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Abstract 

Though scholars have often perceived of sovereignty in purely territorial and capital-p 

political terms, this is not a useful way to understand the concept when it comes to 

Indigenous nations. Both earlier and certainly throughout the twentieth century, Stó:lō 

communities of what is now south-western British Columbia saw no distinction between 

the political and cultural heritage practices that affirmed their sovereign relationships 

with Stó:lō Téméxw, a coalescence this dissertation refers to as “cultural sovereignty.” 

Stó:lō practices of cultural curation—the process of taking care of tangible and intangible 

heritage—were deeply connected to Stó:lō political organization and territorial 

management throughout the twentieth century. Additionally, Stó:lō cultural sovereignty 

during this period sometimes manifested as a gendered phenomenon, with women and 

men alternately enacting cultural sovereignty in distinct ways that corresponded to Stó:lō 

and sometimes settler gender ideologies. Stó:lō resistance to settler colonialism was not 

only a protest of land acquisition, it was also an attempt to protect Stó:lō cultural heritage 

from settler colonial appropriation. Moreover, this dissertation contends that the settler 

move to appropriate Stó:lō cultural heritage must be seen as part of the colonial project of 

dispossession. Reconciliation in Indigenous-settler relationships, then, must include not 

only discussions relating to restitution of land, but also of cultural heritage. 

In making these arguments, this dissertation contributes to scholarly conversations about 

Indigenous sovereignty, cultural heritage, and Stó:lō histories, and contributes to the 

fields of history, Indigenous studies, and museology. Its methodological approach comes 

from work in Indigenous research methodology, feminist oral history, and what is being 

called “new ethnohistory” or community-engaged methodology. The research process 

itself combined archival investigation, original oral history interviews, and field work. An 

intersectional feminist lens framed the analysis of that research. Chapters of this 

dissertation examine sequential eras during the twentieth century, focusing on particular 

case studies to analyze changes and continuities in historical examples of Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty. 
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Glossary 

To create this list, I consulted both Brent D. Galloway, Dictionary of Upriver 

Halkomelem, and Coqualeetza Elders Group et al., Tó:lméls Ye Siyelyólexwa. I have 

tended to use the spellings as listed in Galloway. In some cases, I opted for spellings that 

are more ubiquitous amongst Stó:lō people today; I marked these instances with asterisks. 

Some words here are not found in Galloway’s dictionary; I provide citations for these in 

the footnotes.  

Chíchelh Siyá:m chief above, chief up high, the creator, God 

Lets’ó:lmexw non-Halq’eméylem speaking Indigenous peoples 
mílha  to spirit dance, winter dance 

mimestíyexw1  water babies 
s’ep’ó:s people without paint on their face (non-dancers) 

shxwelí life spirit, soul 
shxwlá:m doctor, medicine man 

s’iltexwawtxw plank house, long house 
siyá:m respected, influential person; can also be used to mean 

chief, leader 
siyá:ye respected friend, family 

skw’iyéth person from the slave class 
smelá:lh person from the upper class 

smílha a spirit dance, a winter dance 
S’ólh Téméxw Our Land, Halq’eméylem name for Stó:lō territories 

s’ó:lmexw water babies 
sqémél pit house 

sqwélqwel recent history, oral history  
st’elt’ólkwlh people who are not spirit dancers 

st’áxem2  people from the lower class  
                                                
1 Naxaxalhts’i / Albert (Sonny) McHalsie, “We Have to Take Care of Everything that Belongs to Us,” in Be 
of Good Mind: Essays on the Coast Salish, edited by Bruce Granville Miller (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 
122. 
2 Stelórrethet / Ethel B. Gardner, “Tset Híkwstexw Te Sqwélteltset, We Hold Our Language High: The 
Meaning of Halq’eméylem Language Renewal in the Everyday Lives of Stó:lō People” (PhD diss., Simon 
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stl’áleqem powerful, supernatural creature 
stó:méx warriors  

Stó:lō Téméxw Stó:lō territories, a term that Lumlamelut taught me is 
appropriate for settlers to use when referring to the lands 
Stó:lō call S’ólh Téméxw 

swí:we  eulachon 

swóqw’elh woven blanket 
sxá:sls3 one who keeps track of everything, historian 

sxwōxwiyá:m myth age history, oral tradition 
sxwó:yxwey a masked dance ceremony; the dance and mask itself 

syúwél spirit song 
tel swayel from the sky, sky-born people 

tl’elá:y4 shovel-nosed canoe 
témélh red ochre, clay, worn as paint for spiritual purposes 

téméxw earth, land, ground, world 
Xá:ls The Transformer, especially in the form of a single man 

xáxe sacred, holy, taboo 
Xexá:ls The Transformers as four siblings (three brothers and one 

sister) 
xawsó:lh new spirit dancer 

xólhemílh Babysitters, people who initiate xawsó:lh 
Xwelítem “the hungry ones,” settlers 

                                                
Fraser University, 2002), xi. As Stelórrethet points out, there is significant discrepancy about this term. Some 
scholars use “st’éxem,” while others place the apostrophe one letter earlier, as in “s’téxem,” and a few people 
who have done both. I follow Stelórrethet’s usage here, which is predicated on Wayne Suttles’ work with 
Katzie in 1955 and Musqueam in 1985. Relying on those documents, Stelórrethet transposes the first vowel 
in the word from the Downriver dialect in those places to the Upriver one used in the Fraser Valley to achieve 
“st’áxem.” However, as Stelórrethet indicates, word lists that Brent Galloway made in the 1980s and 
thereafter with Stó:lō Elders use “stítesòs,” not “st’áxem,” to mean unfortunate or lower class person. 
Galloway has maintained this translation in his Dictionary of Upriver Halkomelem  See: Brent D. Galloway, 
Dictionary of Mainland Halkomelem, 2 vols (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
2009), 1155. 
3 Keith Thor Carlson, The Power of Place, The Problem of Time: Aboriginal Identity and Historical 
Consciousness in the Cauldron of Colonialism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 62. 
4 This type of boat is also referred to as “sqwéthem”; see Galloway, Dictionary of Mainland Halkomelem, 
1122.  
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Xwélmexw people of the land, historically referred to Halq’eméylem-
speaking Indigenous peoples, but also used more recently 
to refer to Indigenous peoples more broadly 

xwelmexwáwtxw longhouse, smokehouse for spirit dancing 

yewá:l siyá:m5  first leader, highest ranking siyá:m  

 

                                                
5 David M. Schaepe, “Pre-Colonial Stó:lo-Coast Salish Community Organization: An Archaeological Study” 
(PhD diss., University of British Columbia, 2009), xvii. I used the spelling of “yewá:l” as provided by 
Galloway.  
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Preface 

Before beginning the dissertation proper, I want to explain who I am and my 

relationship to the history you are about to read. I am doing this for two reasons.  

In the context of my research with Stó:lō communities, I have had the opportunity 

to witness longhouse ceremonies, where speakers introduce themselves through familial 

connections and explain who within the community taught them the information they are 

about to share. Only after this explanation is complete do speakers go on to say their 

piece. This practice illustrates how, in a Stó:lō context, knowledge is relational. 

Explaining who you are helps people understand what you are about to say.  

Additionally, scholars within the field of Indigenous studies have discussed the 

value of bringing these types of community-based introductory practices into academic 

work. Academics in fields such as women’s and gender studies are also increasingly 

discussing researcher positionality—the social location of a researcher within systems of 

power and in relationship to their research. These discussions stem from the belief, which 

I share, that humans cannot (and should not) be expected to be objective purveyors of 

empirical truth, because none of us exist in a social vacuum. By acknowledging who we 

are and locating ourselves socially, we can help our readers understand that our analyses 

are our own, and that they are inflected by our particular social positions.  

My ancestors are from northwestern Europe, especially England, Ireland, 

Scotland, Germany, and the Netherlands. Different branches of my family immigrated to 

North America at different times, some coming through the United States first, but 

generally moving westward across the continent. My family has been living in 

Vancouver on unceded Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and 

səl̓ilwətaɁɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) territory for four generations. In addition to my social 

position as a settler, it is important to know that I am a white, queer, cisgender woman 

from a mixed-class background. I am not part of any religious organization, but 

historically members of my family have been members of the Anglican and United 

Churches. I also identify as an activist, and I am invested in progressive social justice 

movements and anti-oppression politics. From an intersectional perspective, these 
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elements of my identity indicate that, like other white settlers, I am complicit in settler 

colonialism and white supremacy, while my queerness, politics, and womanhood trouble 

normative ideals of the Canadian state. Each of these facets of my identity undoubtedly 

affect how I see the world, and the ways I am able to think about it. 

It is also important to acknowledge that other members of my family have been 

involved in the white settler practice of writing about Indigenous peoples, at times 

erasing or appropriating Indigeneity. Specifically, both sides of my family have worked 

as journalists for several generations. On my father’s side, journalism goes back to my 

great-great-grandfather, John Climie Rose, who, as town clerk and treasurer of Orillia, 

wrote a regular column in the Orillia Times. His son, my great-grandfather Alexander 

Rose, worked at several papers in Western Canada, becoming managing editor by the end 

of his career. On my mother’s side, my great-grandfather Eric Barschel was the owner 

and editor of the Canora Courier newspaper. In 1960, he self-published A History of 

Canora and District, a volume that focused on the pioneer experiences of his parents in 

Saskatchewan. As was typical for the era, its discussion of Indigenous people was 

extremely limited: one two-page chapter entitled “From Prehistoric Ages to the First 

White Men.”6  

Both of my fathers’ parents were also journalists with significant interests in 

Indigenous heritage and politics. My grandmother Bridget Pearse worked at the Vernon 

News until the outbreak of WWII. She then joined the Canadian Women’s Army Corps, 

and wrote for its newsletter, Khaki. She met my grandfather Ron Rose during the war, 

and after their marriage, Bridget began to occupy herself with other hobbies. As a leisure 

activity, she also took her two youngest children to c̓əsnaʔəm, known then as “Marpole 

Midden,” to search for Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm artifacts. They found many beads and other items 

during these digs, which my grandmother kept for decades. She collected other 

Indigenous artwork, and also made her own copies of that work, some of which she sold 

to art galleries as “authentic” pieces. Ron, on the other hand, worked as a professional 

                                                
6 JF Paul Barschel, A History of Canora and District (Canora: Canora Golden Jubilee Committee, 1960), 11-
12. Since they are relevant for my preface but not for my research, I have not included the works referenced 
in this preface in my bibliography. 
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journalist before and after the war, and ended up writing prolifically on BC Indigenous 

issues. He covered “the Indian beat,” as he called it, for The Vancouver Sun during the 

late twentieth century, and wrote some of the articles about the Stó:lō protests at 

Coqualeetza that I consulted for this research.7 When I asked him a few years before he 

died why he wrote about Indigenous news, wondering hopefully that it was because of 

his political sympathies, he cheerfully told me that this was a pragmatic decision: “No 

one else was writing about it, so I knew I’d get published.”8 His characteristic self-

effacing joke aside, and regardless of whatever pragmatism may have initially propelled 

him to report on Indigenous issues, as he met Indigenous people throughout the province, 

he came to care very much about the causes they were fighting for; land claims in 

particular. Long after he retired as a reporter, Ron maintained close friendships with a 

number of Indigenous people he’d met during the course of his work. Kwakwaka’wakw 

chief Hemas Kla-Lee-Lee-Kla / Bill Wilson gave a eulogy at Ron’s funeral in 2016. 

In my parents’ generation, many of my close relatives were reporters. My parents 

themselves, Nancy Knickerbocker and Chris Rose, met at journalism school and both had 

significant careers in journalism, overlapping at The Sun for a time with my grandfather. 

Two of my uncles and one of my aunts also trained in journalism, and all of them have 

gone on to work in significant ways with Indigenous peoples. My uncles have written 

books on Indigenous topics for tribal councils and popular presses, and my aunt’s recent 

scholarly work analyzes Indigenous peoples’ experiences at residential schools from a 

family science perspective.9 Perhaps more so than for my grandfather, in the case of my 

                                                
7 Paul Tennant noted this in Aboriginal Peoples and Politics: The Indian Land Question in British Columbia, 
1849-1989 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1990), 165. 
8 Ron Rose, personal communication with author. For example, Grampa Ron continued to enjoy spending 
time with Kwakwaka’wakw chief Bill Wilson throughout his twilight years, and Wilson gave a eulogy at his 
funeral.  
9 Ian Gill, All That We Say is Ours: Guujaaw and the Reawakening of the Haida Nation (Vancouver: Douglas 
& McIntyre, 2009); Alex Rose, Spirit Dance at Meziadin: Chief Joseph Gosnell and the Nisga’a Treaty 
(Madeira Park, BC: Harbour Publishing, 2001); Hilary Rose, “‘I Didn’t Get to Say Good-Bye . . . Didn’t Get 
to Pet My Dogs or Nothing’: Bioecological Theory and the Indian Residential School Experience in Canada,” 
Journal of Family Theory and Review, forthcoming June 2018. Uncle Al worked with Nisga’a and 
Tsawwassen Nations during their treaty negotiations, and continues to work as a freelance consultant on 
Indigenous projects. In addition to his work about Haida political revitalization, Ian, my adopted uncle who 
also worked at The Sun, has collaborated with several Indigenous communities in British Columbia on 
environmental rights issues. Auntie Hil trained as a broadcast journalist before going into academia. She is 
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parents and their siblings, their socially progressive, middle-class politics influenced 

much of their writing.10  

In 2014, my grandfather Ron, my aunt Hilary, my parents, and I worked with 

Terry Point and others at Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm to repatriate the beads that my grandmother 

Bridget kept from familial digs at c̓əsnaʔəm. They were later included in the 

Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm Cultural Center’s exhibit about the site. More recently, in her work with 

the BC Teachers’ Federation, my mother Nancy has collaborated with Indigenous 

colleagues to create resources for teachers to use while discussing residential school 

history.11 

Acknowledging the above is a way for me to be transparent about my background 

at the outset of this dissertation. There are elements of this family history that are 

troubling to me, and other parts of which I am proud. I want to be clear that, like most 

white settler families in Canadian history, mine has been involved in discursive erasures 

of Indigenous peoples and material appropriations of Indigenous lands and heritage. At 

the same time, many of my family members have also pushed back against settler 

colonialism in their writing and in their actions. My family and I are, in a range of ways, 

reconciling ourselves with our participation in ongoing settler colonialism and the 

benefits we accrue from this, and for that I am glad. Writing this dissertation, and 

focusing on an important, understudied element of local Indigenous history is part of my 

own attempt to do some of that vital work. 

                                                
now involved with reconciliation efforts at Concordia University, and is currently working with Xat’sull 
chief and author Bev Sellars on research examining the effects of residential schools on Indigenous families.  
10 My mother has also written two books; an oral history featuring the stories of new immigrants to Canada, 
and a biography of a peace activist. See Nancy Knickerbocker, First Generation (Vancouver: Asia Pacific 
Initiative, 1990); and Knickerbocker, No Plaster Saint: The Life of Mildred Osterhout Fahrni (Vancouver: 
Talonbooks, 2001).   
11 British Columbia Teachers’ Federation, Project of Heart: Illuminating the Hidden History of Indian 
Residential Schools in B.C. (Vancouver: BCTF, 2015), electronic book available at 
http://www.bctf.ca/HiddenHistory/eBook.pdf;  Nancy Knickerbocker, “The Gladys We Never Knew,” The 
Tyee, July 4, 2015, https://thetyee.ca/News/2015/07/04/The-Gladys-We-Never-Knew/, accessed February 3, 
2018.  
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Chapter 1.  
 
Introduction 

In January 2011, K’HHalserten / Bill Sepass12 wrote a petition to the Chilliwack 

Museum to “bring home” a tl’elá:y (a shovel-nosed canoe)13 that his great-grandfather 

K’HHalserten / William Sepass carved in 1915. Though the Chilliwack Museum had 

acquired the canoe in the mid-twentieth century, the canoe was on loan to the Xá:ytem 

Longhouse and Interpretive Centre when Bill wrote the petition. Xá:ytem, a Stó:lō 

archaeological heritage center located in Mission, BC, had closed down in November 

2010. As petitions go, Bill’s was not a very lengthy document; it briefly but clearly 

articulated Bill’s request for the museum to relocate the canoe to Stó:lō Nation in Sardis, 

BC, closer to his family’s reserve and to where it was historically used. To make its case, 

the petition explained some of the canoe’s history. Bill recalled a story his grandfather, 

Robert Sepass Sr., told him about going out in the canoe as a boy, with William (Robert’s 

father) and his cousin. Bill also explained that the museum staff’s acquisition of the 

canoe in 1943 after William’s death confused Robert, who according to Bill felt 

profoundly sad about the loss of the canoe and often thought of the canoe after it was 

taken away. Bill concluded by asking for “the Return of Our Family History so, other 

                                                
12 In this dissertation, I primarily use Indigenous individuals’ hereditary names, unless they have indicated 
their preference for an English name, or if their hereditary name is unknown. I acknowledge that this choice 
will make the dissertation somewhat less comfortable for some readers, especially settlers unfamiliar with 
Halq’eméylem language, but it feels right since my arguments revolve around recognition of Indigenous 
cultural sovereignty. It is politically important to resist the primacy and colonizing effects of the English 
language and to highlight the importance of Indigenous language revitalization. To ease reader discomfort, I 
include English names with each initial reference to an individual. In cases where a hereditary name might 
cause confusion because there are two or more people who share the name, as in the first paragraph here, I 
add English names for clarity.  
13 For the same reasons as outlined in note 1 above, when it comes to significant vocabulary, I privilege 
Halq’eméylem words and offer English translations in parentheses at the first reference to them in each 
chapter. I have chosen not to represent Halq’eméylem words in italics because to do so alienates them from 
the rest of the text. Although Halq’eméylem orthography is clearly different, compounding these differences 
with additional stylistic changes marks the text as “other” when, in the context of Stó:lō history, 
Halq’eméylem is the most appropriate language to use. To assist the reader, I have also provided a glossary 
for these words at the beginning of this work; unless otherwise stated, all spellings follow those given in 
Brent D. Galloway, Dictionary of Mainland Halkomelem, 2 vols (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 2009).  
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students or Visitors and Family Members have the opportunity to experience or explore 

Stó:lō history and culture.” The petition itself was supported by twenty signatories, many 

of them part of the Sepass family.14  

Upon receipt of the petition, museum director Ron Denman agreed to 

K’HHalserten’s proposal. K’HHalserten, Denman, and David Schaepe, director of the 

Stó:lō Research and Resource Management Center (SRRMC), agreed that the canoe 

would be transferred to and displayed at Shxwt’a:selhawtxw, The House of Long Ago 

and Today, on the Stó:lō Nation grounds in Sardis, BC.15 The Sepass canoe was 

transported to Stó:lō Nation in 2012, where it is on permanent loan from the museum. In 

the wake of the relocation, K’HHalserten expressed gratitude to the museum on behalf of 

his family, and Denman communicated his happiness that the museum could meet the 

family’s request. Reflecting on the process, Schaepe noted the overall ease of the transfer, 

stating that it was facilitated by the “very good relationship” already existing between the 

Chilliwack Museum and Stó:lō Nation.16 The amicable and productive cooperation 

between the museum and the SRRMC following the relocation request is notable, and the 

transfer was to some extent representative of a history of goodwill between the museum 

and Stó:lō communities that has existed since the mid-twentieth century. The return of 

the canoe represents the reclamation of one family’s cultural heritage, and, since the 

museum where it is now displayed is on the grounds of Stó:lō Nation, the move literally 

places the canoe in the centre of one major Stó:lō political organization. 

The history of the Sepass canoe runs parallel to the overarching historical 

trajectories of this dissertation. Stó:lō cultural heritage practices evolved over millennia, 

manifesting in both intangible and tangible ways. These traditions supported and were 

supported by Stó:lō sovereignty – the intrinsic rights and responsibilities to their 

territories, Stó:lō Téméxw (see Figure 1 below). As European exploration gave way to 

colonization, settler anthropologists, academics, and others assumed that they, as  

                                                
14 K’hhalserten, “Bring Home the Canoe” cover letter, not dated.  
15 David Schaepe, interview with author, Sardis, BC, May 17, 2011.  
16 David Schaepe, interview with author, Sardis, BC, May 17, 2011. 
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Figure 1. Stó:lō Téméxw – Stó:lō  Traditional Territory map 
Geographic Information Systems department, Stó:lō Research and Resource Management Center website, 
2014, http://www.srrmcentre.com/gis. 
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Figure 2. Sepass canoe as exhibited at Shxwt’a:selhawtxw 
Photograph by author 

Europeans, had a right to Indigenous lands and material culture. These colonial agents 

confiscated and appropriated Stó:lō cultural heritage as they seized Stó:lō lands. Yet 

Stó:lō fought for their lands and culture, rejecting the idea of settler supremacy and 

continuing to practice their own longstanding traditions of custodianship. Often, in this 

new colonial era, Stó:lō worked in strategic and surprising ways to affirm their 

connection to their heritage and territories, sometimes alongside and sometimes in 

opposition to settlers. The Sepass canoe’s biography echoes these moments, from its 

initial creation following historic Stó:lō protocols, to the Sepass family’s history of using 

it on the waterways of Stó:lō Téméxw, to its subsequent confiscation by settlers, to the 

sadness and confusion the Sepass family felt thereafter, and, ultimately, to the surprising 

resolution with the relocation in 2012. The canoe thus serves as a kind of touchstone for 

this dissertation. Subsequently, each chapter will each begin with a vignette discussing 

the canoe’s use during the period of time covered in that chapter. In this way, the canoe 
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serves as an object lesson that Stó:lō peoples asserted their political sovereignty by caring 

for their cultural heritage.  

As I began my research on this dissertation, the conversations I had with Stó:lō 

people provided a welcome influence to my approach to the work.17 In the spring of 

2011, I attended the People of the River Conference, organized biannually by the 

SRRMC. During a break between sessions, I began to chat with Lumlamelut Wee Lay 

Laq / Laura Wealick. I raised my dissertation idea for an analysis of the development of 

three Salish cultural heritage centers, to which she promptly replied “Well, there’s lots to 

talk about here. You should probably just write about Stó:lō.” It was good advice. Later 

that year, committee members agreed with this reconfiguration at my prospectus defence. 

Lumlamelut has since become a significant mentor to me.  

Another set of discussions with Stó:lō individuals and staff of the SRRMC about 

the arduous and lengthy contemporary BC Treaty Process likewise influenced my 

purpose. According to several people I spoke with, part of the problem at the negotiating 

table is that the settler government side does not seem to understand why Stó:lō cultural 

history matters to the treaty process. This impression stuck with me, and framed how I 

saw the rest of my research: Stó:lō people have expressed their sovereignty in relation to 

their history and culture both prior to and throughout the twentieth century; however, the 

                                                
17 Contemporary Stó:lō people live in their traditional territories, what is now known as the Fraser Valley. 
Currently, there are 7629 registered members of 25 different Stó:lō First Nations. 19 of the nations are part 
of a broader collective governance organization, either Stó:lō Nation or Stó:lō Tribal Council; 6 are not 
affiliated with either (see appendix for a full list). There are 73 reserves associated with those nations, with 
the exception of Qayqayt First Nation, which does not have a land base. The total area of Stó:lō reserve land 
amounts to 9080 hectares.   

While these figures demonstrate that Stó:lō communities represent a significant group within BC, it is also 
important to note that they do not necessarily accord with Stó:lō conceptions of community demographics or 
territories. For instance, the population number would likely be higher if it included individuals who either 
do not have Indian status or who are not enrolled members of a Stó:lō First Nation. Both of these factors are 
determined in part by settler systems. Stó:lō peoples do not see their identity as Stó:lō being tied to the formal 
approval of state bureaucracy, but rather to community connections and family history. Moreover, many 
Stó:lō people reject the legitimacy of the reserve system, and instead consider their territory to encompass 
much of the region from Hope to New Westminster, regardless of reserve allocations, especially because 
there are currently no treaties that pertain to Stó:lō territory. These figures are based on data collected from 
the First Nation Profiles section of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada’s website. They are current to 
July 2017. See: http://fnp-ppn.aandc-aadnc.gc.ca/FNP/Main/Index.aspx?lasng=eng, accessed 12 November 
2017.  
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significance of this sovereignty has often not been appreciated by settlers or their 

governments. In the course of my research, I have found that Stó:lō cultural heritage and 

sovereignty are not simply intertwined forces but are intrinsically connected, mutually-

constitutive elements: In other words, land is heritage, and politics are culture. I feel very 

lucky that Stó:lō community members shared these and other reflections with me; their 

knowledge and experience assisted me as I formulated my historical analysis of Stó:lō 

cultural and political histories.  

