of our people.”

“No, Grandfather, I do understand . I will tell my children all
you’ve taught me, but because I’ve been forgiven of much, I choose to

forgive. It’s the only way to heal.”
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“What could you, a young child, need to be forgiven for?”

“We all need forgiveness.”

Grandfather stood silent. I understood now, why Grandfather was
upset with my mother for marrying outside our tribe, and for accepting the
Christian God. I wanted him to understand me and my beliefs, as much as
he wanted me to understand his — ours.

Grandfather stood with his hands in his pockets, looking out at
the horizon and sighed, “At least they no longer call this place the Queen
Charlotte Islands.”

“Why did they call it that anyway?”

No queen lived here.

Grandfather stroked the side of a totem and explained, “The islands
were named after the HMS Queen Charlotte, Lord Howe’s flagship,
named in honour of Queen Charlotte, wife of King George III. For King
George’s Sound Company, the flagship traded in sea otter furs between the
Pacific coasts of America and China.”

I covered my face.

“Oh, not my sea otters again!”

Grandfather chuckled, “Yes, Jada, your beloved sea otters were
a valuable commodity in those days. And because of his ventures here
in 1787, Captain George Dixon named these beautiful islands after his
vessel.”

“But my great-grandfathers, they called this place Xhaaidlagha

Gwaayaai—Islands at the Boundary of the World.”
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I liked the feel of the Haida words rolling off my tongue.

Grandfather grinned. I think he was proud I remembered.

“That’s right. And do you remember the ceremony on June 17,
2010?77

Only days before, Grandfather had taken me to the ceremony
that restored our beautiful islands to their Haida name. In the Aajii kyee
gan saa guudang aas.uu sahlgaan dang ga t’alang isdaang — Yahguudang
dangad kiigaay dang gwii t’alang sdithlda — the Giving Back the Name
with Respect ceremony—Premier Campbell officially accepted the
name, “Queen Charlotte Islands,” returned to him. We placed the name
in a traditional Haida bentwood box* and presented it to him in a joyous
ceremony. Our people proudly wore traditional black, red, and white
button blankets, cedar bark hats, headdresses with carved-mask frontlets,
and sang, danced, and played the drums. The Premier presented the first
school-globes with ‘Haida Gwaii’ labelled on our islands and gave them to
Haida schoolchildren.

“And now everyone calls it Haida Gwaii—Islands of the People.”

“Come here, my smart girl, I have something else to show you.”

Grandfather took me to a small moss-covered hill, littered with
tiny white specks. “Look.”

I leaned over and reached down to pick up one of the pieces.

“No!” Grandfather shouted and it startled me.

I drew my hand back and quickly apologized.

“You mustn’t disturb this. It’s a shell midden, a place where the
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ancients discarded their shells and bones. Archaeologists will study it one
day.”

“But I want to study it now!”

Grandfather’s eyes twinkled.

“I know the feeling. Sometimes we can find copper bracelets,
ancient tools, and bones in these middens. I want to explore this as well,
but the government forbids it. Come with me to the water’s edge.” He
took my hand and led me to the shore. He pointed down at the water near
the edge of the rocks and asked, “What do you see?”

I peered into crystal waters and saw nothing but transparent,
button-sized jellyfish and a few fish swimming beneath them.

“There’s not much to see here that we haven’t already seen,
Grandfather.”

“Exactly!” he exclaimed as he pointed along the shore. “This is
where your forefathers moved rocks from the deepest part of the shoreline,
so they could slide their canoes ashore during low tide.”

I closed my eyes and tried to picture them in their great canoes
made of tall cedar trees. Grandfather had showed these great vessels
to me at the Haida Heritage Centre at Kaay Llnagaay, Sea Lion Town,
in Skidegate. I felt proud to know that my ancestors made such great
vessels from cedar trees. We had depended on canoes for trade, for war,
and for traveling from island to island, country to country. Grandfather
interrupted my thoughts.

“And do you remember how we made our canoes, and how ours
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were the most proficient of all?”

“Our canoes were as long as cedar trees are tall, and I remember
the pictures you showed me and how some were small for hunting seal—"

“Those are eight meters or so,” Grandfather interrupted me. He
desperately wanted me to remember.