Resultantly, this dissertation makes three broad points. I outline them here briefly, 

and discuss them at greater length in the context of the literature below. First, I contend 

that to understand Stó:lō politics in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we need to 

grasp the unity of heritage and territory. At a material level, so much Stó:lō cultural work 

is directly tied to the land—for example, gathering cedar bark, shearing animals for wool, 

telling or listening to stories about particular places. Manifestations of Stó:lō cultural 

heritage are intrinsically connected to Stó:lō Téméxw because they are made from it. 

Intangible cultural heritage, such as song, dance, and spirituality, is also embedded within 

Stó:lō peoples’ individual relationship with their land, and collective social governance 

protocols. In these ways, Stó:lō cultural heritage is both materially and discursively 

foundational to Stó:lō sovereignty; Stó:lō sovereignty stems from Stó:lō peoples’ 

relationships to Stó:lō Téméxw, and this connection is often expressed through cultural 

curation.18 While settler colonialism placed limits on Stó:lō peoples’ actual use of their 

territories, it did not delegitimize Stó:lō sovereignty itself, because its policies could not 

sever Stó:lō peoples’ relationships with Stó:lō Téméxw. Stó:lō people maintained their 

connection to Stó:lō Téméxw through engaging in their historic traditions of cultural 

curation, and by pursuing strategies of resistance, either through diplomacy or direct 

action, in order to protect and preserve elements of their cultural heritage and territories. 

To put it another way, Stó:lō sovereignty is embedded in culture, and Stó:lō political 

activism is often in the service of heritage. I refer to this coalescence as “cultural 

sovereignty,” a term I deploy to represent the link between culture and land, which 

                                                
18 By “cultural curation,” I mean the processes, protocols, and technologies of caring for, preserving, 
engaging with, and deploying cultural heritage. Below, I define this term at greater length and in the context 
of the literature on the topic. 
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signifies that curating cultural heritage is part of taking care of, and asserting Stó:lō 

claims to, Stó:lō Téméxw.  

The second—but connected—of my arguments is that the phenomenon of Stó:lō 

cultural sovereignty is frequently a gendered one. Although Stó:lō women have been 

central to these processes, settler colonial patriarchy and historiography has marginalized 

them in both lived experience and literature. While women feature prominently in 

sxwōxwiyá:m—myth age histories—and despite the fact that Stó:lō women historically 

held important roles in cultural curation and political leadership, interactions with settler 

officials and governance altered the position of women in Stó:lō communities by 

undervaluing their contributions. White male explorers and settlers brought their 

gendered hierarchies with them to Stó:lō Téméxw, and this shifted the gendered nature of 

power in Stó:lō communities—certainly in terms of external politics, and indirectly, after 

lengthy exposure to settler colonial patriarchy, within Stó:lō communities as well.  

Throughout the dissertation, I demonstrate how Stó:lō women in the twentieth 

century alternately defied these new restrictions or worked within them. I argue that 

while women’s access to practices of cultural sovereignty waxed and waned at particular 

moments in the twentieth century, their inherent right to roles as knowledge keepers and 

community decision makers was not interrupted by settler-colonial patriarchy. 

Additionally, as I discuss in greater depth below, I aim to center histories of women and 

gender in this dissertation in response to a historiography that privileges Stó:lō men’s 

experiences. While paying more attention to women's experiences of cultural sovereignty 

than men's, I do also focus on intersections of cultural sovereignty and Stó:lō masculinity 

in one chapter in particular, examining how practicing cultural sovereignty has, in the 

past, affirmed elite Stó:lō masculinity. Pointing to this gendered dynamic of cultural 

sovereignty helps affirm the idea that “women’s work” is political, and that tribal 

leadership, typically coded as male in the twentieth century, relies on centuries of cultural 

curation that women at least participated in, and often led.   

Lastly, this history of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty offers unique insights into 

Native–newcomer relations, especially in relation to cultural heritage. This dissertation 
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affirms that holistic analyses of Indigenous resistance to settler colonialism cannot simply 

focus on land; since land and culture are likely to be deeply interconnected, studies such 

as these must also consider how Indigenous peoples resist and have resisted settler 

usurpation of control of cultural heritage. Stó:lō peoples’ longstanding expressions of 

authority over their land and heritage have conflicted with emergent settler claims to 

those same elements. As settlers appropriated Stó:lō land because they believed they 

alone knew how best to make it productive and profitable (e.g., through farming and 

resource extraction), so they also assumed they had a superior ability to care for Stó:lō 

material culture (through ethnographic collection, preservation, and exhibition). As in the 

case of the Sepass canoe, settler appropriations of Stó:lō heritage produced moments of 

tension and sensations of loss within Stó:lō communities.  

However, there were also significant collaborations between Stó:lō and their 

settler neighbours, which protected Stó:lō heritage in ways that were at times either more 

in line with Stó:lō conceptions of curation or at least less traumatic. We can recognize 

that even when settlers engaged with Stó:lō in these ways, their best intentions still often 

produced harm. The settler move to appropriate Stó:lō and other Indigenous peoples’ 

cultural heritage must be seen as part of the colonial project of dispossessing Indigenous 

peoples. Reconciliation in Native-newcomer relationships, then, must include not only 

discussions relating to land, but also connecting to cultural heritage.   

Historiography 

In making these arguments, I am guided by and intervening in ongoing scholarly 

conversations centered around Indigenous sovereignty, Indigenous cultural heritage, and 

Stó:lō histories. Additionally, since this dissertation presents a series of historical case 

studies that each represent different themes relating to a discrete subfield, I draw on and 

engage with relevant scholarship successively; I introduce the specific literature I speak 

to as needed in each chapter.  

One of the central ideas of this dissertation is that of Indigenous sovereignty. 

Admittedly, this is a term that has generated a fair amount of debate in scholarly circles. 

As Joanne Barker and Taiaiake Alfred argue, there are at least two significant reasons to 
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question the desirability of the idea of sovereignty for Indigenous peoples. First, they 

assert, sovereignty is a European concept with specific historical and legal meanings. 

Here, Barker adds that sovereignty means different things in different eras and to 

different communities, and as a result it can be an overly generalized or confusing 

concept.19 Secondly, settler state definitions of “tribal sovereignty” in fact deny “the 

natural law rights of indigenous peoples.”20 On this point, Alfred points to scholarship 

which reveals “the fundamental weakness of a tribal sovereignty ‘protected’ within a 

colonizer’s legal system.”21 From this perspective, an unqualified use of “sovereignty” 

certainly does seem fraught with problems. 

Though I take these critiques seriously, I am also persuaded of the significance 

and usefulness of the term “Indigenous sovereignty,” in part because this concept has 

meaning and value for Indigenous peoples.22 While Indigenous sovereignty takes shape 

through local understandings and expressions, there are some common characteristics. In 

recent years, different Indigenous peoples worldwide have explained that Indigenous 

sovereignty is an inherent right, stemming from a nation’s connection to their lands, and 

that the imposition of settler colonialism does not erase or destroy Indigenous 

                                                
19 Joanne Barker, “For Whom Sovereignty Matters,” in Sovereignty Matters: Locations of Contestation and 
Possibility in Indigenous Struggles for Self-determination, ed. Joanne Barker (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2005), 1. Particularly, I want to distinguish between “Indigenous sovereignty,” which is a 
factor of Indigenous peoples’ relationships with their homelands, and settler-colonial concepts of self-
determination, self-governance, etc, wherein the settler-colonial state returns to Indigenous communities, 
especially in the United States, certain limited powers and authorities only on their own reserves or 
reservations. For a discussion of the latter, see: Robert T. Coulter, “Contemporary Indian Sovereignty,” in 
Rethinking Indian Law, ed. National Lawyers Guild Committee on Native American Struggles (New York: 
National Lawyers Guild, 1982), 109-120. 
20 Taiaiake Alfred, “Sovereignty,” in Sovereignty Matters: Locations of Contestation and Possibility in 
Indigenous Struggles for Self-Determination, ed. Joanne Barker (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2005), 38; Barker, “For Whom Sovereignty Matters,” 11, 24-5. What Alfred identifies as Indigenous 
nationhood seems close to my understanding of Indigenous sovereignty. However, I am somewhat 
uncomfortable with Alfred’s assertions that “internal colonization describes the political reality of most 
indigenous peoples,” and that while “sovereignty has been neither legitimized nor justified, it has 
nevertheless limited the ways we are able to think…” (33, 34). What I have learned of Stó:lō history suggests 
to me that even after the imposition of settler colonialism, Stó:lō peoples maintained a strong understanding 
of their own political traditions and the strength of their connections to their  homelands. While certainly 
settler colonialism changed the ways Stó:lō could access Stó:lō Téméxw, I have not seen proof that it changed 
their understanding of their relationship to it.  
21 Alfred, “Sovereignty,” 38. 
22 I offer an extensive discussion of Stó:lō sovereignty specifically in Chapter 2; in this discussion I wish to 
examine the conversations on Indigenous sovereignty more broadly writ. 
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sovereignty. For example, in 1998, Michael Mansell, a Palawa leader, activist, and 

lawyer from Tasmania asserted: “We are the first people of this land… We did not 

consent to the taking of our land… Our sovereign rights as a people remain intact.”23 In 

the next year, Marge Anderson, chief of the Mille Lacs Band in Minnesota, explained 

that her community’s sovereignty pre-existed the establishment of settler colonial 

governments, and that it was an “inherent right” reflecting “the indisputable fact that we 

lived on this land and governed ourselves hundreds of years before Europeans arrived.”24 

In 2007, Harry Charger, a Sans Arc Lakota leader and educator explained that Lakota 

“are already sovereign” because sovereignty is “god given” and relates to Lakota 

epistemologies, language, and spirituality. Moreover, “with the coming of the people that 

did not belong on this continent, … they brought something with them that was not 

sovereign in this sense… that wasn’t sovereign in our understanding.”25 According to 

these and many other Indigenous individuals, Indigenous sovereignties existed, and 

continue to exist, in Indigenous terms. The arrival of Europeans, with their own ideas of 

sovereignty, did not invalidate pre-existing Indigenous sovereignties. 

Academic discussions of Indigenous sovereignty reflect these assertions. Scholars 

contributing to the conversation likewise insist that Indigenous sovereignties: are specific 

to each nation; relate to Indigenous peoples’ connections to their lands; predate European 

arrival; and have nothing to do with European conceptions of sovereignty. As Aileen 

Moreton-Robinson explains, “Indigenous people owned the lands they occupied, and this 

predates the formation of the nation states that invaded and dispossessed them.”26 Ulrike 

Wiethaus expands on this, affirming “the tribally specific existence of an Indigenous 

understanding of freedom and sovereignty equal to any Western European notion…” 

                                                
23 Michael Mansell, “Back to Basics—Aboriginal Sovereignty,” Koori Web, 1998, as quoted in Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson, “Introduction,” in Sovereign Subjects: Indigenous Sovereignty Matters, ed. Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2007), 1.  
24 Marge Anderson, “Letter from Marge Anderson to Gov. Ventura,” March 2, 1999, as quoted in Kevin 
Bruyneel, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of US-Indigenous Relations 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), xii. 
25 Harry Charger, Ione V. Quigley, and Ulrike Wiethaus, “Foundations of Lakota Sovereignty,” in 
Foundations of First Peoples' Sovereignty: History, Education & Culture, ed. Ulrike Wiethaus (New York: 
Peter Lang Publishing, 2008), 160. 
26 Moreton-Robinson, “Introduction,” 3.  
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Wiethaus goes on to explain, however, that Indigenous peoples’ sovereignties “have 

remained in continuous, autonomously defined existence, even if hidden from Euro-

American view or not fully understood by Euro-Americans.”27 Finally, Michelle Raheja 

writes:  

Native nations prior to European contact theorized about the concept of 
sovereignty in order to discursively distinguish themselves from the other 
human, spirit, animal, and inanimate communities surrounding them 
through performance, songs, stories, dreams, and visual texts such as 
wampum, pictographs, and tipi drawings. Therefore, in a Native American 
context, the term predates European notions of nation-to-nation political 
sovereignty…28 

I agree with these scholars, additionally, that Indigenous sovereignties can shift over 

time, and in particular have shown themselves to be flexible in their adaptation to 

European notions of sovereignty. Moreton-Robinson rightly points out that Indigenous 

peoples’ use of the term “sovereignty” itself to name their connections to their homelands 

only became widespread in the 1960s.29 Resultantly, as Raheja indicates, “indigenous 

conceptions have now incorporated these non-Native articulations of the term into their 

definition. The English word sovereignty, then, becomes a placeholder for a multitude of 

indigenous designations that also takes into account the European origins of the idea.”30 

These are the academic understandings of Indigenous sovereignty that I have adopted and 

used throughout this dissertation. My study of Stó:lō sovereignty grounds our 

understandings of this concept in the example of one community, and demonstrates the 

rich potential of historicizing our analyses of Indigenous sovereignty as well. 

Scholars have also been clear that the imposition of European ideas of sovereignty 

does not invalidate Indigenous sovereignty. At times, colonial agents themselves even 

recognized Indigenous peoples as sovereign according to European notions of the 

concept. For example, Charlotte Coté points this out with regard to the British Crown’s 

                                                
27 Ulrike Wiethaus, “Introduction,” in Foundations of First Peoples' Sovereignty, 2.  
28 Michelle H. Raheja, “Reading Nanook’s Smile: Visual Sovereignty, Indigenous Revisions of Ethnography, 
and ‘Atanarjuat (The Fast Runner),’” American Quarterly 59, no. 4 (December 2007), 1164. 
29 Moreton-Robinson, “Introduction,” 3.  
30 Raheja, “Reading Nanook’s Smile,” 1164. 
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understanding of Indigenous peoples’ ownership of their land, and their recognition of 

their own nation-to-nation relationship with Indigenous peoples as set out in the Royal 

Proclamation of 1763.31 Moreton-Robinson’s work has shown, however, that in general, 

the “possessive logics” of acquisitive settler colonial policies led colonial agents to first 

disavow Indigenous sovereignty, and then assert their own “patriarchal white 

sovereignty.”32 On this, she would agree with Kevin Bruyneel, who argues that the 

establishment of a European sovereignty among US settlers “can thus be read as 

occurring in part through the effort to deconstruct, domesticate, and ultimately destroy 

indigenous sovereignty.”33  

Settlers’ initial recognitions of Indigenous sovereignty, and their subsequent 

efforts to manifest and strengthen their own iteration of a European sovereignty represent 

indicate that Indigenous-settler relations can be understood as a situation of what I would 

call “competing sovereignties.”34 Settler awareness of Indigenous sovereignties raised 

anxieties that their own European sovereignty was thus rendered precarious, so they 

sought to stomp out the root of their worry. However, their efforts to do so only limited 

Indigenous peoples’ experiences and expressions of their sovereignty—the imposition of 

European sovereignty did not invalidate the inherency of Indigenous peoples’ 

sovereignty. Ward Churchill uses the metaphor of assault to help explain this perspective. 

As he explains, individuals have an inherent right to not be assaulted, even during an 

assault itself. The assault has violated that right but has not erased, reversed, or 

undermined it. In a similar way, Churchill asserts, Indigenous sovereignty continues to 

                                                
31 Charlotte Coté, “Historical Foundations of Indian Sovereignty in Canada and the United States: A Brief 
Overview,” American Review of Canadian Studies 31, no. 1-2 (Spring/Summer 2001): 15-6. 
32 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous Sovereignty 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), xi. 
33 Kevin Bruyneel, The Third Space of Sovereignty: The Postcolonial Politics of US-Indigenous Relations 
(Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 46. 
34 This is a term legal scholar Richard Joyce uses to discuss modern challenges to the sovereignty of the 
nation-state; in particular, he examines contemporary India and looks at how its sovereignty is called into 
question both by the globalizing, international ethos of the World Trade Organization and local Indigenous 
groups’ claims of sovereignty over their intellectual property. Like Joyce, I understand modern nation-states’ 
sovereignty to be precarious in many cases, but where he examines these threats from a contemporary 
perspective in the context of international law, I look at competing sovereignties in the historical contexts of 
settler colonialism and Indigenous resurgence. See Richard Joyce, Competing Sovereignties (New York: 
Routledge, 2013).  
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exist as an inherent right, regardless of the imposition of settler colonialism and its 

attendant understandings of sovereignty.35 So, while the importation of European 

sovereignty created a situation of competing sovereignties, and to a considerable extent 

limited the full expression of Indigenous peoples’ sovereignties, it did not delegitimize 

Indigenous sovereignties in and of themselves.  

The foregoing explanation mitigates the concerns raised by Barker and Alfred. 

Much has been made of the European baggage associated with the term sovereignty, but 

this is a weak critique that we can disregard quite easily. Yes, the term “sovereignty” has 

a specific legal and historical meaning in European and settler societies. Those meanings 

have nothing to do with the forms of Indigenous sovereignty that pre-existed European 

arrival in North America. “Sovereignty” is merely a homonym—there is a difference 

between the signifier and the signified in this case.36 Moreover, when I discuss 

Indigenous sovereignty, I am definitively not referring to the kinds of circumscribed 

forms of self-governance that settler governments have from time-to-time allotted to 

Indigenous peoples within the systems of colonialism. For example, neither the Canadian 

government’s establishment of reserves, nor the US legal system’s recognition of limited 

“Indian sovereignty”—which still positions Indigenous peoples as “domestic dependent 

nations”—represents Indigenous sovereignty as I use the term, because in both cases, 

these forms of governance are circumscribed by the state.37 On this point, I agree with 

Alfred. Indeed, as Moreton-Robinson puts it, these limited forms of Indigenous control 

within a settler system and under the purview of settler surveillance represent “a white-

constructed form of ‘Indigenous’ proprietary rights that are not epistemologically and 

ontologically grounded in Indigenous conceptions of sovereignty.”38 This dissertation’s 

                                                
35 Ward Churchill, “The Tragedy and the Travesty: The Subversion of Indigenous Sovereignty in North 
America,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 22, no. 2 (1998): 3-4. 
36 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin, ed. Perry Meisel and Haun 
Saussy (Lausanne, Paris: Payot, 1916; New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). Saussure argues that 
there is no natural connection between the “signifier” (the word we use to refer to something) and the 
“signified” (the thing itself). Likewise, my use of “sovereignty” to refer to Indigenous peoples’ connections 
to their territories is not connected to the European tradition of the word.   
37 For an introductory comparative analysis of this process in the US and Canada, see Coté, “Historical 
Foundations of Indian Sovereignty.”  
38 Moreton-Robinson, “Introduction,” 4.  
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insistence on the separate origins of Indigenous and European sovereignties offers a more 

clear model for other scholars going forward.39 Moreover, the dissertation contributes to 

the conversation by not only explicitly articulating the separateness of Indigenous and 

European forms of sovereignty, but by pointing to a reconceptualization of Indigenous-

European relations as a historic and ongoing process of competing sovereignties. 

In relation to Indigenous sovereignty, this dissertation is specifically invested in 

ideas of “cultural sovereignty.” I use “cultural sovereignty” to refer to the inherently 

intrinsic connections between cultural heritage and territorial sovereignty. Other scholars 

have used this term to refer to Indigenous peoples’ control over their communities’ 

culture, and while I certainly see this as part of cultural sovereignty, it is not the only 

element. Lawrence Gross explains the significance of this more limited cultural 

sovereignty:  

Sovereignty is an issue that works on many levels. On the one hand, issues 
of land and politics must figure greatly into any discussion of self-
determination. On the other hand, issues of cultural sovereignty must be 
taken into account as well. In a scenario in which Native Americans 
achieved sovereignty over their land and politics, would that 
accomplishment have any functional meaning if, at the same time, Native 
Americans were fully assimilated into the culture of the dominant society? 
The importance of cultural sovereignty can thus be accepted as a given.40 

I wholeheartedly agree with Gross regarding cultural sovereignty’s importance, but our 

definitions of its nature differ. In this excerpt, he indicates that cultural sovereignty and 

territorial or political sovereignty can be seen as separate elements. He then goes on to 

explain that cultural sovereignty, in his understanding, “has to start with religion,” and 

with language.41 In this way, the definition he offers indicates there is a distinction 

between sovereignty and territorial sovereignty, whereas what I have seen in Stó:lō 

communities indicates that there can be no such division: land and culture are 

                                                
39 For a succinct genealogy of Indigenous sovereignty and its confusions in academic scholarship, see Padraig 
Kirwan, “‘Mind the Gap’: Journeys in Indigenous Sovereignty and Nationhood,” Comparative American 
Studies 13, no.1-2 (June 2015): 42-57. 
40 Lawrence Gross, “Cultural Sovereignty and Native American Hermeneutics in the Interpretation of the 
Sacred Stories of the Anishinaabe,” Wicazo Sa Review 18, no. 2 (Fall 2003): 127. 
41 Gross, “Cultural Sovereignty and Native American Hermeneutics,” 127. 
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inseparable. This difference indicates that while I am able to identify how cultural 

sovereignty manifests in a Stó:lō context, this idea may not be transferable to all 

Indigenous communities.  

Amanda Cobb offers an alternate explanation of cultural sovereignty as an 

“exercise” that “requires the use of traditions as a map for the future by making the ‘old 

ways’ part of contemporary life.”42 While my understanding of cultural sovereignty is 

broader than Cobb’s, her affirmation of the significance of maintaining historic traditions 

in the present is certainly in line with my view of the phenomenon. Cultural sovereignty, 

in this dissertation, relates to the maintenance of the historical practices that connect 

Indigenous peoples, their land, and their culture into the contemporary period.  

Indigenous cultural sovereignty, as I indicated above, also has a gendered 

element. As Leah Sneider explains, “Indigenous studies scholarship has explored many 

ways in which sovereignty is acquired and expressed, but only recently has Indigenous 

gender studies, Indigenous feminism in particular, attempted to explore the relationship 

between gender and sovereignty and nation building more fully…”43 This dissertation's 

analysis of the interconnections between gender and sovereignty contributes new content 

directly to this growing body of literature, but also provides a distinct perspective in that 

it does not center tribal nationalism, as Sneider indicates is the norm. Rather, my work 

shows how Indigenous sovereignty, and its inherent gender dynamics, are deeply reliant 

on culture and heritage, not just nation building and tribal politics. Indeed, since cultural 

heritage helps define nationhood, scholarly conversations about Indigenous sovereignty 

should connect to Indigenous culture and heritage as well. Part of how I see sovereignty 

and culture as mutually immanent comes from my understanding that taking care of 

cultural concerns is, for Stó:lō, part of taking care of their homeland; I explore this 

phenomenon in greater depth in the next chapter. 

                                                
42 Amanda J. Cobb, “The National Museum of the American Indian as Cultural Sovereignty,” American 
Quarterly 57, no. 2 (2005): 485. 
43 Leah Sneider, “Complementary Relationships: A Review of Indigenous Gender Studies,” in Indigenous 
Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, eds. Kim Anderson and Robert Alexander Innes 
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015), 65-6. 
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In analyzing the significance of intergenerational preservation and maintenance of 

Indigenous cultural heritage, I rely on and speak back to scholarship from Museum 

Studies as well as History. The phrase I use to discuss this process is “cultural curation.” 

My use of the term is greatly influenced by the work of museologist and anthropologist 

Christina Kreps. While many museums rely upon Eurocentric systems of preservation, 

conservation, and exhibition, Indigenous groups worldwide have always had their own 

traditions of maintaining, caring for, and using their material culture, which are often 

inflected by community-based spiritual and ecological concerns. However, in the context 

of settler colonialism, European museological techniques displaced these Indigenous 

practices of cultural heritage management. Kreps’ work on Indonesian Dayak peoples’ 

curation of Chinese balanga jars and other pusaka (heirloom property) documents how 

Dayak “collection, care, and treatment of balanga are analogous to museum 

curatorship.”44 Kreps refers to these practices as “indigenous curation” and argues that 

we must understand these methods as legitimate forms of community-based heritage 

preservation.  

While Kreps’ work is in many ways foundational to my enterprise, my outlook 

also differs from hers somewhat. For instance, instead of “indigenous curation,” I speak 

about “cultural curation” for two reasons. First, this term relates to my focus on cultural 

heritage, both tangible and intangible; second, it lacks the racial determinism of Kreps’ 

phrase. By removing indigeneity from the equation, I mean to insist on the equal validity 

of all forms of cultural heritage management, whether rooted in European museology or 

Indigenous community practices. This insistence is especially significant when the 

former are often construed as “professional,” “modern” “techniques” and the latter are 

seen to be  “traditional,” “unique” “practices.” Similarly, Kreps has reservations about 

whether “indigenous curation” should ever displace museological preservation. She 

writes that “it would be shortsighted and irresponsible to suggest, for example, that 

professional conservation techniques are categorically unsuitable for the protection of 

                                                
44 Christina Kreps, “Museum-Making and Indigenous Curation in Central Kalimantan, Indonesia,” Museum 
Anthropology 22, no. 1 (March 1998): 11. See also Kreps, Liberating Culture: Cross-Cultural Perspectives 
on Museums, Curation, and Heritage Preservation (New York: Routledge, 2003); Kreps, “Appropriate 
Museology in Theory and Practice,” Museum Management and Curatorship 23, no. 1 (March 1, 2008): 23–
41. 
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non-western cultural materials.”45 Yet Indigenous peoples have explained that in some 

instances they are indeed unsuitable, as in the case of the Indigenous practice in the 

Northwest Coast to allow totem poles from to erode naturally over time.46 While there are 

thus some differences between “indigenous” and “cultural” curation, Kreps’ work is 

certainly a significant influence on mine. 

I also seek to respond to the conversation among anthropologists and historians 

about the history of Indigenous cultural heritage curation. There is a significant body of 

literature on this topic as it pertains to settlers appropriating control of Indigenous 

cultural heritage through the salvage paradigm.47 Similarly, there are more recent 

Indigenous critiques of this history, as well as anthropological studies of Indigenous 

repatriation movements and the establishment of Indigenous museums.48 In both cases, 

                                                
45 Kreps, Liberating Culture, 4. 
46 Indigenous communities of the Pacific Northwest who create totem poles understand them to have life 
cycles, which allows for their natural erosion over time for cultural or spiritual reasons. However, when 
museums acquire totem poles, they arrest that cycle, which disrupts what Indigenous peoples may understand 
as the correct form of care for the pole. See, for example, Gil Cardinal, Totem: The Return of the G’psgolox 
Pole, National Film Board of Canada, 2003; Miriam Clavir, Preserving What Is Valued: Museums, 
Conservation, and First Nations (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2002), 153-6.  
47 Robert F. Berkhofer, The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the 
Present (New York: Knopf, 1978); Douglas Cole, Captured Heritage: The Scramble for Northwest Coast 
Artifacts (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1985); Michelle A. Hamilton, Collections and Objections: Aboriginal 
Material Culture in Southern Ontario, 1791-1914 (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010); Ira 
Jacknis, The Storage Box of Tradition: Kwakiutl Art, Anthropologists, and Museums, 1881-1981 
(Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2002). The term “salvage paradigm” refers to an 
anthropological ideology which emerged during the nineteenth century. Anthropologists during this era 
theorized that in the face of settler colonialism, North American Indigenous peoples would either go extinct 
or be assimilated. In order to retain as much as possible of this “vanishing” Indigenous culture, 
anthropologists began extensive and rapid acquisition and research projects to “salvage” as much tangible 
and intangible Indigenous cultural heritage as they could. Contemporary scholars critique this ideology, 
pointing out its racist foundations. More work could be done to explicitly connect the salvage paradigm’s 
idea of the imminent extinction of Indigenous peoples with settler colonial acquisitiveness for land. For one 
such example, see Andrea Geiger, “‘Crossed by the Border’: The US-Canada Border and Canada’s 
‘Extinction’ of the Arrow Lakes Band, 1890-1956,” Western Legal History 23, no. 2 (Summer/Fall 2010): 
121-153. 
48 Allison Arieff, “A Different Sort of (P)Reservation: Some Thoughts on the National Museum of the 
American Indian,” Museum Anthropology 19, no. 2 (Fall 1995): 78-90; Clavir, Preserving What Is Valued; 
Cobb, “The National Museum of the American Indian as Cultural Sovereignty”; Karen Coody Cooper, 
Spirited Encounters: American Indians Protest Museum Policies and Practices (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 
2008); Karen Coody Cooper and Nicolasa I. Sandoval, eds., Living Homes for Cultural Expression: North 
American Native Perspectives on Creating Community Museums (Washington, DC, and New York: National 
Museum of the American Indian - Smithsonian Institution, 2006); Gloria Jean Frank, “‘That's My Dinner on 
Display’: A First Nations Reflection on Museum Culture,” BC Studies 125/126 (Spring/Summer 2000): 163-
78; Robert R. Janes, “Personal, Academic, and Institutional Perspectives on Museums and First Nations,” 
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these studies of Indigenous cultural heritage continue to center the institution of the 

museum as the area of focus. Work that situates cultural curation outside the museum is 

much more rare,49 and yet decentering museums from discussions of Indigenous cultural 

heritage is important, since museums themselves are historically colonial institutions. The 

history of Stó:lō cultural heritage shows us that not only is cultural curation often at odds 

with the museumification of heritage, but it is also not reliant upon the common museum 

model. Indeed, in the context of Stó:lō communities in the twentieth century, cultural 

curation initiatives tended to be centered around groups of people with common interests, 

not a museal space; cultural curation, like Stó:lō sovereignty, are collective actions, not 

fixed entities.  

Alongside these interventions in discourse on Indigenous sovereignty and cultural 

heritage, the major contribution this dissertation makes is to the growing literature on 

Stó:lō histories. Within this growing scholarship, Keith Carlson’s analyses are foremost; 

Carlson’s analysis of the interplay between Stó:lō historical consciousness and collective 

identity has been crucial for my understanding of community dynamics. His focus, 

following Marshall Sahlins, on “change in continuity” has influenced my approach to 

studying Stó:lō history, and his argument that colonialism did not erode Stó:lō historical 

consciousness is an important progenitor for mine that colonialism likewise did not 

displace Stó:lō cultural sovereignty.50 While our themes are thus somewhat connected, 

                                                
Canadian Journal of Native Studies 14, no. 2 (1994): 1-10; James Lujan, “A Museum of the Indian, Not for 
the Indian,” American Indian Quarterly 29, no. 3 (Autumn 2005): 510-516; Moira McLoughlin, Museums 
and the Representation of Native Canadians: Negotiating the Borders of Culture (New York: Routledge, 
1999); Nancy Marie Mithlo, “‘Red Man's Burden’: The Politics of Inclusion in Museum Settings,” Americian 
Indian Quarterly 28, no. 3 (Summer-Autumn 2004): 743-763; National Museum of the American Indian; 
Smithsonian Institution, The Changing Presentation of the American Indian: Museums and Native Cultures 
(Washington, D.C.: NMAI and the University of Washington Press, 1999); Ruth B. Phillips, Museum Pieces: 
Toward the Indigenization of Canadian Museums (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011); Moira 
G. Simpson, Making representations: Museums in the post-colonial era (London: Routledge, 2001); Susan 
Sleeper-Smith, ed., Contesting Knowledge: Museums and Indigenous Perspectives (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2009). 
49 Marie Battiste and James Youngblood Henderson, Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and Heritage: A 
Global Challenge (Saskatoon: Purich Publishing, 2000); Catherine Bell and Robert K. Paterson, eds., 
Protection of First Nations Cultural Heritage: Laws, Policy, and Reform (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2009); 
Valda Blundell and Laurence Grant, “Preserving Our Heritage: Getting Beyond Boycotts and 
Demonstrations,” Inuit Art Quarterly (Winter 1989): 12-16. 
50 Keith Thor Carlson, The Power of Place, The Problem of Time: Aboriginal Identity and Historical 
Consciousness in the Cauldron of Colonialism (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011); Carlson, ed., 
You Are Asked to Witness: The Stó:lō in Canada’s Pacific Coast History (Chilliwack, BC: Stó:lō Heritage 
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Carlson’s study spans much of Stó:lō history, including pre-contact, and extends up until 

1906. My work, on the other hand, shows how this deep past remained significant for 

Stó:lō throughout the twentieth century.  

Several other historians’ contributions to Stó:lō pasts are likewise significant to 

this project. Adding to Carlson’s analysis of Stó:lō collective political identity in the late 

19th century, Megan Harvey argues that the Stó:lō petitions of the 1860s and 1870s 

demonstrate a literature of resistance to settler colonialism.51 I consider this example to 

be another instance of Stó:lō sovereignist diplomacy, which I discuss in greater detail in 

Chapter 1. Sabina Trimble’s analysis of the durable significance of stories about places 

like Swí:lcha (Cultus Lake) for Stó:lō highlights the ongoing nature of cultural curation. 

Indeed, Trimble’s assertion that “[p]laces like Swí:lcha are inseparable from the human 

experiences, interactions, and storytelling that happen there”52 supports my argument 

about cultural sovereignty—that cultural curation practices, such as story-telling and 

Stó:lō engagements with their homelands, are interconnected elements. I likewise rely on 

Paige Raibmon’s examination of Indigenous women’s work in the Puget Sound hop 

yards provides insights into the significance of Coast Salish women’s basket weaving, 

and I build on this work in Chapter 4.53 

In addition to these publications, there is a fair amount of graduate student work 

on Stó:lō histories, both by Stó:lō people pursuing degrees, as well as by participants in 

the Stó:lō Ethnohistory Field School. Wenona Victor’s dissertation work on Xexa:ls—the 

                                                
Trust, 1997); Carlson, “Orality about Literacy: The ‘Black and White’ of Salish History,” in Orality and 
Literacy: Reflections Across Disciplines, eds. Keith Thor Carlson, Kristina Fagan, and Natalia Khanenko-
Frieson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 43-69; Carlson, ed., A Stó:lō-Coast Salish Historical 
Atlas (Vancouver, Seattle, and Chilliwack: Douglas & McIntyre, University of Washington Press, and Stó:lō 
Heritage Trust, 2001).  
51 Megan Harvey, “Story People: Stó:lō-State Relations and Indigenous Literacies in British Columbia, 1864–
1874,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 24, no. 1 (2013): 51-88.  
52 Sabina Trimble, “Storying Swí:lcha: Place Making and Power at a Stó:lō Landmark,” BC Studies 190 
(Summer 2016): 42.  
53 Paige Raibmon, “The Practice of Everyday Colonialism: Indigenous Women at Work in the Hop Fields 
and Tourist Industry of Puget Sound,” Labor: Studies in Working-Class History of the Americas 3, no. 3: 23-
56.  



20 

transformer figure—and governance is notable here,54 as are reports by Ella Bedard, Koni 

Benson, Jonathan Clapperton, Heather Gleboff, Martin Hoffman, Byron Plant, and Dallas 

Posavad.55 While the work of these scholars has thus been foundational for my own, this 

dissertation’s focus on cultural sovereignty, the twentieth century, and the significance of 

Stó:lō women in those contexts are all new contributions to the discussion of Stó:lō 

histories within academic scholarship. Moreover, each of the chapters offer analyses of 

different moments in Stó:lō history which have not yet been considered in academic 

contexts, but which offer significant insights into Stó:lō cultural sovereignty and for 

Stó:lō historiography.  

Methodology 

My approach to research is influenced by teachings from Indigenous research 

methodologies, feminist oral history, and “new” ethnohistory. Before diving into these, I 

want to briefly outline my engagements with Stó:lō communities to provide context for 

the methodological discussion to follow. I initially began working with Stó:lō individuals 

in January 2010, as a curatorial intern at Xá:ytem, a Stó:lō spiritual and archaeological 

heritage site. This was my first significant engagement with Stó:lō histories, and a new 

way of learning that included listening to Elders, experiential education, and an 

introduction to the protocols of witnessing. I began my PhD the following September.  In 

the spring of 2011, I was lucky enough to participate in Xwelalámsthóxes, the Stó:lō 

Ethnohistory Field School, where instructors and Elders continued to help me develop 

                                                
54 Wenona Victor, “Xexa:ls and the Power of Transformation: The Stó:lō, Good Governance and Self-
determination” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser University, 2012).  
55 Ella Bedard, “Becoming Xwiyálemot: Traditional Knowledge and Colonial Experiences in the Life of a 
Stó:lō Elder,” field school report, 2013, Stó:lō Archives (hereafter SA); Koni Benson, “When there’s work 
to be done, our hands go out: Expressions of power dynamics and community change, Stó:lō women and 
politics,” field school report, 1998, SA; Jonathan Clapperton, “Building longhouses and constructing 
identities: A brief history of the Coqualeetza longhouse and Shxwt’aselhawtxw,” field school report, revised 
edition, 2009, SA; Heather Gleboff, “Revealing While Concealing: The Dilemma of cross-cultural sharing 
in Stó:lō interpretative centres,” field school report, 1998, SA; Martin Hoffman, “‘A Meeting of the Minds’: 
Stó:lō Political History, 1969-1989,” field school report, 2011, SA; Sarah Nason, “‘It’s in my Blood’: 
Business and Community Building in the Coast Salish Weaver's Guild, 1970-1985,” field school report, 2015, 
SA; Byron Plant, “In Principle: Stó:lō political organizations and attitudes towards treaty since 1969,” field 
school report, 2002, SA; and Dallas Posavad, “The Chief of Chilliwack: Ambition, Religion, and Coercion 
in the Life of Captain John Swalis,” field school report,  2013, SA. Many of these reports are available as 
PDFs on www.ethnohist.ca, as well as in hard copy at the Stó:lō Archives.  
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this knowledge, especially vis-a-vis protocols for doing community-based oral history in 

a respectful way, attending longhouse ceremonies, and interacting respectfully with 

Stó:lō Téméxw. In December 2012, I moved out to Stó:lō territory from Vancouver and 

stayed at my maternal grandparents’ cabin at Cultus Lake while I became more involved 

in events in Stó:lō communities and conducted the bulk of my archival and oral history 

research. During that period, I took two Halq’eméylem language classes taught by 

Lumlamelut Wee Lay Laq at the University of the Fraser Valley. After my research 

period ended, I moved back to Vancouver to facilitate the completion of my PhD. Since 

that move, I have continued to spend time in Stó:lō Téméxw frequently, participating in 

community events, family celebrations, and activities with friends. The ability to move 

back and forth between S’ólh Témexw and Vancouver with relative ease has meant my 

research field is considerably more permeable than is common for many academics who 

engage in field work, and has resulted in what I perceive to be close, durable connections 

between myself and my interview partners.  

Throughout my work on the dissertation, Indigenous research methodology (IRM) 

has been central to my process. IRM centers Indigenous knowledge, communities, and 

people as an alternative to the conventional European models of research, which center—

and presume—whiteness. Historically, one of the major problems with European-

modeled approaches to studying Indigeneity has been an inherent assumption of white 

supremacy, which has allowed white researchers to benefit even when their work 

traumatized Indigenous communities.56 The destructive legacy of this work is something 

that academia is continuing to grapple with today.  

My approach to the research for this project has been informed especially by work 

on this topic from Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Margaret Kovach, and Shawn Wilson.57 While I 

do not necessarily follow the exact models laid out by these scholars, or share their 

                                                
56 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (New York, 
London: Zed Books, 1999). 
57 Margaret Kovach, Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2010); Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies; Shawn Wilson, Research Is 
Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods (Black Point, N.S: Fernwood Pub., 2008). 
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outlooks in all matters,58 some of their ideas about method, particularly those relating to 

researcher identity, were important influences on my approach to research. Reading these 

scholars and others prompted a persistent question: am I, a white settler and an outsider, 

eligible to be doing this research into Stó:lō history? I have heard divergent answers to 

this question over the years since I began my PhD, though there does seem to be a shift 

recently towards questioning the previous commonly-held understanding of the inherent 

right, under the principle of academic freedom, of a white settler scholar to study 

Indigenous history. It may no longer always be appropriate for non-Indigenous 

researchers to conduct Indigenous research, especially into sensitive topics.  

Writing in 1999, Smith argued that non-Indigenous researchers must begin from a 

place of recognizing “the power dynamic which is embedded in their relationship with 

their subjects” and must work to be more culturally sensitive in their approach. 

Elaborating further, Smith points to demands among Maori that Maori people, not non-

Indigenous academics, should hold leadership roles in Maori research projects, and that 

these projects could exclude non-Indigenous researchers entirely or at least set strong 

boundaries around the type of research they conduct.59 Kovach agrees with Smith insofar 

as arguing that non-Indigenous scholars’ work must at least be predicated on an equal 

partnership with the Indigenous stakeholders in that work. She thus restates the question 

                                                
58 The focus on “Indigenous” in IRM has the potential to have an essentializing or generalizing effect on 
what constitutes work in this genre. Some academic work aimed at Indigenizing tends make use of some 
stereotypically “Indigenous” elements such as, for example, the medicine wheel, and apply these as research 
models while doing work with communities that have no historical or contemporary attachment to medicine 
wheels. In Research is Ceremony, Wilson writes as an Opaskwayak Cree man engaging with academia’s 
regulations in a way that still makes sense to him, which is through a relational lens where a significant 
amount of his commentary is directed towards his sons. However, the ideas he presents about Indigenous 
research methods at times invite speculation about how grounded the concepts he outlines could be in the 
particular differences between distinct Indigenous communities. The unqualified statement that “for 
Indigenous people, research is ceremony,” provides an example here (69), as does the book’s focus on both 
Canadian and Australian outlooks that tends to blur, rather than make clear, the divergent ways Indigenous 
research methods could be carried out in these strikingly different contexts. Kovach’s work in Indigenous 
Methodologies comes from the position of someone adopted through the Sixties Scoop, a program in Canada 
which sought to remove Indigenous children from their families and place them in settler foster or adoptive 
homes. Kovach thus comes to her work as someone learning more about her own Nêhiýaw and Saulteaux 
heritage, and that context shapes the work (3-8). Unlike Wilson, Kovach indicates that Indigenous research 
methods need to be grounded in the particularities of one specific community. Kovach models this best 
practice by adapting the broad model suggested by IRM to the specific work she undertakes, and explains 
that her iteration of IRM is a Nêhiýaw methology (44).  
59 Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies, 176-8. 
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as, “How can a non-Indigenous researcher participate?”60 Kovach’s argument is 

somewhat more fleshed out that Smith’s; she recommends several steps that reimagine 

the relationship between Indigenous communities, Indigenous researchers, non-

Indigenous researchers, and the academy, especially emphasizing decolonial and 

relational practices.61 It seems there is no certain answer to this question, and response 

will likely be complex and varied for everyone, Indigenous or not, who is involved in 

Indigenous research. For myself, I certainly agree that identity is an important aspect of a 

researcher’s outlook, and should thus be explicitly articulated both to research partners 

and while disseminating the research itself. However, I do not feel that identity is 

deterministic in this case; I do not agree that settlers should never conduct research with 

Indigenous peoples. IRM and ideas about decolonial research have already begun to 

produce a shift in the way people conduct research with Indigenous peoples, and I see 

this dissertation as part of the new wave of work coming out as a result of that shift.  

Regardless of where each of us stands on this issue, however, it is important to 

understand that settlers cannot speak for Indigenous people. This is not what this 

dissertation seeks to do—in my engagements with Stó:lō histories, I can offer my own 

analysis and insight. Stó:lō people, both historic and contemporary, of course do speak to 

their own pasts, and you will certainly hear some of their voices in this dissertation, 

reproduced from a variety of primary sources. I draw on my training and skills as a 

historian to analyze Stó:lō histories, documented in both written form and retained 

through oral tradition and oral history. My relationships with Stó:lō people—particularly 

my interview partners—have no doubt informed the analysis I present in this project, but 

ultimately the analysis presented throughout this dissertation is my own intellectual 

labour. And while my social position is undoubtedly different from the people whose 

histories I write about in this dissertation, this does not mean my analysis is invalid. An 

anecdote from bell hooks has helped me understand my position as the author of this 

work:  
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While I think it is a meaningful gesture for young white women in a white-
supremacist culture to seek to hear from black women, to wish to listen and 
learn from black women, I cautioned them against turning the spheres of 
discussion on racial topics (or in this case, black women’s writing) into yet 
another arena where we as black people are called upon to take primary 
responsibility for sharing experiences, ideas, and information. Such a 
gesture places black people once again in a service position, meeting the 
needs of whites. I stressed that the ideal situation for learning is always one 
where there is diversity and dialogue, where there would be women and 
men from various groups. But I also insisted that we should all be capable 
of learning about an ethnic/racial group and studying its literature even if 
no person from that group is present. I did not think I needed to be a white 
man to understand Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises nor did I think I needed 
to be in a classroom with white men to study this novel. However, I do 
recognize that as a black woman reading this white male writer I might have 
insights and interpretations that would be quite different from those of white 
male readers who might approach the text with the assumption that the 
novel’s depiction of white male social reality was one they shared. I would, 
however, consider my insights equally valuable, just as I thought my 
students should see their insights about black women’s fiction as valuable 
even though the discussion might be more complex and interesting if those 
insights were shared in a context with black women’s ideas.62 

This is not a perfect comparison, but hooks’ ideas here reinforce my sense that though 

this study does not and cannot represent a Stó:lō analysis of Stó:lō pasts, it nevertheless 

contains insights that are valuable in an academic context, and which I hope are likewise 

meaningful for Stó:lō people.  

Working towards this goal of producing work that can be meaningful in both 

academic and Stó:lō contexts, I looked to the work of Stó:lō scholar Q’um Q’um Xiiem / 

Joanne Archibald. Q’um Q’um Xiiem is a Stó:lō educator who articulates what IRM can 

look like in a Stó:lō context, and discusses to some extent how non-Stó:lō people can 

participate in the sharing of Stó:lō history. Like Kovach, she sees power in storywork as 

an approach to learning, and like both Kovach and Smith, Q’um Q’um Xiiem insists on 

“basic cultural sensitivity” to avoid “appropriation and disrespectful use of stories.”63 

Q’um Q’um Xiiem then employs storywork to explain an ethical practice that she sees as 

                                                
62 bell hooks, Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2015), 47.  
63 Q’um Q’um Xiieem / Jo-ann Archibald, Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body, and 
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necessary for non-Indigenous storytellers: that they should only tell stories that they have 

been authorized to share, and they should also explain who authorized them to tell that 

story. This practice stems from Stó:lō traditions of intergenerational knowledge transfer, 

where a speaker would explain their connection to a narrative before sharing it. A way to 

“lessen disrespect,” Q’um Q’um Xiiem continues, is for the researcher to not only learn 

Stó:lō stories, but also work towards “gaining knowledge about storytelling protocol and 

the nature of these stories.” She writes, “[t]his learning process must be guided by local 

Indigenous educators who also possess the appropriate cultural knowledge.” Q’um Q’um 

Xiiem explains that “[n]on-Native people must recognize that they don’t have this 

cultural authority, even though they may acquire the expertise.”64 In other words, non-

Indigenous people studying Stó:lō history should understand that even if we know Stó:lō 

stories, we have no right to them unless Stó:lō people have explicitly shared them with 

us.  

Many of the commonly-held insights about best practices for engaging in 

Indigenous research have been collected into a somewhat ubiquitous acronym-based 

system that involves identifying key traits that, fortuitously, all begin with the letter R. 

Verna Kirkness and Ray Barnhardt first used this approach in 1991, identifying respect, 

relevance, reciprocity, and responsibility as the four Rs needed to nurture Indigenous 

students in the academy.65 In 2001, Shawn Wilson described three Rs of IRM: respect, 

reciprocity, and relationality.66 More recently, La Donna Harris and Jacqueline 

Wasilewski identified four somewhat different Rs: relationship, responsibility, 

reciprocity, and redistribution.67 Though Kirkness and Barnhardt’s set of Rs has been 
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perhaps the most widely taken up, there is clear overlap between each of these sets of Rs, 

which I have identified and used to frame my general approach to research.  