“Yes, Grandfather, and there were larger war-canoes, up to twenty-
four meters long, which held thirty Haida.”

“And how were they made?”

Grandfather liked to quiz me. I didn’t mind.

“From one single trunk of a large cedar tree. They softened it with
boiling water and steam and spread it open to make it about two to three
meters wide. They decorated it by painting the front of it.”

I thought about the paintings of my people, how they were made
of large figures, outlined with thick black lines. Many of my friends
who were not Haida could not tell what the figures were, but I knew the
difference between a bear and a frog, a raven and an eagle. The black
ovoid shapes were distinctive of our people. Where some people saw
monsters, I saw familiar creatures.

“You have listened well, Jada. Now, tell me how we used to live.”

“In longhouses set close together on the shore, within which lived
thirty or forty people.”

“Mostly in winter, Jada. During the other seasons, we moved
about fishing and hunting, but we always came home to our families in our

villages.”
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“And came together for potlatches?”

Grandfather frowned.

“Until they were banned, as were our totems.”

“Banned? Why were they banned?”

I didn’t understand. Potlatches were ceremonies our chiefs used
to announce marriages, name babies, transfer titles and privileges, and
mourn those who had died. We feasted and sang and danced. We recited
our family history to keep it alive, gave away valuable gifts to enhance
our statuses, and fellowshipped with our friends and families. What was
wrong with that?

“In 1884, they jailed any Haida who attended a potlatch, so we
held them in secret. Still, it remained a crime until 1954, and, if we were
caught, they took everything we had and jailed us. Many of the things in
museums that you see were stolen from us at a potlatch.”

“But why?”

“They banned our totems because they thought we worshipped
them. We did not. They banned our potlatches because they assumed we
were wasteful. They wanted us to become more like them. Because of
this, they felt justified in taking for themselves our gifts, our totems, and
our precious copper shields.”

Grandfather had shown me his great-grandfather’s copper shield
and reminded me he had once owned many more, but they had been taken
by the government. Copper was the ultimate symbol of wealth among our

people, and chiefs exchanged shields at potlatches and weddings. I knew
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it hurt Grandfather to never see the shields of his own grandfathers. 1
wished I could help him to heal.

“But tomorrow we go to a potlatch, Grandfather. We will feast on
salmon, herring roe, on kelp, cod—"

“Halibut and tuna—and your grandmother’s mushroom soup!”

Grandfather rubbed his belly.

I ran toward the totems with my arms open wide.

“And I will wear the new button-blanket Grandmother is making,
and we are erecting a totem in memory of a great chief. See? Things are
better now, Grandfather; it has all been given back to us.”

I stopped and ran toward him, breathless with happiness.

Grandfather sighed, “Not all, young Jada, but much more than my
own grandfather had, that is true. Things are better for us now. At least
we have our land, we have our beautiful islands, and we can live as true
Haida again, if we choose. If only your mother...”

“Grandfather, she loves you. She does, and I do too.”

We walked in silence back towards the Watchman’s cabin,
pausing again at the mouth of the cave where my forefathers once lived. 1
envisioned my family living there, and my ancestors living in my parents’
apartment in Prince George. I took out my iPhone and snapped a picture
to put on Facebook.

“Stand in front of the cave, Grandfather, and I’ll take your picture.
Pretend you’re making a micro-blade.”

Grandfather squatted down with two stones in his hand. I took his
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picture and he laughed.
“We better get back to our ship, Jada,” he declared as he stood and
put his hand on my shoulder. “And on the way, you can tell me a story.”
“Which one?”
“I think I’d like to hear about that crazy man named Noah and his

great canoe.”

End Notes:

I Float plane: A floatplane (or pontoon plane) is a type of seaplane, with slender pontoons
(known as “floats”) mounted under the fuselage; only the floats of a floatplane normally
come into contact with water, with the fuselage remaining above water.

2 Sgang Gwaay is part of the Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve, and also a United
Nations Education and Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

3 Daily Press, June 17, 1862

4 A bentwood box is made from one piece of wood that is steamed and bent. Originally,
bentwood boxes were made to store important goods such as food, clothing, and even
toys like miniature canoes. Today, many Northwest Coast Native artists make bentwood
boxes to sell to art galleries or museums.
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