My implementation of the three main themes found within these various different 

Rs is an ongoing process. The overriding principle, for me, is “respect.” In my research, 

this means engaging in the process of (re-)learning colonial history, learning about and 

enacting self-decolonization, following Stó:lō cultural protocols, and abiding by the 

limits Indigenous communities set on research. Coming through the BC provincial 

curriculum, I was unaware of much of the damaging elements of colonial history; for 

example, it was not until my undergraduate degree that I was taught that most of BC was 

untreatied. This prejudicial public school education was something I had to unlearn as 

part of an ongoing process of self-decolonization. My relearning was greatly facilitated 

by Stó:lō teachers I met at Xá:ytem and Xwelalámsthóxes. Likewise, I have sought to 

respect both secular and spiritual Stó:lō protocols. One key Stó:lō protocol is the idea of 

witnessing, which relates to a particular longhouse role where an individual is called 

upon to attend to the events at hand, remember them, and recall them in the future. In 

some ways, my work as a historian is connected to this practice: before any analysis, I 

“witness” the historical record, and attempt to represent it as clearly and accurately as 

possible. In terms of spirituality, a teaching I learned from Naxaxalts’i is the significance 

of closing curtains at night. Naxaxalts’i explains the Stó:lō belief that “ancestor spirits 

become active in the evenings” and can become “attracted when food is shared when 

families gather for a meal.” Closing blinds at night is a way of protecting both the living 

and the spirits of the dead.68 Lastly, though generally Stó:lō institutions and individuals 

were open to working with me, this was not the case in my outreach to other First 

Nations. In an earlier iteration of this project, I was interested in collaborating with the 

Skwxwú7mesh Úxwumixw (Squamish Nation), and approached the Nation to determine 

whether they would be interested in working with me. The people I was in conversation 

with at the Nation kindly but clearly declined, indicating that they were prioritizing 

research from within Skwxwú7mesh communities. I understood their reasons for setting 

                                                
68 Naxaxalts’i, foreword to The Power of Place, The Problem of Time: Aboriginal Identity and Historical 
Consciousness in the Cauldron of Colonialism, by Keith Thor Carlson (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2011), x-xi.  
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that boundary and set to work on shifting my project accordingly. Having and showing 

respect for the historical actors and contemporary communities we work with and write 

about is a necessary starting point for research. 

My next guiding ‘R’ is for “relational.” One of IRM’s major arguments is that 

non-Indigenous researchers cannot produce good work on a community; if white settler 

scholars in particular want to produce good work, it has to be with a community. The core 

processes in conducting this research have been in establishing and maintaining good 

relationships with Stó:lō people, and holding myself accountable to those individuals for 

my interpretations of the information they share with me. In addition to my work at 

Xá:ytem, my participation in Xwelalámsthóxes was a major factor in developing those 

relationships. Early on in my program, my committee and I also focused on relationship-

building; since we knew that this work needed to stem from community-based 

connections, and as I already had good connections with some Stó:lō individuals and 

institutions, we agreed to shift away from my initial pan-Salish topic, to one focusing on 

Stó:lō histories. Being responsible to those relationships relates to Q’um Q’um Xiiem’s 

point about only sharing stories that are appropriate for us to share. Part of my process 

has been to share my interpretations with research partners; this practice deepens 

relationships while also ensuring the research results are shared responsibly because it 

allows space for correction or readjustment. Moreover, in this dissertation, I limit my 

analysis to information expressly shared for that purpose, and I do not share any stories or 

information that Stó:lō individuals consider to be private, even if it is already in the 

public domain. Since my aim is to nurture those relationships and continue them long 

after the completion of this dissertation, I continue to visit in Stó:lō Téméxw frequently, 

and participate in broader community events as well as family celebrations and activities 

with friends. This has meant my research field is considerably more porous than is 

common for many academics, which has also allowed me to continue to grow those 

relationships and ensure I remain responsible to them.    

The last major ‘R’ I want to discuss in the context of my method is “reciprocal.” 

Reciprocal research ensures that the project is advantageous in some way to everyone 

involved in the research, in contrast to a legacy of research where only academics have 
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benefitted in any significant way. A good way to ensure that research is reciprocal is to 

fold in another ‘R’—“relevance.” If the work being done is important to the individuals 

and communities involved, then it is much more reciprocal than a project that focuses on 

a subject only the researcher is interested in. Community-based research, with Indigenous 

peoples or not, tends to be highly relevant because the community will be involved in 

some way in shaping the research questions. For instance, the framing story of this 

dissertation about the Sepass canoe comes directly from my Xwelalámsthóxes research, a 

topic initiated by K’HHalserten’s 2011 petition to “bring home” the Sepass canoe. The 

research may also be relevant to Stó:lō people today for its narration of particular flash 

points in Stó:lō history. Some of the case studies in this dissertation represent histories 

that are not necessarily known by all Stó:lō individuals, but might be of interest, 

especially as they pertain to cultural heritage work or direct action. Finally, the 

dissertation itself is also literally reciprocal in that I will return all data as well as the 

results of this work to Stó:lō communities via the Stó:lō Archives, and to the individuals 

who worked with me on the project.69 These general principles identified by IRM 

literature—respect, relationality (and responsibility), and reciprocity (and relevance)—

have been the foundational elements of my approach to this project. They represent a 

strong ethical foundation that I strived to enact throughout the research and writing 

process.    

In addition to these IRM principles, my research has incorporated key ideas from 

feminist oral history and community-based archival history. Feminist oral history has 

been folded into this project for several reasons. In her retrospective on the use of oral 

history two decades since it first became common, Joan Sangster explains that the 

method “emerged from a recognition that traditional [historical] sources have often 

neglected the lives of women, and that oral history offered a means of integrating women 

into historical scholarship, even contesting the reigning definitions of social, economic 

                                                
69 I anticipate that the oral history interviews themselves can also play a part in the reciprocal aspect of this 
work. Several interview partners used the interview process for their own practical purposes, such as noting 
a newly adopted ancestral name, preserving and protecting familial information by limiting future use of the 
interview to direct descendants, and offering practical correctives to incorrect behaviour seen in the 
community.  
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and political importance that obscured women’s lives.”70 As I discussed above, Stó:lō 

women have often not been the focus of historical analysis due in part to patriarchal 

ideologies underpinning early research. Sangster reminds us that the academic emphasis 

on written sources can also decenter women, which helps further explain why Stó:lō 

women have not been central to historical inquiry thus far. Adopting feminist oral history 

methods thus feels both politically and historiographically significant.  

Feminist oral history methods also help provide some answers to the questions of 

research identity I brought up above, and connects these queries to an analysis of power. 

By explicitly acknowledging the power imbalances inherent in research itself, feminist 

oral historians can make the reader aware of their authoritative and interpretative control 

over narratives about historical subjects.71 As Sangster argues, “[r]eading our interviews 

on many levels will encourage us to look for more than one discursive theme and for 

multiple relations of power based on age, class, race, and culture as well as gender.”72 I 

likely have some experiences of womanhood in common with the Stó:lō women I 

interview, but there are also significant differences in other vectors of identity. Here, I 

have found Kimberlé Crenshaw’s articulation of intersectionality to be a useful way of 

understanding identity—not only my identity and those of my interview partners’, but 

also the identities of historical actors who I discuss in this dissertation.73 Intersectionality 

theory argues that scholars should not treat different vectors of identity such as gender, 

race, class, sexuality, disability, and so on as separate from one another, because they are 

interwoven in human subjectivities. These interlocking elements of identity mean that a 

person can experience a range of levels of privilege or oppression, contingent on each 

element of their identity. Since forms of discrimination likewise intermingle, people can 

be marginalized at the intersections of their identity; in Crenshaw’s initial analysis, for 

                                                
70 Joan Sangster, “Telling our stories: Feminist debates and the use of oral history,” Women’s History Review 
3, no. 1 (1994): 5.  
71 Jennifer Scanlon, “Challenging the Imbalances of Power in Feminist Oral History: Developing a Take-
and-give Methodology,” Women’s Studies International Forum 16, no. 6 (1993): 639-45. 
72 Sangster, “Telling our stories,” 95.  
73 Kimberlé Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of 
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum 
139 (1989): 139-67; and “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against 
Women of Color,” Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (July 1991): 1241-99. 
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instance, she spoke about the ways in which Black women were marginalized, pointing 

out the differences in their experiences when compared to those of Black men, and of 

white women.74 Intersectional feminists thus reject the idea of a singular experience of 

womanhood, insisting instead on examining the ways women’s experiences are inflected 

by all the other vectors of their identities. These insights apply to the context of Stó:lō 

historiography, because, as Keith Carlson argues, scholarship has focused too much on 

the differences between Indigeneity and settlerness, and needs to pay more attention to 

issues of gender, class, and status within Stó:lō society as well.75 Applying this idea of 

intersectionality has helped me unravel the gendered and classed experiences of Stó:lō 

cultural sovereignty.    

Even while recognizing the strengths of adopting an intersectional feminist 

approach, and the multiplicity of perspectives it allows for, an ongoing issue in feminist 

oral history is the near impossibility of relinquishing authorial control over the final 

narrative. The recent partnership between Leslie Robertson and the Kwaguł Gixsam clan, 

as well as the work of Elsie Paul and Paige Raibmon, have offered exciting new models 

for fuller equality between historians and oral history research partners, but this work is 

both exceptional and new.76 Oral historians have worked towards the principle of shared 

authority for some time, an approach inspired partly by Paulo Freire’s parameters for 

participatory action research, but largely popularized by Michael Frisch, which moves 

past a model where the academic interviewer interrogates the community interviewee to a 

less hierarchical situation, where both the researcher and the community member share 

information and mutually construct the interview text.77 More recently, Steven High has 

recently expanded the idea to “sharing authority,” to demonstrate an even more holistic 

sense of co-authoring and partnership that extends beyond the time of the interview itself, 

                                                
74 Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” and “Mapping the Margins.”  
75 Carlson, The Power of Place, 29. 
76 Elsie Paul, Paige Sylvia Raibmon, and Harmony Johnson, Written as I Remember It: Teachings (Ɂəms 
tɑɁɑw) from the Life of a Sliammon Elder (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2014); Leslie Robertson and Kwaguł 
Gixsam Clan, Standing up with Ga’axsta’las: Jane Constance Cook and the Politics of Memory, Church, 
and Custom (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012).  
77 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. Myra Bergman Ramos, thirtieth anniversary ed. (New 
York: Continuum Books, 2000); Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of 
Oral and Public History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990). 



31 

and also comprises mutual accountability between interview partners and cooperative 

decisions on interpretation after the fact.78  

Generally, while feminist oral historians can work towards principles like shared 

authority and highly collaborative practices with our interview partners, most of the time 

our own analysis takes precedence in our writing. Joan Sangster even names this as a 

responsibility of a professional historian – to interpret, even when our interpretation is not 

shared by our interview partners.79 Her observation that what we say about our interview 

partners can end up contradicting peoples’ own self-perceptions resonates with my own 

experiences doing some of the oral history work for Chapter 6.80 Some of the women in 

the Friends of Hatzic Rock group objected to my identification of them as “white” and 

pointed out that the group itself had members of different backgrounds, representing their 

“multicultural” ethos. After several conversations with three of my interview partners 

who were concerned about this issue, we worked towards a solution whereby their 

discomfort with the label would be explained and elaborated in their own words in a 

footnote.81 While I took care to not let my assertions completely overshadow theirs, 

ultimately that chapter is still predicated on my analysis, which in that section is 

connected to the whiteness of the majority of the group’s executive. Indeed, even my 

discussion of that engagement here provides me the opportunity to reinforce my 

understanding of those conversations over theirs, which emphasizes my control over this 

work.  

Though Raibmon and Robertson have demonstrated ways of sharing authority to 

a much greater extent, these types of highly democratic projects may only be possible 

after scholars have already attained their PhDs. A dissertation typically demands that a 

single author have control over the analysis and interpretations in its pages; to receive my 

                                                
78 Steven High, “Sharing Authority: An Introduction,” Journal of Canadian Studies 43, no. 1 (Winter 2009): 
12-34.  
79 Sangster, “Telling our stories,” 93.  
80 Sangster, “Telling our stories,” 93.  
81 Madeline Knickerbocker, “‘What We’ve Said Can be Proven in the Ground’: Stó:lō Sovereignty and 
Historical Narratives at Xá:ytem, 1990–2006,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 24, no. 1 
(2013): 340n86.  
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degree, I am constrained by this expectation. Sangster’s comment on this issue has been 

somewhat of a balm, albeit not entirely a satisfying one: that “perhaps it is important not 

to definitely answer, but rather to be ever aware of these questions.”82 Sherna Berger 

Gluck would likely agree, given her reflections on the topic: “… we have to do our best 

to balance the competing demands of scholarly integrity with collaboration and respect 

for the narrator and the cultural context. Ultimately we have to make judgement calls 

continually.”83 Being aware of my position of power, and making judgement calls about 

when and how to exercise it, have been important parts of doing this oral history work 

ethically in the contexts of intersectional feminism and feminist oral history.  

Feminist oral history methods involve particular tools, many of which I have used 

during the course of this project. For instance, following Mary-Ellen Kelm, I have tried to 

make it clear that although I am representing and analyzing Stó:lō peoples’ words and 

ideas, I am in no way “speaking for Native people.”84 As Koni Benson and Richa Nagar 

write, to meet the high ethical standards feminist theories place on research, researchers 

have developed “new methods that strive to hear silences, to read against the grain, and to 

ask open-ended questions” in order to be sufficiently judicious about “oral/life history 

and ethnography as both representation and as data, about shifting matrices of power 

relations in/outside the ‘field’, and about not imposing their own meanings and 

organizations onto ‘other’ people or places, or events of the past.”85 I employed each of 

these tools while carrying out this research, at different times and places, as appropriate 

to the situation. In doing so, I noticed that these ideals resonate with some of the research 

practices in both Indigenous methodologies (discussed above) and ethnohistory (to be 

discussed next). As this dissertation recuperates and highlights women’s work in cultural 

                                                
82 Sangster, “Telling our stories,” 94.  
83 Sherna Berger Gluck, “From California to Kufr Nameh and Back,” in Women’s Words: The Feminist 
Practice of Oral History, ed. Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York: Routledge, 1991), 40.  
84 Mary-Ellen Kelm, Colonizing Bodies: Aboriginal Health and Healing in British Columbia, 1900-50 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 1999), xxii. 
85 Koni Benson and Richa Nagar, “Collaboration as Resistance? Reconsidering the Processes, Products, and 
Possibilities of Feminist Oral History and Ethnography,” Gender, Place & Culture 13, no. 5 (2006): 583 
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sovereignty, these tools have been key to guiding my interviews and archival work in as 

ethical a manner as possible. 

Lastly, a few words about ethnohistory and “new ethnohistory,” or what I have 

come to understand as community-based archival and oral history. My training in 

ethnohistory at Xwelalámsthóxes has undeniably had considerable influence on my 

approach to research. The ethnohistorical combination of oral history and archival 

research is at the core of what I have done in this dissertation. Fusing these methods 

together produces a more holistic view of the past, especially when the histories at hand 

are Indigenous. As with women’s histories, Indigenous peoples’ histories are not well 

recorded in textual records, which are often kept by the colonizers themselves. Since its 

inception, ethnohistory’s pairing of archival and oral sources has produced fundamental 

differences not only in the scholarship, but also in Indigenous legal matters. Yet as others 

have pointed out, there is reason to be concerned how the “ethno” in “ethnohistory” 

might contribute to a racialized othering, especially as the field primarily consists of 

white researchers studying Indigenous peoples. Critics of ethnohistorical methodologies 

have opened space for new conversations and debate about this field’s history and 

ongoing relevance.86 Some scholars practicing ethnohistory have taken up these concerns 

and adopt a more self-critical outlook, producing a subfield of “new ethnohistory.”87  

I am somewhat ambivalent about this term itself, and if I were to use other 

language for my process, I would describe it as community-engaged archival and oral 

history research. By this I mean a few things. Stó:lō people shaped the project, 

particularly K’HHalserten (who introduced me to his family’s heritage), Lumlamelut 

(who advised me to focus on Stó:lō history), and my interview partners. Throughout the 

process, I consulted archival and community sources equally, and evaluated individual 

accounts on their own merit. I then shared archival findings with interview partners 

during our discussions; and later outlined my preliminary analyses, inviting community 

                                                
86 Sarah Nickel provides an overview of these critiques; see “United We Stand, Divided We Perish: 
Negotiating Pan-Tribal Unity in the Union of BC Indian Chiefs” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser University, 2015), 
30-1. 
87 See, for example, Keith Thor Carlson, John Lutz, and David Schaepe, “Turning the Page: Ethnohistory 
from a New Generation,” University of the Fraser Valley Research Review 2, no. 2 (Spring 2009): 1-8. 
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members to offer their own interpretations or to critique mine. This technique enhanced, I 

hope, the overall transparency of my authorial interpretation. It also brought my interview 

partners into dialogue with my archival findings, which provided them with the 

opportunity to engage with the written record in any number of ways. My interview 

partners’ insights into the documents greatly furthered my capacities to interpret them in 

ways that will hopefully contribute to explorations of Stó:lō histories and make more 

sense for other Stó:lō readers. While these methodologies share some qualities with the 

field of ethnohistory, and particularly my training during Xwelalámsthóxes, I hope that in 

combining them with elements of Indigenous research methodologies and feminist oral 

history practice, has helped to mitigate many of the concerns critics of ethnohistory have 

raised.  

Chapter Overviews  

This dissertation takes a case-study approach to examining Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty. Chapter 2 offers a foundational introduction to the concept, and, drawing on 

sxwōxwiyá:m and archival evidence, presents an argument that despite the turbulent 

sociopolitical changes in Stó:lō Téméxw beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, Stó:lō 

resistance meant there was a high degree of continuity in Stó:lō sovereign culture. 

Chapter 3 focuses on the political and cultural work of K’HHalserten / William Sepass, a 

Stó:lō siyá:m (chief) from Skowkale and the great grandfather of K’HHalserten / Bill 

Sepass whose petition I outlined at the outset of this chapter. It argues that his 

engagements with settlers in the creation of the Sepass Poems and during the 1913-1916 

McKenna-McBride Commission epitomized Stó:lō cultural sovereignty and represented 

an idealized Stó:lō masculinity. This chapter relies on an array of archival and oral 

history material, but its main sources are anthropological and government records 

reproducing K’HHalserten’s voice, as well as contemporary oral history interviews with 

his great-grandson. In Chapter 4, I argue that Stó:lō women weavers’ engagements with 

and estrangements from settler anthropologists also represented a form of cultural 

sovereignty, as the women sought to protect their culture from their interlocutors while 

simultaneously working with them to preserve a record of it during the 1950s and ’60s. 
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Evidence for this chapter comes primarily from oral history interviews between the 

weavers and Oliver Wells in that era, as well as archival documents from Wells himself.  

In the second half of the twentieth century, we see that Stó:lō cultural heritage 

became increasingly politicized, and Stó:lō sovereign culture was directly enacted in 

more numerous ways. Chapter 5 examines Stó:lō efforts to regain control of Coqualeetza, 

a historic site appropriated by the government but used by Stó:lō and other BC 

Indigenous groups as a center for cultural education. Stó:lō political organizations and 

grassroots activists pushed for the return of the site for decades, which eventually 

culminated in an occupation of the site in 1976 and a confrontation with the Canadian 

Armed Forces and RCMP. This chapter relies mainly on oral history interviews carried 

out by myself and other contemporary researchers, as well as Stó:lō and settler newspaper 

accounts. The last case study, Chapter 6, also draws heavily on oral history interviews, 

newspaper accounts, and archival documentation to examine the movement to save 

Xá:ytem, a Stó:lō spiritual and archaeological site, from being demolished for 

development in 1989. While Stó:lō insisted on their claim to Xá:ytem based on cultural 

sovereignty, they also worked with a group of settlers allied to oppose the development.  

A brief conclusion explores the intervening years, including the closure of Xá:ytem and 

the return of the Sepass canoe to Sardis, and considers possible future trajectories for 

cultural curation and political action, especially in light of Stó:lō Nation’s participation in 

the ongoing BC Treaty Process. 

Taken together, these chapters indicate that throughout the twentieth century, 

clear connections existed between cultural heritage and political sovereignty in Stó:lō 

communities. While Stó:lō methods of cultural curation undeniably changed over time, 

there has also been a remarkable degree of continuity in Stó:lō sovereign culture as Stó:lō 

people repeatedly protected their cultural heritage through political action. Though the 

particularities of this process reflected changing social climates, Stó:lō strategies for this 

cultural sovereignty also included reliance on historic traditions of Stó:lō governance, 

diplomatic engagement with settler neighbours and their legal and social systems, and 

sometimes direct political action and outright resistance. The increasing political activism 

from the 1960s onwards meant that the connection between culture and politics was 
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rendered even more explicit during the last decades of the twentieth century. Indeed, the 

current exhibition of the Sepass canoe in Shxwt’a:selhawtxw at Stó:lō Nation illustrates 

that the entanglements between cultural curation and political heritage are only becoming 

more, and not less, important in the twenty-first century. 
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Chapter 2.  
 
Sovereign Culture in Stó:lō Téméxw 

This story starts with a river. In the past, Stó:lō people named the river 
that flows through their territories “te stó:lō.” Since time immemorial, 
Stó:lō people have drawn their identities as well as their livelihoods from 
this river, which we now call the Fraser. The river connected people who 
lived far away from each other, and the fish in the river – especially the 
salmon – were central to Stó:lō peoples’ diets and customs.  

Stó:lō people created several types of canoes to fit the different ways that 
they used the river. One of the most useful types of canoes was a tl’elá:y, a 
shovel-nosed canoe. These canoes were long, narrow, and relatively 
shallow, which meant they could glide over the swift currents of the 
various rivers in Stó:lō territories. Since the bow and stern were identical, 
a tl’elá:y could also go forwards or back in the narrow sloughs of the 
Fraser Valley.   

Stó:lō carvers developed many skills for the difficult process of carving a 
canoe. The perfect cedar tree had to be selected, cut down, and cut in half 
length-wise. Then the carver would start a small fire along the cut edge, 
and then after the fire burned down, they would scrape out the softer, 
charred wood. Finally, they would use adzes to shape both the inside and 
outside of the canoe. Elders who had these skills would teach them to the 
younger generation, so that Stó:lō people never lost the knowledge they 
needed to create an ideal canoe for the task they needed to accomplish. 
Finely-carved canoes were passed down through family lines, while other 
temporary canoes might be made on the spot, used for only a few trips, 
and then left behind. Stó:lō people developed practices for taking care of 
their canoes (their tangible material culture) as well as the skills and 
knowledge required to make them (their intangible intellectual heritage), 
passing both of these down through generations.    

In addition to representing an important element of Stó:lō cultural 
heritage, these canoes also enabled Stó:lō social and political lives. In 
canoes, Stó:lō peoples could visit friends in another village, go fishing 
with their families, transport supplies, or, sometimes, fight battles with 
other Indigenous peoples from their canoes. By travelling the river in this 
way, Stó:lō peoples were exercising their rights to those waters and 
territories. Canoes connected people, provided sustenance, and marked 
the breadth and length of Stó:lō Téméxw, Stó:lō territories.  
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This chapter introduces Stó:lō peoples and territories in the period leading up to 

and during their initial encounters with explorers and settlers in the early nineteenth 

century. It revolves around three principal questions: What did Stó:lō sovereignty look 

like prior to the 1800s? How did Stó:lō people curate their cultural heritage, and how was 

this work connected to their sovereignty? To what extent did colonialism change Stó:lō 

sovereign culture? I answer these queries successively, drawing on archaeological, 

anthropological, and historical written records, as well as oral tradition and oral history. 

Entering the conversation on Stó:lō pre- and early-contact lives, I argue that during these 

periods, cultural heritage was inherently integral to Stó:lō concepts of political 

sovereignty and vice versa. The strong traditions of sovereign culture that Stó:lō people 

practiced prior to contact continued significantly into the mid-1800s, but in the latter half 

of the century, exploration and settlement increasingly limited Stó:lō political and 

territorial control. This is not a declensionist narrative, however; throughout this period, 

Stó:lō people continued to engage in curation practices and assert their authority over 

their lands, challenging the initial imposition of colonialism in numerous ways and 

working to maintain their cultural sovereignty.  

Stó:lō Sovereignty 

Stó:lō peoples have lived in their territories, Stó:lō Téméxw, since time 

immemorial.88 Though their communities went through significant changes over the 

millennia, as discussed in the Introduction, oral history and archaeological evidence 

reveal consistencies in some cultural traditions and community practices. Among these, 

the clearest pattern is the deep and abiding relationship between Stó:lō people and Stó:lō 

Téméxw. Stó:lō conceptions of sovereignty stem from this relationship.  

                                                
88 Academic arguments for the peopling of Stó:lō territory fall in line with the theory of the Bering Strait 
migrations. While anthropological and archaeological hypotheses for the origins of Indigenous North 
American populations are admittedly different in terms of content from Indigenous oral tradition, we do not 
have to understand these to be in direct opposition. Archaeological assertions that humans arrived in the 
Pacific Northwest about 12,500 years ago do not have a functional difference from Stó:lō understandings of 
their origins in “time immemorial” – though archaeological evidence and Stó:lō historical knowledge have 
different perceptions of precisely how humans arrived in Stó:lō Téméxw, their affirmation that this occurred 
in an era lost to memory is mutual. See David M. Schaepe, “Origins: The First Peopling of S’ólh Téméxw,” 
in A Stó:lō-Coast Salish Historical Atlas, ed. Keith Thor Carlson (Vancouver, Seattle, and Chilliwack: 
Douglas & McIntyre, University of Washington Press, and Stó:lō Heritage Trust, 2001), 20.  
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Stó:lō sovereignty may be best represented in the Coast Salishan word tsilangin, 

which the Stó:lō Xwexwilmexw Treaty Association uses as one of its guiding principles. 

They define tsilangin as the “right to govern the people and the land, to keep our culture 

and traditions alive, to protect our people and to protect S’ólh Téméxw.”89 There is 

evidence that this conception of sovereignty extends beyond Stó:lō communities and is 

also felt by other Coast Salish nations. For example, the Lummi Nation, a Coast Salish 

group with cultural, familial, and linguistic ties to Stó:lō peoples, refer to the same 

concept with a different spelling: schelangen. In a Lummi context, this is often translated 

to mean “way of life,” but as Lummi scholar Temryss Lane defines it, the term 

encompasses “everything we are as Lummi people in relationship to our ancestral land, 

sea, rivers and mountains.”90 Lane further explains:  

Our Lummi way of life is experienced through our stories and identity 
rooted in reciprocity, relationships, and generations of sovereign 
sustainability. Schelangen means defending our land and water where our 
ancient ones at Xwe’chieXen, Cherry Point, lived and will rest protected.91  

Lane’s definition here is strikingly similar to the idea of tsilangin that the Stó:lō 

Xwexwilmexw Treaty Association uses. While I have not found any historical examples 

of Stó:lō people using this term, it has certainly carried on in oral tradition: David 

Schaepe, the director of the Stó:lō Research and Resource Management Centre, explained 

to me that alongside a growing contemporary awareness of the term among Stó:lō people 

today, there is a sense that Stó:lō, Tseycum, and other Coast Salish people used this word 

historically.92 Tsilangin represents what I mean when I refer to Stó:lō sovereignty: Stó:lō 

                                                
89 Stó:lō Xwexwilmexw Treaty Association, “Governance,” http://sxta.bc.ca/treaty-negotiations/ 
governance/, accessed 11 May 2018. This word, transcribed as “sche’lang’en” is also used by the Lummi 
Nation, another Coast Salish community linked to Stó:lō nations through similar language and culture. 
Lummi Nation translates the word as “way of life,” indicating a different inflection to a similar word.  
Lummi Nation, “Lummi Culture: Schelangen,” http://www.lummi-nsn.org/website/dept_pages/culture/ 
schelangen.shtml, accessed 11 May 2018.  
90 Temryss MacLean Lane, “North American Indigenous Soccer: Visibility, Intergenerational Healing & 
Schelangen in Global Football” (master’s thesis, University of California – Los Angeles, 2016), 1n1. 
91 Lane, “North American Indigenous Soccer,” 1. Pauline Hillaire also defines schelangen as “the Lummi 
heritage and way of life that must be preserved, protected, and taught.” See “Schelangen Story Pole,” in 
Pauline Hillaire, A Totem Pole History: The Work of Lummi Carver Joe Hillaire, ed. Gregory P. Fields 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2013), 148.  
92 David Schaepe, personal communication with author, 11 May 2018. Since I have only found fairly recent 
Stó:lō usage of tsilangin, and since the word is not in Halq’eméylem (which does not use the “g”), I do not 
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peoples’ inherent right and responsibility to take care of their land, to preserve cultural 

heritage, to maintain political harmony, and to protect their territories and communities. 

Earlier generations of Stó:lō leaders also voiced their own understandings of their 

sovereign relationship with Stó:lō Téméxw. In 1975, Stó:lō chiefs drafted the Stó:lō 

Declaration, a document which asserts Stó:lō rights to Stó:lō Téméxw within the context 

of cultural sovereignty. The declaration states that “the Creator”  provided Stó:lō with 

their homelands, and is the source of Stó:lō spirituality, language, and culture. In 

particular, Stó:lō leaders wrote: the “Creator gave us laws that govern all our 

relationships,” and these laws “defined our rights and responsibilities.” The chiefs went 

on to assert that Stó:lō have maintained their cultural practices “from time immemorial” 

and they “continue to exercise the rights and fulfill the responsibilities and obligations 

given to us by the Creator for the land upon which we were placed.” Since the Creator 

gave Stó:lō “the right to govern ourselves,” the chiefs affirmed that “the rights and 

responsibilities given to us by the Creator cannot be altered or taken away by any other 

nation”—their rights to Stó:lō Téméxw are “inalienable.”93 This declaration helps us 

understand that Stó:lō sovereignty is situated within the context of culture – specifically, 

Stó:lō spiritual connection to Chíchelh Siyá:m (the Creator), provided the framework for 

how Stó:lō should relate to Stó:lō Téméxw. Stó:lō sovereignty was founded on, and is 

maintained by, the cultural and spiritual practices that empower Stó:lō people to care for 

and be cared for by Stó:lō Téméxw. 

Clarence Pennier expressed similar sentiments in 1984, when he was chief of 

Skowlitz. While the Stó:lō Declaration didn’t explicitly use the language of “sovereignty” 

almost a decade earlier, Pennier did. He wrote:  

Our people were sovereign in our traditional territory. We used the land and 
the resources depending on the seasons for the fish, berries, and animals. 
Even though we did not occupy all areas, the land and resources were used 
for our survival. Our territory was respected by other Nations. At times, we 

                                                
use it widely in the dissertation. I point to it here, though, as evidence that the idea of sovereignty is grounded, 
culturally and linguistically, within a Stó:lō-Coast Salish context. 
93 For a full transcription of the Stó:lō Declaration, see Gordon Mohs, “Spiritual Sites, Ethnic Significance 
and Native Spirituality: The Heritage and Heritage Sites of the Sto:lo Indians of British Columbia” (master’s 
thesis, Simon Fraser University, 1985), 170. 
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had to defend ourselves from others coming into our territory… We had our 
rights to hunt, fish, trap, gather, and to use the resources. We traded with 
other Nations for goods from their territory. We also had our own forms of 
government for our families and extended families which taught us how to 
protect our land and resources.94  

Pennier further asserted that “the Creator gave us our spiritual beliefs, our language, our 

culture and a place on Mother Earth” and that “respect was accorded to our seas, 

mountains, rivers and land because they met the total needs of our way of life.” Pennier 

went on to affirm that Stó:lō had “sophisticated political, social and economic systems 

which thrived for hundreds of years” prior to the arrival of explorers and settlers.95 All of 

these elements indicate a strong conception of Stó:lō sovereignty. Pennier’s use of the 

term “sovereign” here demonstrates that this is a legitimate word to use in the context of 

Stó:lō communities in the twentieth century, especially coupled with his assertion that 

other Indigenous nations knew and respected the primacy of Stó:lō peoples’ relationships 

with Stó:lō Téméxw. Additionally, Pennier emphasized the twinned nature of Stó:lō 

sovereignty and cultural curation: “Our languages, cultures and traditions were different 

and defined our traditional tribal territory.”96 His statements in this regard highlight the 

mutually reinforcing nature of territory, culture, and sovereignty for Stó:lō.  

Though these definitions of Stó:lō sovereignty were not expressed until near the 

end of the twentieth century, it seems that they or concepts quite similar to them 

circulated broadly in Stó:lō Téméxw both prior to direct contact with Xwelítem (“the 

hungry ones,” settlers), and in the years that followed.97 While certainly there were 

                                                
94 Clarence Pennier et al., How Secure is Our Future? A Look at Historical and Current Developments within 
Sto:lo Territory (Chilliwack, BC: Sto:lo Nation, 1984), 30. 
95 Pennier et al, How Secure is Our Future?, 11.   
96 Pennier et al, How Secure is Our Future?, 11. 
97 I am aware of the risks of relying overly on the practice of upstreaming, in which interpretation moves, as 
Inga Clendinnen writes, “from the known to the less certainly known”97 or by working “back from more 
recent and more complete ethnological observations to decipher practices and behaviors of earlier periods.” 
As Pekka Hämäläinen says, this tactic can help provide an outline of Indigenous histories for which there is 
little evidence, but “only an approximate one” and, when over-used, the technique can produce a “sense of 
static timelessness” in which Indigenous peoples are “immune to modernity.”97 See Inga Clendinnen, 
Ambivalent Conquests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 1517-1570, 2nd ed. (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011), 133; and Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008), 13.  
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changes in the ways Stó:lō experienced, and thus understood, their sovereignty over the 

course of their history, I have found that there is a certain degree of core similarity in 

these conceptualizations as well, especially after the mid-nineteenth century. In the rest of 

this chapter, I discuss moments where Stó:lō action and discourse pointed to a common 

sense of sovereignty, arguing that despite minor alterations over time, these twentieth-

century definitions connected to earlier conceptualizations of Stó:lō sovereignty, many 

streams of which have been continuous. Scholarship tells us that Indigenous oral 

traditions can preserve information to a high degree of accuracy, so it should not be too 

contentious to argue that Stó:lō understandings of sovereignty may well have been quite 

similar between the 1700s and 1900s.98 The constancy of this long tradition of Stó:lō 

peoples conceptualizing, declaring, and fighting for their sovereign connection to Stó:lō 

Téméxw has made me understand that, like their other cultural practices, beliefs, and self-

identifications, Stó:lō definitions of sovereignty may have been altered somewhat 

through exposure to colonialism, but not fundamentally reformed.99    

There have been numerous historical expressions of Stó:lō sovereignty, but one in 

particular has continued to have a central role in contemporary Stó:lō politics. In 2007, 

Naxaxalhts’i recalled a meeting with the late Tillie Gutierrez during the course of the 

Stó:lō Tribal Council’s 1980s place names research project:  

That was the time when Tillie Gutierrez shared that one statement with us, 
and that statement means a lot to me now… She said that when she was a 
little girl she remembered being up in Yale. She said that during the summer 
when she was fishing up there people would get together — the leaders 
would get together and start talking about the land question. She said every 

                                                
98 As I discuss below, Franz Boas noted the high degree of accuracy in Coast Salish intergenerational 
knowledge transfer in 1894; see Boas, “Indian Tribes of the Lower Fraser River,” in On the North-Western 
Tribes of Canada, eds. E.B. Taylor et al., British Association for the Advancement of Science report (London: 
Spottiswoode and Co., 1894), 3. Other accounts have emphasized that this is the case for Indigenous oral 
tradition broadly speaking. See: William Bauer, Jr., “Oral History,” Sources and Methods in Indigenous 
Studies, eds. Chris Andersen and Jean M. O’Brien (London: Taylor & Francis Group, 2016), 160-8;  
Marianne Ignace and Ron Igance, Secwépemc People, Land, and Laws: Yerí7 re Stsq'ey's-kucw (Montreal 
and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017); Angela Cavender Wilson, “Grandmother to 
Granddaughter: Generations of Oral History in a Dakota Family,” American Indian Quarterly 20, no. 1 
(Winter, 1996): 7-13.  
99 This is a particular application of ideas Keith Carlson argues in The Power of Place, The Problem of Time: 
Aboriginal Identity and Historical Consciousness in the Cauldron of Colonialism (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2010). 
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time they got together before they started their meeting, they all started off 
with one statement, and that was ‘S’ólh Téméxw te ikw’elo. Xolhmet te 
mekw’stam it kwelat.’ And that basically means, ‘This is our land and we 
have to take care of everything that belongs to us.’100  

This statement’s enduring significance reveals that by the beginning of the twentieth 

century—and, given the high degree of continuity in many Stó:lō practices, likely 

earlier—Stó:lō peoples had clearly articulated their curatorship of their territories: a 

relationship with the landscape that encompassed ownership or guardianship, but which 

also surpassed this to include the responsibility of caretaking. This maxim demonstrated, 

and continues to demonstrate, Stó:lō peoples’ comprehension of their sovereignty over 

their territories, and a correlating relational mutuality with those territories, which came 

with it an obligation to care for the land.  

Within Stó:lō communities, the sharing of sxwōxwiyá:m —oral traditions—is one 

of the central forms of expression of cultural sovereignty. Sxwōxwiyá:m explain Stó:lō 

myth-age history, a period beginning prior to but extending into the era of lived human 

existence. Sxwōxwiyá:m are multitudinous narratives; though they may tell an apparently 

simple story, the knowledge they contain can transcend the specific contents of that story 

to provide profound insights on any number of issues.101 In some ways, sxwōxwiyá:m 

function on a separate plane that is xáxe (sacred, taboo), though spiritual actors can cross 

dimensions and their actions have reverberations in the human realm as well.102 In this 

sense, though sxwōxwiyá:m relate histories that are mythic, they are also very much part 

of Stó:lō historical consciousness. Sxwōxwiyá:m discussing the origins of Stó:lō 

Téméxw explain that Chíchelh Siyá:m (the Chief Above) created the world which was 

initially in a chaotic state. To put the world in order, Chíchelh Siyá:m then sent the tel 

swayel (sky-born people), individuals like Swaniset and Sumqeameltq, who had special 

                                                
100 Naxaxalhts’i / Albert (Sonny) McHalsie, “We Have to Take Care of Everything that Belongs to Us,” in 
Be of Good Mind: Essays on the Coast Salish, ed. Bruce Granville Miller (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007), 
85. 
101 Qwí:qwélstom / Wenona Victor explains that sxwōxwiyá:m both represent Stó:lō “ways of knowing” and 
affirm Stó:lō sovereignty. Victor describes sxwōxwiyá:m as containing multitudes, arguing against their easy 
classification into any single form of knowledge: sxwōxwiyá:m are “equally scientific as they are ethical, 
historical, political, economical [sic], legal.” See Victor, “Xexá:ls and the Power of Transformation: The 
Stó:lō, Good Governance and Self-Determination” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser University, 2012), 89. 
102 Carlson, The Power of Place, 64.  
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powers and helped render the world more stable. The tel swayel became community 

leaders and also helped populate the land. Subsequently, Chíchelh Siyá:m also sent 

Xexá:ls (the Transformers), whose powers of transformation created many of the 

environmental and biological resources in Stó:lō territory. Xexá:ls, or, sometimes, Xá:ls 

on his own, could reward virtuous people by elevating their status, or punish evil-doers 

by transforming them into stone or aspects of the landscape.103 Between the work of the 

tel swayel and Xexá:ls, Chíchelh Siyá:m’s creation was put into good order, and became 

the familiar human world. The legacy of both the tel swayel and Xexá:ls has continued to 

be important today; some contemporary Stó:lō claim ancestry from the tel swayel, while 

the lessons learned through Xexá:ls’ transformations remain significant in the present.104 

Stó:lō understandings of their territory are likewise influenced by sxwōxwiyá:m. 

The places where tel swayel lived, for instance, became important sites for Stó:lō and 

other Xwélmexw (Halkomelem-speaking Salish peoples).105 However, the movements of 

Xexá:ls are especially important for understanding the boundaries of Stó:lō Téméxw. As 

they set things right, Xexá:ls journeyed throughout what became Stó:lō Téméxw.106 The 

path Xexá:ls  took roughly corresponds to some of the major boundaries of Stó:lō 

territory: they travelled on land and water from the northern tip of the Harrison Lake 

down to the Fraser River, then upriver at least as far as Yale before turning westward and 

journeying through the air to the mouth of the Fraser River. Arriving at the junction of 

the Fraser River and the Pacific Ocean, Xexá:ls returned to land and came back upriver 

                                                
103 Franz Boas, “Second General Report on the Indians of British Columbia,” in Sixth Report on the North-
Western Tribes of Canada, British Association for the Advancement of Science (London: Spottiswoode and 
Co., 1890), 27-28; Franz Boas, “Indian Tribes of the Lower Fraser River,” in Ninth Report on the North-
Western Tribes of Canada, British Association for the Advancement of Science report (London: 
Spottiswoode and Co., 1894), 2, 10. Xexá:ls refers to the Transformers, who are four bears, the three sons 
and one daughter of Red-Headed Woodpecker and Black Bear. Sometimes, however, sxwoxwíyam refer to 
one sole Transformer, Xá:ls. In this dissertation, I use both, referencing whichever Transformer(s) is/are 
represented in the primary or secondary source from which I am quoting. 
104 Carlson, The Power of Place, 65-66.  
105 Naxaxalhts’i  / Albert (Sonny) McHalsie, David M. Schaepe, and Keith Thor Carlson, “Making the World 
Right through Transformations,” in A Stó:lō-Coast Salish Historical Atlas, ed. Keith Thor Carlson 
(Vancouver, Seattle, and Chilliwack: Douglas & McIntyre, University of Washington Press, and Stó:lō 
Heritage Trust, 2001), 6-7.  
106 See Naxaxalhts’i, Schaepe, and Carlson, “Making the World Right through Transformations.” 



45 

until they reached the area they had previously been.107 This trajectory offers a rough 

outline of Stó:lō territory. 

Our understanding of this territory can be enhanced when considered in tandem 

with the transformer sites—places where Xexá:ls transformed people and animals to 

stone. Sts’a’í:les (Chehalis) people told anthropologist Charles Hill-Tout about two of 

these transformations:  

[The Xexá:ls] come upon Tsolsie spearing seal. Him they turn into rock as 
he crouched in the act of throwing his spear. This rock may be seen today. 
From this point they went to the place where the hot springs are now found, 
and here they saw some people cooking salmon heads. They transformed 
these people into stones and the hot water they were using become the Hot 
Springs of Harrison.108 

The numerous transformer sites that dot the Fraser Valley reveal the history of Stó:lō 

interaction with their environment. Transformer sites still remain a vital part of Stó:lō 

peoples’ connections to their territory; the names of these places and the sxwōxwiyá:m 

associated with them are important evidence for contemporary land claims, for they 

demonstrate the long history of engagement between Stó:lō people and the land.109 

Sxwōxwiyá:m thus help us understand both the geographical breadth of Stó:lō Téméxw 

                                                
107 Naxaxalhts’i, Schaepe, and Carlson, “Making the World Right,” 6-7. Different sxwōxwiyá:m offer 
alternate descriptions of the Xexá:ls specific route; Peter Pierre’s sxwōxwiyá:m, which Naxaxalhts’i, 
Schaepe, and Carlson represent graphically on the plate in the Atlas, centers Pitt Lake, not Harrison Lake, 
which makes sense as Pierre was from Katzie, where the Pitt River meets the Fraser: see “The Katzie Book 
of Genesis,” in Diamond Jenness, The Faith of a Coast Salish Indian, ed. Wilson Duff (Victoria, BC: British 
Columbia Provincial Museum, 1955), 21-31. The local emphasis may have been common among Salishan 
historians who shared general knowledge about a transformer figure. For instance, George Sanders’ 
narratives about Xwane tell of a transformer being’s journeys through Chehalis territory in what is now 
Washington State, turning challengers and evil-doers into stone and virtuous people into resources for future 
generations: see Honne: The Spirit of the Chehalis, trans. Katherine Van Winkle Palmer, ed. Jay Miller 
(Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2012).  
108 Charles Hill-Tout, “Ethnological Report on the Stseelis and Skaulits Tribes of the Halkomelem Division 
of the Salish of British Columbia,” British Association for the Advancement of Science, originally published 
in 1904, repr. in The Salish People: The Local Contribution of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume III: The Mainland 
Halkomelem, ed. Ralph Maud (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1978), 146. 
109 The journeys made and transformations wrought by the Xexá:ls are so central to Stó:lō understandings of 
their connections to their territories that they are used to guide the creation of Stó:lō Nation’s 1995 Statement 
of Intent in the contemporary BC Treaty Process.  
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as well as the historical depth of Stó:lō peoples’ connection to particular places within 

their territory.  

The responsibility that Stó:lō feel for Stó:lō Téméxw can be better understood as 

part of an ongoing relationship between the people and their environment. Indeed, 

sxwōxwiyá:m about Xexá:ls explain that the abundant resources of Stó:lō Téméxw are, in 

fact, part of Stó:lō kinship networks. As Naxaxalhts’i explained to Keith Carlson, Elders 

play a key role here:  

[They] tell us through sxwóxwiyám [sic] (stories and legends) that many of 
our resources were at one time our ancestors. Many of our people have 
stories about a particular resource which at one time may have been their 
own people. For instance, people at a village near Hope claim the sturgeon 
as their ancestor; others from a village near Chilliwack and Agassiz claim 
the mountain goat as their ancestor. … So our resources are more than just 
resources, they are our extended family.110 

Stó:lō sovereignty is thus spiritual, territorial, and even familial. It stems from the 

reciprocal relationship between Stó:lō and Stó:lō Téméxw.  

Stó:lō sovereignty can also be perceived by examining internal political 

organization and conflicts. Generally, each Stó:lō village would select one smelá:lh 

(upper class) person to be their spokesperson, or siyá:m, sometimes today referred to as 

“chief.” Annual summertime meetings between siyá:m would affirm communal support 

for one yewá:l siyá:m, primary leader.111 Because of gendered divisions of labour in 

Stó:lō communities, male smelá:lh were more likely to hold the position of siyá:m for 

their village, though female smelá:lh could be siyá:m, which literally means respected or 

influential person.112 With a loose, flexible power structure, Stó:lō peoples could make 

decisions or share resources at either the community level or as a supratribal collective. 

For example, while all Stó:lō communities have shared summer gathering sites like 

Coqualeetza, other gathering sites have been village-specific. However, at times, different 

                                                
110 Naxaxalhts’i, interview with Keith Carlson, April 1995, as quoted in Carlson, ed., You Are Asked to 
Witness: The Stó:lō in Canada’s Pacific Coast History (Chilliwack, BC: Stó:lō Heritage Trust, 1997), 55.  
111 Carlson, The Power of Place, 15. 
112 I further discuss how gender and status intersected to determine Stó:lō social power in Chapters 3 and 5.  
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Stó:lō communities have also used force to affirm their own localized sovereignty. For 

example, historic skirmishes between Pilalt and Ts’elxwéyeqw communities resulting 

from overstepped boundaries on hunting grounds indicates that levels of internal 

sovereignty existed.113 Even within their shared territory, particular Stó:lō communities 

exercised stronger claims to certain areas than others. While Stó:lō sovereignty thus 

broadly covered the entirety of Stó:lō Téméxw, particular Stó:lō communities also held 

heightened sovereign claims to circumscribed areas, pointing to complicated gradations 

of sovereignty among Stó:lō. 

Similarly, Stó:lō asserted their sovereignty by responding communally to threats 

to Stó:lō Téméxw. Stó:lō were sometimes at odds with other Xwélmexw, such as the 

Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm ,114 but they also fought with Lets’ó:lmexw, like the Kwakwaka’wakw 

Ligwilda’xw.115 At times, raids occurred between Stó:lō and these other peoples, and 

often the aggrieved community would strike back in a retaliatory attack.116 In order to 

protect themselves from these invasions, Stó:lō peoples built rock fortresses, such as 

Xelhálh in the Fraser Canyon at some point as early as 1510. This site provided an ideal 

vantage point for Stó:lō to defend their territory from invasion. Messengers could race up 

or down the river in a relay to spread the news of an impending attack. In addition to the 

                                                
113 Charles Hill-Tout, “Ethnological Studies of the Mainland Halkomelem, a division of the Salish of British 
Columbia,” originally published in 1902 by the British Association for the Advancement of Science, repr. in 
The Salish People: The Local Contribution of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume III: The Mainland Halkomelem, ed. 
Ralph Maud (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1978), 44.   
114 Journals kept by the explorer Simon Fraser and by Fort Langley clerk George Barnston reveal that Stó:lō 
and Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm peoples were engaging in ongoing skirmishes throughout the early nineteenth century. 
See Simon Fraser, “Journal of a Voyage from the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean Performed in the 
Year 1808,” in The Letters and Journals of Simon Fraser, 1806-1808, ed. W. Kaye Lamb (Toronto: Dundurn 
Press, 2007), 124-5; and George Barnston, “Journal Kept by George Barnston, 1827-8,” in The Fort Langley 
Journals, Morag Maclachlan, 2nd ed. (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2000), 34, 38, 41, 42.  
115 The Ligwilda’xw are also known as the Lekwiltok, the Laich-kwil-tach, and the Euclataws; they are the 
Kwakwaka’wakw peoples living around Quadra Island and Campbell River. However, these other terms are 
Anglicizations; I employ “Ligwilda’xw” in keeping with the standard set by Ligwilda’xw community 
members.   
116 Though these conflicts predate European arrival, they lasted until at least the end of the nineteenth century. 
Methodist missionary Thomas Crosby, for instance, writes that the “southern people fought among 
themselves,” and that “vicious chiefs” from what is now north Vancouver Island would lead parties on “trips 
up the Fraser River or into Puget Sound,” often returning with slaves taken during the battles or kidnapped 
from berry-picking sites. See Among the An-ko-me-nums, Or Flathead Tribes of Indians of the Pacific Coast 
(Toronto: William Briggs, 1907), 68. See also Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians: Anthropology in British 
Columbia Memoir No. 1 (Victoria, BC: British Columbia Provincial Museum, 1952), 11.    



48 

protection offered by massive fortresses like Xelhálh, Stó:lō peoples’ knowledge of the 

river worked to their advantage during these raids, as their familiarity with eddies and 

whirlpools gave them an edge on the raiders. Moreover, from the vantage point on the 

walls of Xelhálh and other sites in the networked defensive system in the Fraser Canyon, 

Stó:lō used stone sling shots to fend off invaders.117 These defensive measures indicate 

the high degree to which Stó:lō military leaders were able to protect their communities 

and territories.   

Oral tradition provides further insight onto the conflicts between Stó:lō and 

Lets’ó:lmexw warriors. In 1964, Dan Milo told Oliver Wells about the defeat of 

Ligwilda’xw who attacked during one of these raids. Milo explained that a man who 

lived at Kwakwawapilt encountered a two-headed serpent living in a slough. According 

to Milo, the man was trying to build a longhouse at Kwakwawapilt to fight off the 

Ligwilda’xw, so the serpent told the man how to kill him—the serpent—and use his 

image to protect the people in the house. The man followed the serpent’s instructions, and 

after chewing up some grass and spitting it into the serpent’s mouth, the serpent died. The 

man then left the serpent’s body to rot, and then burned the bones and used the ash to 

paint the image of the serpent on a large piece of wood, which the people then affixed to 

the top of their longhouse, above the door. Then when the warriors appeared, the 

Kwakwawapilt people stayed inside. The Ligwilda’xw did not know about the serpent, 

however, so when they tried to enter the longhouse to continue their raid, they were 

struck down by “fits” and died.118  

Milo’s narrative explains the importance that Stó:lō people see in being able to 

fight off the raids not only militarily, but also by drawing on the spiritual power of the 

animals living in their territory. Further, his retelling of it to Wells in 1964 shows that 

even in the second half of the twentieth century, stories about the conflict with 

                                                
117 David M. Schaepe, “Rock Fortifications: Archaeological Insights Into Precontact Warfare and 
Sociopolitical Organization Among the Stó:lō of the Lower Fraser Canyon, B.C.,” American Antiquity 71, 
no. 4 (October 2006): 693.  
118 Dan Milo, interview with Oliver Wells, July 1964, published in Oliver N. Wells, The Chilliwacks and 
Their Neighbours, eds. Ralph Maud, Brent Galloway, and Marie Weeden (1987; repr., Vancouver: 
Talonbooks, 1997), 84-85.  
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Lets’ó:lmexw, especially Ligwilda’xw, remained important to Stó:lō. These oral 

traditions of the raids affirm divisions between Stó:lō and outsiders, while also 

demonstrating Stó:lō capacities to protect their territory and communities. Stó:lō peoples’ 

understandings of their territorial jurisdiction and political authority come through quite 

clearly here; oral tradition, archaeological evidence, and documentary histories about 

Stó:lō peoples’ efforts to protect themselves and their land from invaders both familiar 

and foreign emphasizes their affirmation of their sovereignty.  

In addition to being able to protect their territories on their own, Stó:lō also joined 

other Coast Salish communities to confront their attackers directly. In the mid-1800s, 

Stó:lō joined an alliance of Coast Salish groups in an effort to proactively fend off 

Ligwilda’xw attacks.119 Coast Salish communities perceived these attacks as particularly 

dreadful: the Ligwilda’xw raiders came to Coast Salish communities regularly, killing 

men and enslaving women and children. In response to these raids, a group of Stó:lō and 

other Xwélmexw siyá:m and stó:méx (warriors) united to strategize a mutually-beneficial 

defense. Sometime between 1830 and 1855, this contingent of Stó:lō and other Coast 

Salish fighters successfully executed a three-pronged attack that caught the Ligwilda’xw 

by surprise as they passed by Maple Bay in the Strait of Georgia on their way to raid the 

Coast Salish communities. Though villages, or even households, were generally the loci 

of power in Coast Salish communities, this martial unity shows that when necessary, a 

coalition of Coast Salish groups could also act together to repel external threats.120 Stó:lō 

participation in this action affirms their commitment to protecting their territories from 

incursions by other Indigenous groups, again revealing their understanding of their 

sovereignty over Stó:lō Téméxw. 

                                                
119 Bill Angelbeck and Eric McLay, “The Battle at Maple Bay: The Dynamics of Coast Salish Political 
Organization through Oral Histories,” Ethnohistory 58, no. 3 (Summer 2011): 359-392. Both Franz Boas and 
Beryl M. Cryer collected oral histories indicating that Halq’eméylem Fraser River peoples participated in the 
Maple Bay battle in 1889 and 1932 respectively (see pp. 366, 370). Stó:lō were not alone in defending their 
territory; other Xwélmexw did so as well. For instance, Thomas Crosby writes about Cowichan and 
Sneuneymuxw peoples fending off northern attacks or even fighting with returning northern raiders for the 
slaves the latter had already acquired elsewhere; see Among the An-ko-me-nums, 68-9.  
120 Angelbeck and McLay, “The Battle at Maple Bay,” 359, 363, 371-382, 384-5.  
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The preceding discussion has affirmed that sovereignty was a core concept for 

Stó:lō people as they negotiated their relationships to Stó:lō Téméxw, and to other Stó:lō, 

Xwélmexw, and Lets’ó:lmexw. Moreover, Stó:lō peoples’ perceptions of their 

sovereignty can be seen in oral tradition, spirituality, and oral histories, as well as in 

documentary and archaeological evidence – all aspects of their cultural heritage. In the 

next section I discuss how this sovereignty connects to, and in many ways is inseparable 

from, Stó:lō cultural heritage practices.  

Stó:lō Cultural Curation 

Stó:lō cultural curation is intrinsically linked to Stó:lō sovereignty because the 

practices that Stó:lō engage in to fulfill their relationships of caretaking over Stó:lō 

Téméxw are inherently linked to preserving, maintaining, engaging with, and deploying 

community, familial, and individual histories. Examples of these practices include: 

maintaining oral tradition; using knowledge technologies; preserving ancestral 

connections; participating in ceremonial life, by singing, dancing, praying, or following 

ritual protocols; wearing, making, or repairing regalia and masks; and tasks associated 

with taking care of daily use objects, such as blankets, baskets, and clothing. In this next 

section, I focus on three sets of cultural curation practices that demonstrate how Stó:lō 

cultural curation is entangled with sovereignty: those relating to oral traditions, to 

ancestral connections, and to spiritual dances.  

Stó:lō oral tradition is foundational to much of Stó:lō cultural curation, and so 

Stó:lō communities have developed numerous ways to preserve the knowledge and 

beliefs contained within their stories. Stó:lō oral tradition can be broken down into two 

related categories: sxwōxwiyá:m and sqwélqwel. Sxwōxwiyá:m, discussed above, relate 

the mythic or more ancient history. As we have seen in the preceding section, the telling 

and retelling of sxwōxwiyá:m link Stó:lō people to their territory, affirming sovereignty 

through a cultural act. Sqwélqwel, on the other hand, explain the “true news” or recent 

events of Stó:lō history. Though people trained in settler institutions might immediately 

perceive sqwélqwel as more accurate than sxwōxwiyá:m, for Stó:lō there is not 
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necessarily a strong distinction between these two narrative forms.121 As one Stó:lō 

knowledge keeper explained, “Some of our own people have the idea that our transformer 

and origin stories are like fairy tales; things you can make up and change. They 

aren’t.”122 So, while the content of a story is certainly important, preserving the story 

about the story—its metadata—is equally significant in Stó:lō communities. A common 

practice that Stó:lō story-tellers use to enhance the legitimacy of their narrative is to 

explain at the outset who originally taught them the story, and, if possible, to provide 

biographical details linking them to respected Elders who place an emphasis on carefully 

curating the stories’ content and contexts.123 This is a process Wendy Wickwire has 

called “oral footnoting,” and her comparison of oral traditions with documentary 

evidence reveals the accuracy of information retained through these storytelling 

practices.124 The emphasis on oral footnoting helps maintain the consistency of oral 

traditions passed down from generation to generation. Further, in Stó:lō and other 

Xwélmexw communities, changing a story or telling it incorrectly—especially if it relates 

to spirituality or collective history—is not only improper, but potentially disastrous and 

could result in the birth of deformed children or decreased longevity of the listeners.125   

In addition to this general protocol for sharing oral tradition, some Stó:lō were 

also chosen to specialize in upholding the integrity of these narratives. Such individuals 

                                                
121 Victor rejects the easily-assumed dichotomy between sxwōxwiyá:m and sqwélqwel, where the former is 
assumed to be legend and the latter, histories of real events; this binarization can lead to the assumption that 
sqwélqwel happened and sxwōxwiyá:m did not. Such an interpretation is inaccurate, for “they both recount 
real events.” The distinction Victor does identify is that sqwélqwel can be oriented around a particular family 
or community, whereas sxwōxwiyá:m are shared by all Stó:lō individuals. However, even this differentiation 
is not clear-cut, for sxwōxwiyá:m can be connected to a family and also be part of broader Stó:lō culture, and 
there are sqwélqwel that have value for all Stó:lō even though they are related to particular families. It seems 
the two ways of approaching history are more similar than scholars have historically understood them to be. 
Keith Carlson has described the slippage between the two as being both “a series of sometimes unrelated 
happenings occurring simultaneously within the different rooms of a house,” and also as “a single play 
unfolding simultaneously on two separate stages separated by a passageway.” See Carlson, The Power of 
Place, 64, and You Are Asked to Witness, 193; and Victor, “Xexá:ls and the Power of Transformation,” 89-
91. 
122 Anonymous interview participant, as quoted in Carlson, The Power of Place, 62.  
123 Carlson, The Power of Place, 61. 
124 Wendy Wickwire, “To See Ourselves as the Other’s Other: Nlaka’pamux Contact Narratives,” Canadian 
Historical Review 75, no. 1 (1994): 18-19.  
125 Carlson, The Power of Place, 60-61.  
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were chosen at a young age to become sxá:sls, or tribal historians, and were trained by 

Elders and other specialists.126 In addition to being selected for their “integrity and 

retentive memory,” the sxá:sls also relied on specific technologies to assist their memory. 

In a 1965 interview, August Jack Khatsahlano explained to Oliver Wells that the 

Skwxwú7mesh used mnemonic devices to help keep track of particular events and 

phenomena. Wells, an amateur anthropologist and settler in the Sardis area who I discuss 

at greater length in Chapters 3 and 4, asked Khatsahlano about one type of story-telling 

tool: 

WELLS: Is this—do you ever hear this way of telling? 
JACK: That’s the way you tell history.  
WELLS: That’s the way you tell history?  
JACK: Yeah, from way back, you got to have sticks. When you’re through 
with one history, another person, you move that stick over, put another 
one here; and then keep on till you get the other one again. That’s the way 
they do it before. That’s only what you call it, like marking, you know, 
mark a piece off a board or something. 
WELLS: Yeah, like checking ’em off.  
JACK: Yeah, checking ’em off.  
WELLS: It makes like a chapter in a book.127 

These sticks served a special purpose of helping the historian to keep track of 

where they were in the story they were telling, and to remember from which other source 

they had received their information. Through their training and the use of these and 

similar tools, sxá:sls were able to assist communities, who already placed considerable 

value on accurate recall of historical information, by maximizing the capacity for 

knowledge retention through the generations. Because of this, as Albert Louie noted in 

1965, Elders such as his father and grandfather were able to recall the particular details of 

historic events with substantial precision: “…the history of my grandfather and what my 

father tell, and both grandfathers, you know. They’d almost tell the same, you know.”128 

Louie goes on to clarify: “But my dad, he knows—oh, he knows a good story, like 

[William] Sepass and him, you know, they know it from their father and their grandfather 

                                                
126 Carlson in The Power of Place, 62.  
127 August Jack Khahtsahlano, interview with Oliver Wells, 2 November 1965, Oliver N. Wells interview 
collection, Stó:lō Archives (hereafter SA). 
128 Albert Louie, interview with Oliver Wells, 28 July 1965, Oliver N. Wells interview collection, SA.  
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from way back.”129 Given Stó:lō protocols on the importance of ensuring that 

sxwōxwiyá:m and sqwélqwel are accurate, we can read Louie’s emphasis on the “good 

story” passed down through intergenerational knowledge transfer as alluding to the 

legitimacy of the story, and not, as in colloquial English, to its entertainment value. 

Moreover, it was not only Stó:lō and other Xwélmexw who perceived the strength of 

their methods of historical knowledge-keeping; the earliest settler anthropologists in 

Stó:lō Téméxw noticed this capacity as well. In 1894, Franz Boas commented that the 

“tribal traditions of these people are evidently founded on historical events,” adding that 

the “historical traditions are preserved faithfully by these tribes.”130 Through training and 

technologies for information management, Stó:lō preserved their oral tradition and 

histories with high levels of accuracy, supporting their cultural sovereignty. 

In addition to protecting information about shared history, Stó:lō individuals also 

sought to maintain their connections to their ancestors, a practice with significant social 

repercussions. This form of cultural curation relied partly on oral traditions and oral 

histories, but also had a more tangible component. Curating familial history was 

important in that it linked people to positions of power, to important hereditary names, 

and to particular resources such as fishing spots or berry-picking areas. In the case of a 

dispute between two families over one of these issues, sxá:sls would help siyá:m resolve 

the conflict by accessing their memory banks of community histories, and this specialist 

knowledge would be used to adjudicate the validity of each position. For smelá:lh (upper 

class) individuals, knowing the history of one’s family was a mark of their high status; 

families who did not know their histories made up the st’áxem, or lower class, and there 

could even be an implication that those communities might come from a skw’iyéth, or 

slave, background. This emphasis on recognizing and acknowledging ancestral ties is 

also reflected in the care that Stó:lō and other Xwélmexw people placed in looking after 

the remains of their deceased family members. In a 1997 conversation with Mike Victor, 

Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips learned that people sometimes travelled great distances 

                                                
129 Albert Louie, interview with Oliver Wells, 28 July 1965, Oliver N. Wells interview collection, SA. 
130 Franz Boas, “Indian Tribes of the Lower Fraser River,” in On the North-Western Tribes of Canada, eds. 
E.B. Taylor et al., British Association for the Advancement of Science report (London: Spottiswoode and 
Co., 1894), 3.  
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up or down the Fraser to attend “graveyard cleaning festivals” so that they could “take 

care of relatives’ graves.”131 Ethnohistorical work has shown us that although mortuary 

practices varied in that physical remains might be placed in any one of a cairn, a cedar 

box, a canoe, or a funerary house, there was a general intention that the body would 

return to the earth.132 In this way, cultural curation practices involving connections to 

ancestors have been directly tied to sovereignty in that they have been literally embedded 

in the land. Genealogical work, and the practices around showing respect to ancestors, are 

thus important forms of Stó:lō cultural curation that also affirm Stó:lō sovereignty.  

In addition to this historical work, Stó:lō curated their culture by participating in a 

rich ceremonial life. These gatherings, which blended political and cultural work, 

exemplify the connections between cultural curation and sovereignty which I am 

focusing on in this dissertation. Historically, settlers referred to these ceremonies as 

“potlatches,” a term which, in a settler context, has since come to describe practically any 

Stó:lō and other Coast Salish event involving speeches, dances, and song. However, these 

ceremonies had (and continue to have) many distinct purposes and characteristics, so this 

umbrella term is not particularly useful to describe the different functions and meanings 

of these ceremonies within a Stó:lo context.133 Indeed, as Carlson points out, despite the 

significant literature on Northwest Coast ceremonies—especially among the 

Kwakwaka’wakw—these gatherings are not well understood in Stó:lō historiography.134 

What is clear is that these ceremonies involved the commemoration of remarkable events, 

especially significant milestones, such as the giving of a new name, or to mark puberty, 

marriage, or memorials. The family hosting one of these events was responsible for all of 

the supplies, gifts, and payments involved. They designated a ‘speaker,’ who in turn 

                                                
131 Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips, “Stalo History Fieldnotes,” 93, reference collection, SA.   
132 Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 49-50; Suttles, “Productivity and Its Constraints — A Coast Salish Case,” 
in Coast Salish Essays (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1987), 127-129. 
133 While the term “potlatch” is common, Carlson explains that it “has been applied indiscriminately to any 
large gathering where gifts were exchanged,” but within the context of Stó:lō communities, “the word 
potlatch remains largely meaningless.” Ceremonies are instead “distinguished by their purposes,” and often 
refer to major life events or important spiritual purposes. See The Power of Place, 203. Please be aware that 
while I use the past tense in the following discussion, much of what I outline here reflects ongoing cultural 
traditions in Stó:lō communities today. 
134 Carlson, The Power of Place, 202-203.  
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identified witnesses, generally siyá:m, who committed to passing on information about 

the event and ensuring that future accounts of the occasion would be accurate.135 The 

hosts might have hired sxwó:yxwey or other masked dancers to help mark the occasion; 

additionally, there sometimes also were common social dances in which all attendees 

were welcome to participate.136  

Scholarship on these ceremonies has tended to focus on the economic element of 

the gatherings.137 However, it is important not to see them solely as a means of 

redistributing wealth: they were vital social, political, and cultural events which affirmed 

individuals’ places in their communities, maintained social harmony and resolved 

disputes, recognized important connections between different communities, and took care 

of spiritual concerns. Further, when there were conflicts between families, they could be 

resolved at these communal ceremonies, with protocols in place for both dispute 

resolution as well as the re-establishment of social harmony.138 For example, one of these 

gatherings held to mark the pubescence of a young Katzie woman took on a new aspect 

when the hosting family offered her in marriage to Ts’elxwéyeqw siyá:m Wileleq the 

Fifth, thus forging a connection between the two communities and bestowing upon 

Wileleq the rights to access certain resources in his new wife’s territory.139 Likewise, the 

gathering held by Súx’yel, a prominent siyá:m in the Fraser Canyon to pass on his 

hereditary name and land holdings to his son Patrick Charlie, was intended as a way of 

publically recognizing Patrick’s spiritual gifts.140 Though both of these ceremonies 

involved outlays of goods and money, this was not the purpose of either event. Rather, 

                                                
135 Carlson, The Power of Place, 203; Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 87.  
136 Charles Hill-Tout, “Ethnological Studies of the Mainland Halkomelem, a division of the Salish of British 
Columbia,” in The Salish People: The Local Contribution of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume III: The Mainland 
Halkomelem, ed. Ralph Maud (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1978), 74. 
137 Douglas Cole and Ira Chaiken, An Iron Hand upon the People: The Law Against the Potlatch on the 
Northwest Coast (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 1990); Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 88; Robin Fisher, 
Contact and Conflict: Indian-European Relations in British Columbia, 1774-1890, 2nd ed. (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 1992), 206-207.  
138 Kate Blomfield, “Asserting Stó:lō Justice,” in A Stó:lō-Coast Salish Historical Atlas, 54-55.  
139 Carlson, The Power of Place, 122-123. 
140 Carlson, The Power of Place, 205. 
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the highly public nature of the ceremonies provided a way for Stó:lō to effect social and 

political change in their communities.  

These ceremonies’ emphasis on governance and communal acknowledgement of 

significant events mark them as decidedly connected to the sovereignty of Stó:lō peoples. 

However, in different ways, each of these ceremonies is also a form of cultural curation, 

as they depend on the correct deployment of intangible heritage such as dance and song, 

and material culture, such as masks, regalia, and other instruments. By taking care to 

follow their political and cultural protocols during large ceremonies, Stó:lō were 

engaging in processes of curation that affirmed their connections to each other and their 

sovereign relationship to Stó:lō Téméxw. For these reasons I agree with Carlson’s 

interpretation that these ceremonies have represented a form of governance which has 

certainly included an economic aspect, but which has also reinforced the social, political, 

and cultural ties connecting Stó:lō communities.141  

For the purposes of this study, it is important to know about two specific 

ceremonies: the smílha, or winter dance; and the sxwó:yxwey, an important masked 

dance. The connections between Stó:lō cultural curation and political sovereignty are 

clearly revealed in the smílha, which were the major ceremonial occasions of the year. 

During this season, Stó:lō gathered together to rejuvenate themselves by following 

certain protocols and practicing spiritual dances. Other ceremonies could be held in 

coordination with smílha but this was not necessary; some similar patterns of gift-giving 

did apply, however. Participation in the smílha was limited to initiated spirit dancers, but 

membership was open. People became spirit dancers by establishing a relationship with a 

particular animal spirit, which gave them a specific ability and guided them in their 

mastery of this new power. This process could be dangerous, as potential initiates could 

become ill as a result of taking on the new talent—a malady referred to as winter 

sickness. Initiation into a particular xwelmexwáwtxw, or longhouse, marked the 

beginning of a new phase of life for xawsó:lh—new dancers referred to as “babies”—and 

the establishment of familial relationships with their fellow initiates and their teachers, 

                                                
141 Carlson, The Power of Place, 206, 208. 
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the xólhemílh, or “babysitters,” especially those that shared the same spirit animal. 

Xawsó:lh learned syúwel, spirit songs, that were particular to them and which held a 

specific purpose.142  

During the winter dance season, spirit dancers enacted the songs and dances to 

which they had the rights, to help ensure the spiritual rejuvenation of their 

xwélmexwáwtxw community. In this way, there were parallels between the work of 

dancers and the work of sxá:xls; both committed to maintaining the integrity of Stó:lō 

intangible cultural heritage. Stó:lō who were not spirit dancers, referred to as 

st’elt’ólkwlh, still participated in and benefited from this process. St’elt’ólkwlh sang and 

drummed along with the dancers, or contributed in other ways, because the work done by 

the spirit dancers enhanced overall community welfare and also protected individual 

Stó:lō from spiritual harm. Other st’elt’ólkwlh directly supported dancers as s’ep’ó:s—

those that do not wear témélh (red ochre used for spiritual purposes)—acting as their 

support person and ensuring they had what they needed to successfully participate in the 

dance.143 Dancers deployed their highly individualized expertise from and connections to 

spirit animals through song for the benefit of themselves and their extended families, who 

in turn supported their arduous physical and cultural work by participating to the fullest 

extent of their own abilities. Seen in this light, smílha demonstrate the interconnections 

between Stó:lō sovereignty and cultural curation: the smílha fulfills Stó:lō responsibilities 

to Stó:lō Téméxw and to each other, and in so doing, perpetuates cultural heritage and 

historic traditions.  

One of the most sacred elements of Stó:lō spirituality, the sxwó:yxwey is a 

masked dance which demonstrates the political nature of cultural artifacts, and the 

mutually contingent nature of tangible and intangible culture among the Stó:lō. My 

remarks on it will be brief, due to its important but sensitive role in Stó:lō spirituality 

today. The sxwó:yxwey mask would only be danced by trained dancers, members of a 

                                                
142 Carlson, The Power of Place, 73-74; Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 103-107.  
143 Carlson, The Power of Place, 73-74; Wenona Victor, “Xexa:ls and the Power of Transformation: The 
Stó:lō, Good Governance, and Self-Determination” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser University, 2012), 95. To 
protect themselves from dangerous spiritual attachments, dancers “wear témélh,” that is, they put lines of 
earthen ochre on their faces.  
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secret society, during particularly important occasions: as August Jim explained, 

“Anything big you do, you get the sxwaixwe.”144 In oral history interviews with Wilson 

Duff, Stó:lō Elders emphasized that the sxwó:yxwey is part of a social event, involving 

elaborate rituals, as well as special songs. Adding a sxwó:yxwey dance to a ceremonial 

gathering increased the gravity of an occasion, whether it was for puberty rites, a 

wedding, a spirit dance initiations, or a funeral. The masks themselves and their 

associated regalia were important objects, passed down through the female line, but only 

worn and danced with by men. Indeed, whereas spirit dancers acquired their abilities on 

an individualistic basis through their connection to a particular animal spirit, the right to 

become a sxwó:yxwey dancer was hereditary. The numerous varieties of sxwó:yxwey 

masks also indicate that their power reflected the diverse local, familial, and spiritual 

characteristics of the dancers who wore them.145 Sxwó:yxwey masked dances served as 

manifestations of an important sxwōxwiyá:m, and they have also enhanced legitimacy of 

important events in the life cycles of smelá:lh individuals, thus assuring that the political 

import of those ceremonies would be remembered. Viewed in this light, sxwó:yxwey 

masks exemplified the entanglements between heritage and sovereignty in Stó:lō 

Téméxw.  

Other artifacts can also help us understand the inherently interconnected nature of 

Stó:lō culture and politics. Some anthropological commentators have alluded to the 

dearth and inferiority of Xwélmexw material culture, especially as compared to Haida or 

Kwakwaka’wakw artifacts; however, as Wayne Suttles put forth in 1976, there is little 

evidence to support these claims.146 Indeed, Coast Salish material culture is very broad, 

                                                
144 Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 126.  
145 Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 123-126; Suttles, “Productivity and Its Constraints,” 109-114. Charles 
Hill-Tout also notes similarities and differences in sxwó:yxwey traditions between the Ts’elxweyeqs, Pilalt, 
Kwantlen, Chehalis, and Skowlitz communities, suggesting a certain level of localization of a commonly-
held spiritual concept; see “Ethnological Studies of the Mainland Halkomelem, a division of the Salish of 
British Columbia,” and “Ethnological Report on the Stseelis and Skaulits Tribes of the Halkomelem Division 
of the Salish of British Columbia” in The Salish People: The Local Contribution of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume 
III: The Mainland Halkomelem, ed. Ralph Maud (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1978), 45, 63-66, 71-73, 75, 79, 
103, 107. Contemporary Stó:lō affirm that sxwó:yxwey should not be photographed; if readers wish to avoid 
seeing an image of the mask, in consideration of this protocol, they should be forewarned that Hill-Tout 
reproduces a photograph of a masked dancer on page 64.  
146 Suttles, “Productivity and Its Constraints — A Coast Salish Case,” 100-102. 
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including both aesthetic masterpieces and functional tools; there is a clear distinction 

between everyday objects and objects which were used for spiritual or political purposes. 

However, even goods used in daily life reflected Stó:lō cultural curation principles.147 

Baskets, for instance—used for gathering fruits and vegetables, boiling water, storing 

valuables, and transporting goods—were frequently designed with white, red, and black 

imbrications. These designs, which were not owned in the sense that only particular 

families had rights to particular designs, were passed on from one generation to the next. 

Because baskets had so many uses, the skill and knowledge that went into weaving them 

was a key technology for Stó:lō people.148 All other Stó:lō material culture, including 

built structures, carved posts, canoes, clothing, tools, weapons, utensils, and canoes and 

other vessels, relied on similar knowledge transfer between generations. In this light, all 

Stó:lō material culture is inseparable from the intangible culture that produced it. 

Although everyday objects could be aesthetically beautiful and masterfully made, they 

remained utilitarian; objects used during ceremonies and dances, however, including 

things like regalia, masks, rattles, and whistles, were imbued with spirituality and could 

themselves hold potent power.149   

With all of this in mind, a picture emerges that details both Stó:lō sovereignty and 

cultural curation, as well as overlaps between the two. From its inception, Stó:lō 

sovereignty was bounded by the metaphysical trajectories of the tel swayel and the 

Xexá:ls, and made tangible through transformation sites. In accepting this sovereignty, 

Stó:lō also undertook to care for their environment by following principles laid out to 

them by the tel swayel and the Xexá:ls. Subsequently, Stó:lō enacted their sovereignty by 

building communities aimed at living together in a good way, and established systems of 

justice to this effect. Stó:lō also performed their sovereignty when they worked either 

alone or together with Xwélmexw friends and relatives to protect their territories and 

communities from hostile invaders. In all of these ways, Stó:lō sovereignty is territorial; 

                                                
147 Suttles, “Productivity and Its Constraints — A Coast Salish Case,” 114-127, 129-130 
148 Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 57-58; see also H. K. Haeberlin, James A. Teit, and Helen H. Roberts, 
Coiled Basketry in British Columbia and Surrounding Region, Forty-first Annual Report, Bureau of 
American Ethnology 1919-1924 (Washington DC: Government Printing Office, 1928).  
149 Suttles, “Productivity and Its Constraints — A Coast Salish Case,” 105-109. 
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and yet it is related to cultural heritage as well. In 2007, Naxaxalhts’i described the 

expansive nature of the duty of care Stó:lō owe to every aspect of their territory, whether 

physical or spiritual: “We have to take care of it. It’s ours. Those are our mimestíyexw, 

our stl’áleqem, our sxwóxwiyám, our sqwelqwel, our s’ó:lmexw. All those things, those 

are all ours, and we have to take care of them because nobody else can take care of them 

but us.”150 Remembering histories, following spiritual protocols, acknowledging social 

events, and practicing mílha and sxwōyxwey dances are important aspects of cultural 

curation, but they are also acts of sovereignty. Over millennia, Stó:lō communities 

developed conceptions of sovereignty and of cultural curation that were interpenetrating. 

For Stó:lō peoples, activities like managing community life, protecting the land, using 

natural resources, and maintaining spiritual welfare—anything related to protecting their 

land and communities—was simultaneously and inherently both cultural and political 

work.  

Stó:lō Sovereignty and Settler Colonialism  

While Stó:lō experiences of both sovereignty and cultural curation changed over 

the first century and a half of encounters with settlers, by the early nineteenth century, 

many of the underlying principles remained the same. This section examines how Stó:lō 

worked to maintain their cultural sovereignty in the period leading up to and including 

the early twentieth century, and sometimes adopted new techniques to do so. They did 

this through a combination of approaches: by engaging diplomatically with both 

explorers and neighbouring Indigenous nations; through outright violent opposition; by 

disobeying colonial laws; and, sometimes, by challenging settler encroachments within 

colonial frameworks. Oral histories and archival evidence reveal Stó:lō perspectives on 

Euro-Canadian exploration and settlement in their territories. Similarly, reading 

explorers’ accounts, settlers’ papers, and government documents both along and against 

the grain reveals how Stó:lō engaged with newcomers in a variety of ways to ensure their 

political and cultural viability.151 Events in this history—such as the 1782 smallpox 

                                                
150 Naxaxalhts’i, “We Have to Take Care of Everything that Belongs to Us,” 130. 
151 I am cautious here, as I am throughout this dissertation, of not being immediately critical of explorer and 
settler records. As Ann Laura Stoler reminds us, adopting a “less assured and perhaps more humble stance—
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epidemic, the 1858 Gold Rush and Fraser Canyon War, settler land appropriation and 

reserve creation in the 1860s, missionization in the 1870s, and finally the building of the 

Canadian Pacific Railway and the prohibition on potlatching in 1885—did alter Stó:lō 

cultural practices and dramatically diminished the extent to which Stó:lō were able to 

exercise their sovereignty. What I mean by this is that in some ways, these traumatic 

events wrought by settler colonialism did sometimes change the structures of Stó:lō 

societies – but at the same time, I argue, Stó:lō people often carried on historic practices 

in new ways. However, the multivalent strategies with which Stó:lō responded to these 

successive encroachments demonstrated their ongoing political will and cultural 

capacities, and an understanding of a still-existing Stó:lō sovereignty.   

While Stó:lō communities experienced significant losses due to the introduction 

of foreign diseases, Stó:lō people framed these experiences not in relation to European 

explorers, but within a Stó:lō cultural context. A sxwōxwiyá:m about the sxwó:yxwey 

mask offers an example of Stó:lō conceptualization of disease. The origins of the 

sxwó:yxwey are as follows: near Kwakawa Lake, a young man was about to commit 

suicide because of some marks from disease which scarred his face. He climbed a cliff 

and jumped into the water, but sank below the surface and saw a house. Many of the 

people there were sick, and lying on the ground, with sores on their bodies, and a voice 

told him to help them. He noticed there was spit on their bodies where their sores were, 

and so he took some cedar and brushed the spit off of them with the cedar bough, and 

they were healed. He spent time with them, and then eventually when he went home he 

told his sister to throw his fishing line out into the lake. She brought the line back up with 

a mask and regalia on it, which he told her to keep; the mask was passed down from 

mother to daughter in Stó:lō, Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm, and Cowichan territories. This explained 

how the masked dance arrived in each of these places.152 This sxwōxwiyá:m reveals that 

                                                
to explore the grain with care and read along it first” avoids problems of assumption and hyperbole of 
“predictable stories and familiar plots” about colonialism that can arise when we “turn quickly and 
confidently to read ‘against the grain’ of colonial conventions.” This practice, of an initial reading along the 
grain preceding a critical analysis informed by Stó:lō oral tradition and oral history, has been one I have 
endeavoured to maintain. Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2009), 50.  
152 I heard this sxwōxwiyá:m from Naxaxalhts’i during a place names tour while I was conducting my 
research. There are different tellings of the sxwōxwiyá:m which may emphasize different details, but the 
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Stó:lō themselves could also be the harbingers of disease; if they acted disrespectfully 

towards the water by spitting into it, their spit caused sores to afflict the people who lived 

under the water. Disrespecting their relationship with their environment could cause it to 

decay. Disease, then, was something that Stó:lō had been familiar with before the 

smallpox epidemics, and they understood it as a spiritual force which could manifest 

itself either as a result of overpopulation or as an affliction to other non-human beings 

resulting from human disrespect for nature. 

Stó:lō and other Xwélmexw narratives of smallpox reveal understandings of 

disease as a supernatural affliction, perhaps part of a necessary cycle of the world. 

Qw’ó:ltl’el narratives from the late nineteenth century depict a monstrous creature that 

breathed the disease onto children,153 and Sḵwx̱wú7mesh oral tradition that Mulks—a 

tribal historian—recounted in 1896 describes how the disease, a punishment from the 

Great Spirit, afflicted first salmon and then humans.154 Mulks’ knowledge of the disease 

is quite similar to the Katzie oral tradition that Peter Pierre retold in 1936.155 In both of 

these traditions, smallpox was only the most recent iteration of a cyclical depopulation 

that happened each time “the land was overcrowded.”156 In Pierre’s version, “the Lord 

Above” responded to the first overpopulation by sending so much rain that a great flood 

swept through the whole region, which displaced some communities who were swept 

                                                
major elements remain the same. A more abridged version of this story appears in Boas, “Indian Tribes of 
the Lower Fraser River,” 2. A similar version of this story appears in Charles Hill-Tout, “Ethnological Studies 
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the British Association for the Advancement of Science, repr. in The Salish People: The Local Contribution 
of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume III: The Mainland Halkomelem, ed. Ralph Maud (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 
1978), 63-66. Peter Pierre told a slightly different version of this to Diamond Jenness in February 1936, 
reproduced in The Faith of a Coast Salish Indian, 91. Mrs Robert Joe told Wilson Duff a similar version of 
this story in the summer of 1949 or 1950, reproduced in The Upper Stalo Indians, 123-125. Dan Milo told 
another version of this story to Oliver Wells on 31 January 1964; it is reproduced in The Chilliwacks and 
Their Neighbors, eds. Ralph Maud, Brent Galloway, and Marie Weeden (1987; repr., Vancouver: 
Talonbooks, 1997), 83-84.   
153 Cole Harris, “Voices of Smallpox around the Strait of Georgia,” in The Resettlement of British Columbia: 
Essays on Colonialism and Geographical Change (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997), 6-7.  
154 Carlson, The Power of Place, 95-6; Harris, “Voices of Smallpox around the Strait of Georgia,” 7.  
155 Scholars have more commonly referred to Peter Pierre as “Old Pierre.” I choose to use his first and last 
name as opposed to the nickname, which might be a diminutive and is certainly less formal.   
156 Pierre, as quoted in Jenness, Faith of a Coast Salish Indian, 33. 
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downstream by the torrents of water to found new homes further south.157 Generations 

after this great flood, “the Lord Above … saw that once more [the Xwélmexw] were too 

numerous in the land” and accordingly it snowed for months, burying people inside their 

houses until many starved. A third time the Xwélmexw population was renewed, and 

then “the wind carried the smallpox sickness among them,” killing three-quarters of the 

population.158 Reflecting on Pierre’s story, Carlson has argued that Stó:lō oral traditions 

of other calamities, predating even Pierre’s great flood and the long winter, would have 

helped them understand smallpox and other depopulation events historically, as part of a 

chain of events for which there was past precedent.159 These disasters “have collectively 

created a historical consciousness through which Stó:lō people have been prepared for 

similar experiences within their own lives.”160 Stó:lō understood smallpox not as a 

foreign virus, but as a spiritual force that was decidedly part of their world and history, 

merely the most recent of a series of historical events which curtailed overpopulation. 

Stó:lō and other Xwélmexw people framed the epidemics in relation to sxwōxwiyá:m and 

to a failure to take care of Stó:lō Téméxw, contextualizing the outbreaks in relationship to 

their cultural sovereignty, instead of Xwelítem action.   

Stó:lō also sought to affirm their cultural sovereignty when face-to-face with 

Xwelítem. In 1808, Stó:lō people met Simon Fraser and his crew, and this meeting 

established the general tone of relations for the rest of the century.161 This is the first 

written record of a meeting between Stó:lō and Xwelitem. During this meeting, Stó:lō 

took the explorers to Th’exelis, a site where Xá:ls dugs his nails into the rock while he 

battled with Xéylxelamós, a rival shxwlá:m—a medicine man—on the other side of the 

river. Fraser described this interaction in his journal entry for 28 June 1808: “At the bad 

                                                
157 Pierre, as quoted in Jenness, Faith of a Coast Salish Indian, 33. 
158 Pierre, as quoted in Jenness, Faith of a Coast Salish Indian, 33-34.  
159 Carlson, The Power of Place, 86-91.  
160 Carlson, The Power of Place, 91-2.  
161 Population estimates for 1808 range from 20,000 to 62,000, though I am convinced by the work of other 
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Interpreting Historical Stó:lō Demographics,” in A Stó:lō-Coast Salish Historical Atlas, ed. Keith Carlson 
(Vancouver, Seattle, and Chilliwack: Douglas & McIntyre, University of Washington Press, and Stó:lō 
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rock [Lady Franklin Rock], a little distance above the village, where the rapids terminate, 

the natives informed us, that white people like us came there from below; and they 

shewed [sic] us indented marks which the white people made upon the rocks, but which, 

by the bye, seemed to us to be natural marks.”162 It seems clear that Fraser could not 

grasp the significance of this site in a Stó:lō context.  

For Stó:lō, it seems that two things were happening in this moment. First, the 

Stó:lō who met Fraser and his crew wanted him to be aware of Stó:lō peoples’ profound 

historical connection to their territory. By taking the explorers to a transformer site and 

explaining the story of the scratch marks, Stó:lō were demonstrating their knowledge of 

and relations to their past. Secondly, by explaining that other “white people” like Fraser 

had made these marks, Stó:lō compared Fraser with Xá:ls, associating him and his men 

with a supernatural being who had the ability to transform his environment. In other 

words, Stó:lō were attempting to place the explorers within their own world view, to 

situate the explorers in terms of Stó:lō historical consciousness. This perspective offers a 

powerful alternate framing to Fraser’s account. The association drawn between Xá:ls and 

Fraser reveals that Stó:lō may have anticipated that, like them, the explorers also had a 

deep connection to Stó:lō Téméxw. After all, Fraser and his crew followed the same route 

the Xá:ls took down the river. Further, Stó:lō people responded to Fraser’s presence by 

showing him a transformer site, echoing the behaviour of their ancestors in sxwōxwiyá:m 

who, as Xá:ls came back up the river on his return journey, affirmed to him that they had 

learned the lessons his transformations had taught them on his way down to the ocean. 

The associations that Stó:lō people articulated between themselves, their territory, Xá:ls, 

and the explorers help us see that in these early encounters, Stó:lō not only welcomed 

these newcomers, but incorporated them into existing Stó:lō epistemologies. In other 

words, the presence of explorers did not diminish, but rather affirmed the legitimacy of 

Stó:lō sxwōxwiyá:m.  

                                                
162 Simon Fraser, “Journal of a Voyage from the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean Performed in the 
Year 1808,” entry for 28 June 1808, in The Letters and Journals of Simon Fraser, 1806-1808, ed. W. Kaye 
Lamb (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2007), 120. Parenthetical correctives here are as they appear in print. 
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That said, Fraser’s understanding of this moment was limited; indeed, this was 

one of several times on his journey down and back up the river that Fraser would 

misunderstand Xwélmexw efforts to communicate with him.163 This pattern of 

explorers—and later, settlers—misreading Stó:lō affirmations of connection to the land 

and taking advantage of Stó:lō peoples’ sense of respectful connection to them continued 

throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries and meant that Stó:lō claims to 

territory and desire for respectful relations went unanswered. However, Xwelítem 

misunderstanding did not diminish the significance of these moments when Stó:lō relied 

on their cultural heritage to assert their connection to Stó:lō Téméxw.  

In addition to incorporating newcomers into their own epistemologies, Stó:lō also 

responded to the arrival of Xwelítem in ways that mirrored their existing cultural 

practices. Stó:lō sought to maintain their sovereignty by either incorporating Xwelítem 

into their existing social networks, or, when provoked, protected their sovereignty in 

ways similar to their histories of maintaining and affirming boundaries against other 

Xwélmexw and Lets’ó:lmexw incursions. A notable example of both of these tactics 

comes from the early nineteenth-century fur trade in Stó:lō Téméxw. There was an initial 

maritime trade, but operations shifted quickly to the land, and by 1827 the Hudson’s Bay 

Company (HBC) had established Fort Langley. Initially, some Xwélmexw resisted the 

establishment of the fort in ways both discursive and material, making it clear that they 

did not welcome the arrival of the fur trade post in their territory. In addition to threats to 

the fort and the traders’ lives,164 Xwélmexw also demonstrated their hostilities through a 

                                                
163 Cole Harris, “The Fraser Canyon Encountered,” in The Resettlement of British Columbia: Essays on 
Colonialism and Geographical Change (1997; repr., Vancouver: UBC Press, 1998), 103-104. Rather, 
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series of thefts of the traders’ equipment165 and they may have started a large fire that 

burned for three days.166 As this fire burned low, Xwélmexw people gathered near the 

area where the Hudson’s Bay Company men were constructing the fort and spoke to each 

other at length. Fort Langley clerk George Barnston described this event as follows: 

A number of Indians from above and below [Fort Langley’s position on the 
river] were on the ground today and many long and pithy orations were 
given by the leading men, who seemed to vie with each other in talking with 
vociferation, and noise. … The Bastion is nearly at its height, and appears 
to command respect from the Indians, who begin shrewdly enough to 
conjecture for what purpose the Ports & Loop Holes are intended.167 

After this incident, Barnston records no other significant conflicts with the Xwélmexw, 

providing room for the hypothesis that the siyá:ms’ speeches to each other may have been 

part of a meeting at which the Xwélmexw decided to partner with, instead of opposing, 

the fur traders at Fort Langley.  

Examining subsequent engagements between Stó:lō and the HBC men helps us 

better understand why the Xwélmexw accepted the fort: Xwélmexw were able to 

maneuver fur traders into working in ways that benefitted themselves, fitting the traders 

into Xwélmexw lifeways as opposed to the inverse. For example, though the HBC was 

principally interested in acquiring beaver pelts, Stó:lō and other Xwélmexw were more 

invested in fishing. The huge catches they brought in every summer led the fort’s chief 

trader to suggest that the company redirect their attention to salmon.168 This shift, which 

saw fur traders changing their priorities to better coincide with Stó:lō pursuits, is one 

example of how trade relationships required more accommodation from traders than from 

Stó:lō in this early period.  

A similar example can be seen in marriage patterns between Stó:lō women and 

HBC employees. As was common within Stó:lō practices of expanded kinship networks, 
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smelá:lh women and HBC employees cemented their nascent trade relationships through 

marriage. While this reflects HBC goals as laid out by Governor Simpson, this process 

was another way Stó:lō peoples drew Xwelítem into their cultural milieu. Stó:lō marriage 

practices had long been a way of encouraging exchange of resources between otherwise 

disparate families, and came with rights and responsibilities to use and care for certain 

areas in Stó:lō Téméxw.169 Indeed, prominent Stó:lō siyá:m, used to the idea that 

marriages secured both parties certain rights to resources belonging to the other’s family, 

capitalized on their daughters’ relationships with HBC traders.170 Through these 

marriages, Stó:lō widened their cultural sovereignty to include certain Xwelítem during 

this period. Though initially Stó:lō responded to the HBC as they historically did to 

Lets’ó:lmexw attacks, it seems clear that siyá:m expanded their strategies and began to 

incorporate the newcomers into, instead of excluding them from, Stó:lō communities.  

From the 1820s through to the mid-century, neither the fur trade nor the fort 

posed any threat to Stó:lō cultural sovereignty. But by the second half of the nineteenth 

century, this relationship between Stó:lō and Xwelítem began to change dramatically. 

Settler sovereignty legitimized its own systems, and Stó:lō people could no longer fully 

practice their sovereignty as they had previously, though communities and individuals 

continued to assert their sovereign rights and responsibilities to Stó:lō Téméxw. The year 

1858 marks both the establishment of the colony of British Columbia and the beginning 

of the Gold Rush that drew thousands of non-Indigenous prospectors, many from the 

United States, to the Fraser River. The Stó:lō had not recovered from population losses 

due to epidemics, and at the same time, in 1858 alone, the number of non-Indigenous 

men living along the lower Fraser shot up from less than 100 to at least 30, 000.171 

Concurrently, there was a dearth of supplies and food, leading Stó:lō and other 

Xwélmexw to dub the new arrivals to their territory “the hungry ones,” or Xwelítem. 

With this massive influx of miners came the destruction of Stó:lō fishing spots and 
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longhouses along the river, and decreased opportunities for Stó:lō themselves to work as 

miners.172  

As they had before, Stó:lō once again saw the need to protect their lands from 

incursions from outsiders. The incursion of Xwelítem miners who, unlike the HBC 

traders, preferred not to work in tandem with Xwélmexw, signalled the end of the period 

in which a “middle ground” existed in Stó:lō Téméxw.173 Tensions between the 

Xwélmexw and Xwelítem miners grew until they reached a zenith in the summer of 

1858. Hostilities on both sides escalated from petty theft to assault, then to the rape of an 

Indigenous woman, and ultimately the murder of four Xwelítem miners.174 These events 

culminated in a series of bloody battles between well-armed US miners, and Stó:lō and 

Nlaka’pamux peoples. Though intense, the war was brief; Stó:lō siyá:m Liquitem and US 

Major Snyder brokered a peace agreement on 16 August 1858, though hostilities between 

US prospectors and Nlaka’pamux continued for some time thereafter. The Xwélmexw 

siyá:ms, in accepting Snyder’s offer of peace, also agreed to some level of Xwelítem 

access to gold from the river.175 The agreements that marked the end of the Fraser 

Canyon War also signaled an overall shift in Stó:lō-Xwelítem relations. The intensity of 

the conflict, and the increasing settler acquisitiveness that led to it, meant that there was 

no return to the relative reciprocity of the earlier decades of Stó:lō-Xwelítem relations. 

Afterwards, while individual Stó:lō, either on their own or in groups, did continue to 

resist Xwelítem directly or through militant means, there was no further united Stó:lō 

military response. Additionally, though Stó:lō continued to reach out to Xwelítem 

diplomatically, the influx of settlement meant that a Xwelítem majority no longer needed 
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to engage with Stó:lō on equal terms, and began instituting settler colonial institutions 

regardless of Stó:lō overtures.  

While it did not diminish Stó:lō peoples’ own understandings of the primacy of 

their relationships to the land, Xwelítem settlement and the establishment of reserves in 

Stó:lō Téméxw signals the beginning of a concentrated settler effort to establish 

sovereignty over Stó:lō territory. While BC Governor James Douglas did negotiate 

treaties with some Xwélmexw and Lets’ó:lmexw nations on Vancouver Island, this was 

not the case in most of the rest of the province. Moreover, though Stó:lō oral traditions 

affirm that Douglas promised compensation to Stó:lō for the loss of unreserved land and 

resources, settler officials declined to negotiate treaties with Stó:lō. Instead of treaties, the 

colonial government established reserves for First Nations. In Stó:lō Téméxw in 1864, 

land surveyor William McColl worked with Stó:lō to identify and mark off 14 reserves 

amounting to 39 400 acres. This was approximately 45 acres for each of the 885 Stó:lō in 

the area surveyed. Four years later, Joseph Trutch, Chief Commissioner of Lands and 

Works, instituted more restrictive land policy, which slashed Stó:lō reserves by over 

90%, down to only 3430 acres, which amounted to less than 10 acres per Stó:lō family. In 

contrast, settlers could pre-empt 160 acre farms, and purchase an additional 450 acres. 

These conditions made the Fraser Valley, with its fertile land, a popular place for settlers, 

who populated the region in significant numbers. Other appropriations continued, 

including the construction of a road dividing Stó:lō territories in 1873, legislation 

restricting Indigenous fishing in 1878, and the draining of Sumas Lake to create more 

farmland in the same year.176 These actions of the colonial government indicated the 

emergent competition between Stó:lō and settler sovereignties. Although the imposition 

of settler sovereignty affected Stó:lō peoples’ access to much of their territory, which 
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settlers increasingly appropriated, this new Eurocentric sovereignty did not diminish their 

existing Indigenous sovereignty nor sever their connection to Stó:lō Téméxw. Still, by the 

end of the 1870s, Xwelítem policies effectively undermined Stó:lō peoples’ abilities to 

fully exercise their sovereignty as they had historically.  

This new circumstance meant that Stó:lō siyá:m had to develop new ways to 

affirm their sovereignty. Carlson documents one instance which shows that Stó:lō ideas 

about sovereignty existed in a spectrum, which included the possibility of shared 

sovereignty with settlers. In 1879, Stó:lō leaders presented their proposal for collective 

self-governance to Gilbert Malcolm Sproat, then the Joint Indian Reserve Commissioner. 

This proposal called for the amalgamation of all Stó:lō bands between Yale and the 

Fraser River under the authority of one chief, and the organization of their communities 

under the Indian Act.177 Sproat warned Stó:lō siyá:m that it was unlikely that such a 

proposal would be accepted quickly, but advised them that the federal government might 

be more likely to accept the proposal if Stó:lō showed their commitment to unity, and 

stopped infighting between small communities. The siyá:m enacted these ideas swiftly. 

They returned the following day and announced the establishment of a judicial committee 

that had already helped resolve a land dispute between two families. As Carlson explains, 

this action applied Stó:lō principles of governance within the context of settler colonial 

systems.178 The proposal shows that at the end of the nineteenth century, after decades of 

disease and depletion of their population and land base, Stó:lō were willing to 

compromise with federal settler policies if it meant the could still enjoy a degree of 

sovereignty within that system. Further, the creativity of the Stó:lō leaders’ response to 

Sproat’s advice indicates that Stó:lō understood their sovereignty to be flexible enough 

that it could coexist with settler colonial governance. This example shows us that how 

Stó:lō people understood and advocated for their sovereignty was highly contingent, 

especially during periods of intense external pressure such as the late nineteenth century.    
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Despite these new, imposed limits to how they could experience their sovereignty, 

Stó:lō peoples maintained their guardianship of Stó:lō Téméxw both martially and 

diplomatically. In response to the rapid increase in settler land appropriations, individual 

Stó:lō sometimes still used physical force as a form of resistance. Darlene Pettis told 

Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips in 1977 that her relative Angus Pettis remembered that 

his grandfather, who lived to be over 100 years old, told stories of throwing rocks at early 

explorers to keep them out of Stó:lō territory.179 However, there are several examples of 

Stó:lō siyá:m taking a diplomatic approach in opposing the appropriation of their land 

base, seeking to engage with Xwelítem politicians directly. In March 1864, a delegation 

of Stó:lō siyá:ms travelled to Victoria to meet with Douglas, who declared that Stó:lō and 

other Indigenous peoples were to have all the lands that they claimed, and that reserve 

sizes would be a minimum of 100 acres.180 Though of course Douglas’ promise did not 

come to pass, at the time Stó:lō siyá:m considered their mission a success, seeing it as 

evidence that working towards a political meeting of the minds with Xwelítem leaders 

could be much more effective, and less deadly, than the war that had broken out in their 

territory only six years earlier. In the 1860s and 1870s, Stó:lō initiated a series of 

petitions to voice their frustrations with land appropriation and settler colonial 

governance and asserting their rights.181 Later, in 1906, Stó:lō siyá:m formed part of a 

delegation that went to London to petition the Queen, and between 1913 and 1916, Stó:lō 

siyá:m again voiced their displeasure during the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for 

the Province of British Columbia (commonly called the McKenna-McBride 

Commission).182 By meeting colonial officials face-to-face, and by inscribing their 

challenges to land appropriation in both oratory and the written word, Stó:lō engaged in 

strategies of discursive resistance, attempting to work within Xwelítem frameworks, and 

resist colonialism on the settlers’ own terms. As an alternative to violent conflict, Stó:lō 
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siyá:m envisioned the possibility of engaging with Xwelítem peacefully and 

pragmatically, to assert their sovereignty and protect their people.  

While Stó:lō expressed their sovereignty to Xwelítem through militarism and 

diplomacy, with their communities, Stó:lō continued to expressed their sovereignty via 

their historic cultural practices. Indeed, it is through cultural curation that Stó:lō 

maintained their connections to Stó:lō Téméxw during this period. By continuing to 

engage in cultural practices which rejuvenated their connections to their lands, Stó:lō 

could affirm their sovereign connections to those territories even if their physical access 

was increasingly limited by settler appropriations. This, of course, is not to say that these 

traditions continued unchanged—several of the events mentioned above wrought 

significant changes to Stó:lō societies. However, to a high degree, Stó:lō peoples often 

did attempt to maintain their cultural practices in new ways, adapting to the rapid changes 

throughout Stó:lō Téméxw and beyond.  

The prime example of this adaptation can be seen in examining the ongoing 

practice of ceremonial dances despite the colonial government ban on these practices. 

The settler prohibition against potlatches, which criminalized important Indigenous 

ceremonies, came into effect on 1 January 1885, at the height of smílha season among the 

Xwélmexw. For Stó:lō, the smílha ceremonies were a form of governance, and thus given 

the imposition of settler colonialism, it was more important than ever to continue 

practicing it. Both Xwélmexw oral histories and colonial documents reveal that these 

ceremonies continued to occur despite the ban. Among Stó:lō, there is a prominent 

example of this: William Uslick’s 1896 smílha. In February of that year, Uslick became 

the first person convicted and imprisoned for violating the potlatch ban. Indian Agent 

Frank Devlin’s account notes that the majority of Stó:lō people were disdainful of 

Uslick’s sentence – two months in prison – and the verdict did not in any way deter the 

community from practicing the smílha in the future.183 The same is true in other 

                                                
183 Christopher Bracken, The Potlatch Papers: A Colonial Case History (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1997), 133-4; Keith Thor Carlson, ed., You Are Asked to Witness: The Stó:lō in Canada’s 
Pacific Coast History (Chilliwack, BC: Stó:lō Heritage Trust, 1997), 99; Carlson, The Power of Place, 206. 
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Xwélmexw communities.184 The criminalization of Stó:lō smílha seems to have made 

them more secretive endeavours: while the practice by no means stopped, Stó:lō oral 

histories explain that they went underground.185 Continuing ceremonial dancing 

regardless of Xwelítem law was a key way Stó:lō affirmed their cultural sovereignty 

during the late 1800s and early 1900s.  

This strategy of covert cultural continuity can also be seen in the way Stó:lō 

peoples responded to missionaries’ efforts to destroy the material culture associated with 

their spiritual lives and connection to Stó:lō Téméxw. There are numerous examples from 

various oral histories of missionaries burning ceremonial regalia. In a 1977 interview, 

Amelia Douglas and Susan Peters recalled hearing Maggie Emory discuss how priests 

burned cultural objects during this period, including “house poles, masks (including 

sxwó:yxwey [sic]), costumes, and other regalia.” Emory herself witnessed these burnings 

in the 1890s when she was a young girl. Peters had heard similar stories from her aunt as 

well, and in 1995, Skip Malloway told Ingrid Johnson about Catholic priests telling a 

recent convert that he needed to burn his sxwó:yxwey mask.186 Douglas spoke about this 

forced destruction again at greater length in August 1988, telling the story of a young 

man who was fatally traumatized when Xwelítem incited him to burn his regalia:  

…the white people came along and they told him to burn it, they made fire 
and they told him to burn his mask and his outfit.  He didn’t want to do it, 
but they, he did anyway, he put his mask in the fire. So while he was 

                                                
184 Crosby, Among the An-ko-me-nums, 105. Crosby discusses Snuneymuxw chiefs’ repeated attempts to 
negotiate with him to be allowed to continue to potlatch if they adhered to Christian rites otherwise. Crosby’s 
refusal to compromise resulted in the community continuing to potlatch regardless of his wishes. 
185 Victor, “Xexa:ls and the Power of Transformation: The Stó:lō, Good Governance, and Self-
Determination,” 264-266. This is one case where Stó:lō oral histories must be given precedence over settler 
anthropologists’ understandings. Charles Hill-Tout and Wayne Suttles both reported that potlatches were rare 
or completely unpracticed, but we have to realize that the reason they thought this is that Stó:lō, out of 
necessity, kept this information secret to avoid further prosecution. See Charles Hill-Tout, “Ethnological 
Studies of the Mainland Halkomelem, a division of the Salish of British Columbia,” originally published in 
1902 by the British Association for the Advancement of Science, repr. in The Salish People: The Local 
Contribution of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume III: The Mainland Halkomelem, ed. Ralph Maud (Vancouver: 
Talonbooks, 1978), 45; and Wayne Suttles, “Spirit Dancing and the Persistence of Native Culture Among 
the Coast Salish,” in Coast Salish Essays (Vancouver, Seattle, and London: Talonbooks and University of 
Washington Press, 1987), 207-08. 
186 Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips, “Stalo History Fieldnotes,” interview with Amelia Douglas and Susan 
Peters, 4 November 1977, 33 reference collection, SA; Skip Malloway, interview with Ingrid Johnson, 19 
May 1995, Oral History Interview Collection, SA. 
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watching his mask getting burned, he started crying, and he just dropped 
dead right there. Died with his mask.187 

The mortal cost of the mask’s destruction was its wearer’s life—a clear indication of the 

significance that regalia has for smílha dancers, and the serious spiritual and physical 

repercussions that come with disrespecting them. By destroying the mask, the dancer 

would no longer be able to participate in the necessary annual process of spiritual renewal 

that the smílha ceremonies brought to Stó:lō Téméxw.  

In response to this new threat to their cultural heritage, Stó:lō continued to 

maintain traditions of caring for significant artifacts, though in a way that may seem 

surprising to us today, and which represents an adaptation to the realities of life in a 

settler colonial environment. Worried that missionaries would continue to insist on the 

destruction of important regalia, objects, and the like, Stó:lō hid these things from 

priests.188 Often, the hiding places would be in the forest: in caves, between large 

boulders, even in holes dug out specifically for that purpose. In 1964, Bob Joe spoke 

about this process with Oliver Wells.189 This seems to have been fairly common practice 

among Stó:lō, and in some cases it may have worked a little bit too well; in more recent 

years, Stó:lō have uncovered a number of hidden objects in various places around Stó:lō 

Téméxw. For example, in the early 1960s, Amy Cooper, Margaretta Jim, and Bob Joe all 

told Oliver Wells about how they came to own recovered objects (mats, blankets, and a 

totem, respectively).190 Oliver Wells himself also talked in an interview with Dan Milo 

about “a lot of Indian artefacts” being “picked up” at Hope Slough,191 and John Wallace 

                                                
187 Amelia Douglas, interview with Naxaxalhts’i, Randel Paul, and Peter John, 17 August 1988, Oral History 
Interview Collection, SA.  
188 Amy Cooper, Margaretta Jim, and Joe Lorenzetto, interview with Oliver Wells, 30 October 1962, Oliver 
N. Wells interview collection, SA; Bob Joe, interview with Oliver Wells, 16 January 1964, Oliver N. Wells 
interview collection, SA; Dan Milo, interview with Oliver Wells, 29 July 1964, Oliver N. Wells interview 
collection, SA. My research has convinced me that this was a fairly common practice among Stó:lō, even 
just because of the number of hidden objects which have been recovered in the twentieth century. 
189 Bob Joe, interview with Oliver Wells, 5 December 1964, Oliver N. Wells interview collection, SA. 
190 Amy Cooper, Margaretta Jim, and Joe Lorenzetto, interview with Oliver Wells, 30 October 1962, Oliver 
N. Wells interview collection, SA; Bob Joe, interview with Oliver Wells, 16 January 1964, Oliver N. Wells 
interview collection, SA. 
191 Dan Milo, interview with Oliver Wells, 29 July 1964, Oliver N. Wells interview collection, SA. Wells 
must have been impressed by this particular find; he mentions it again in an interview (in the same collection) 
with Amy Cooper on 24 November 1964.  
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told Wells about rediscovered artifacts at Soowahlie and Lhechelesem.192 In 1977, Frank 

Malloway told Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips about uncovering some artifacts when 

he built his longhouse.193 It seems that, for Stó:lō, this method of securing artifacts 

outdoors was a viable and legitimate form of cultural curation during the late 19th 

century. Stó:lō cultural knowledge held that regalia and other significant artifacts had 

shxwelí, a life force, that needed to be honoured in particular ways at particular times. 

Failure to conduct these practices during, for instance, smílha or sxwóy:xwey dances, 

could have serious consequences. So, facing the possibility of the objects’ destruction by 

missionaries, Stó:lō protected their material culture by hiding these items in various 

places throughout their territories. In her memoirs, Xwelíqwiya / Rena Point Bolton 

reproduces a story from Agnes Kelly about a variation on this practice:  

One thousand people lived on the island just off of Hope. That priest came 
along and saw the masks and the costumes. That priest told them it was 
against the law. They had to burn it all. My grandfather’s great-uncle would 
not burn the mask. He threw his mask into the river. So it got down the river 
[underwater] to Chilliwack. It comes from up this way, though, but 
Chilliwack uses it now.194 

This narrative is predicated on the shxwelí, the life force of the sxwó:yxwey mask, 

revealing that cultural objects have agency in Stó:lō traditions. Moreover, this story 

affirms how sxwó:yxwey traditions moved through Stó:lō communities, and the belief 

that Stó:lō had that Stó:lō Téméxw would help protect and preserve their cultural heritage 

from the threat posed by missionaries’ zeal. To protect the regalia that helped them affirm 

their connection to Stó:lō Téméxw, Stó:lō literally reconnected cultural objects with the 

environment they had been made from: a clear illustration of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty 

in a fraught era.   

By the 1900s, then, Stó:lō cultural curation and political sovereignty retained 

many of their core elements, though they had been altered, to some extent, due to 

                                                
192 John Wallace, interview with Oliver Wells, 3 October 1967, Oliver N. Wells interview collection, SA. 
193 Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips, “Stalo History Fieldnotes,” notes from conversation with Frank 
Malloway, 21 July 1977, 10, reference collection, SA. 
194 Xwelíqwiya / Rena Point Bolton and Richard Daly, Xwelíqwiya: The Life of a Stó:lō Matriarch 
(Edmonton, AB: Athabasca University Press, 2013), 118. 
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limitations imposed by the settler colonial government.  This chapter has argued for an 

understanding of Stó:lō sovereign culture as a dynamic process. Both cultural and 

political practices affirmed and informed Stó:lō peoples’ sovereign relationship with their 

territories. The advent of settler colonialism infringed upon and disrupted—but did not 

delegitimize—this sovereignty. Though by the late nineteenth century Stó:lō peoples 

were no longer able to maintain sole political control over Stó:lō Téméxw, their 

sovereign rights did not become invalid. Moreover, Stó:lō affirmed those rights by 

resisting these violations both diplomatically and with force. Stó:lō also resisted settler 

colonialism by continuing to practice cultural protocols that maintained their sovereign 

relationship with their lands, either openly or more discreetly. Though Stó:lō sovereign 

culture took on new tones or nuances—especially after the 1858—the core principles and 

protocols which affirmed Stó:lō peoples’ sovereign relationship with Stó:lō Téméxw 

remained strong at the beginning of the twentieth century. 
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Chapter 3.  
 
K’HHalserten, the Sepass Poems, and McKenna-McBride: 
Masculinity and Stó:lō Cultural Sovereignty, 1840-1943  

In Stó:lō Ts’elxwéyeqw territory, there is a creek called T’amiyehóy 
Stótelô, now referred to in English as Tamihi Creek. Above this creek, on 
the banks of what we now call the Chilliwack River, K’HHalserten, whose 
English name is William Sepass, carved a canoe in 1915. Following the 
practice taught to him by his male family members, he likely began by 
either felling a cedar tree or selecting one that had recently fallen. He 
then split the log in half and carved out its center, hollowing it out and 
then shaping the log until it came to shape as tl’elá:y (shovel nosed 
canoe). K’HHalserten used the tl’elá:y to tend his fishing nets, to take 
family members to collect swí:we (eulachon), and to travel throughout his 
ancestral territories – later, he even fitted it with a sail to make it easier to 
go against the current. K’HHalserten’s familiarity with Stó:lō Téméxw—
and preservation of Stó:lō intellectual heritage, as well as his lineage—
made him a leader in his community. When he saw that Xwelítem were 
taking land that was not rightfully theirs, K’HHalserten spoke out against 
it, actively calling settler officials to account for broken promises. 
K’HHalserten was well-positioned to defend Stó:lō communities from 
settler encroachments, both cultural and territorial.   

The boy who became K’HHalserten was born to a Stó:lō mother and a Colville 

father in 1840. His father was Y-ail-mihth Sepass from the Colville tribe, whose 

traditional territory included the local Colville River and the Columbia River near Kettle 

Falls. His mother, whose name we do not know, was from the Stó:lō community of 

Skowkale. Her father was Lhokw’elálexw, and her English surname was Milo.195 

                                                
195 “Family Group Sheet for Y-ail-mihth Sepass,” Stó:lō Research and Resource Management Center 
Genealogy Office (hereafter SRRMCGO). The SRRMCGO records indicate that Sepass’ mother was 
Skowkale member Dan Milo’s paternal aunt. There is some confusion in the literature about K’HHalserten’s 
ancestry. Published accounts about him indicate that K’HHalserten alternately had parental connections to 
Secwepemec (Shuswap), Nlaka’pamux (Thompson River), Sinixt, and Okanagan communities. However, 
these do not correlate with the above-cited Stó:lō Genealogy Office records, Stó:lō oral histories, or official 
documentation from the era, all of which agree that K’HHalserten is Stó:lō, or from Skowkale. Sepass himself 
told Diamond Jenness that his family was descended from mountain goat people that came down from Cheam 
Mountain and transformed into humans; see Diamond Jenness, “Saanich and other Coast Salish notes and 
myths,” 1934-6, VII-G-9M, Canadian Museum of History Archives (hereafter CMHA). Moreover, Bob Joe 
told Oliver Wells that Sepass’ mother was from Skowkale; Wells later repeats this fact to Amy Cooper, who 
confirms it; see Oliver Wells Oral History Interview Collection, 332, 466, SA. It’s unclear as to why this is 
not accurately represented in Wells’ The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, though this might have had 
something to do with that book’s publication by other editors after Wells’ death. Additionally, the marriage 
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K’HHalserten had hereditary rights to chieftainship in Stó:lō communities through his 

mother’s line. His uncle Khal-agh-thit-til was the siyá:m of Skowkale, and while 

K’HHalserten was a young man, his uncle groomed him for leadership. Alongside the 

protocols for becoming a siyá:m, K’HHalserten also learned about Stó:lō history and 

culture. He became proficient in hunting and travelling throughout Stó:lō Téméxw, and 

also learned from male relatives how to carve canoes and other items. Also during this 

period, he married his first wife, Rose Uslick of Skowkale, and together they had eight 

children. In addition to being a leader in Stó:lō communities according to these historic 

customs, K’HHalserten also became a leader amongst Ts’elxwéyeqw Methodism. He met 

Thomas Crosby in 1869, and became involved in the mission near his reserve. By the 

time he was baptized on 3 June 1878, the missionaries already recognized him as the lay 

leader of the Skowkale church. It is unclear when Rose died, but K’HHalserten formally 

married Elizabeth Forest, a Nooksack woman with whom he likely already had a spousal 

relationship, in 1890; Methodist missionary CM Tate performed the service. In the early 

decades of the twentieth century, K’HHalserten’s position as Skowkale siyá:m became 

even more significant as Stó:lō communities called on settler governments for more equal 

access to land in their territories. To further this goal, K’HHalserten was part of a Salish 

delegation to Ottawa, and he was a speaker during the McKenna-McBride Commission. 

He continued to be an active outdoorsman for most of his life, hunting and taking his 

family fishing throughout Stó:lō Téméxw. He died on 24 March 1943.196 

This chapter examines key elements of K’HHalserten’s biography to provide a 

picture of the lived experience of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries. Throughout, I also want to consider how K’HHalserten’s social 

                                                
licenses of both K’HHalserten’s son Robert and his daughter Alice, official documents referring to him and 
completed during his lifetime, indicate again that he is from Skowkale; see Marriage Certificates, 
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196 “Family Group Sheet for William (Billy) Sepass,” SRRMCGO; “Record of the Chilliwack Indian 
Mission,” 2-3, file 3, box 2, Robert Clyde Scott fonds, MS 1299, BCA; Carlson, The Power of Place, 227, 
234; Madeline Knickerbocker, “‘Bring Home the Canoe’: History and Interpretation of Sepass Canoes in 
S’olh Temexw,” field school report, 2011, SA; Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 33-8.  
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locations vis-à-vis gender and social status accorded him certain rights in both Stó:lō and 

settler societies. As a male smelá:lh, K’HHalserten had hereditary rights to become 

siyá:m, but with these rights also came responsibilities to protect and preserve Stó:lō 

cultural heritage and territorial integrity. At the same time, his maleness and status within 

his community, combined with his conversion to Methodism, afforded him a degree of 

respect amongst settlers, which he was able to use to advocate for his community. 

Because of this social position and the projects he was involved in throughout his life, 

K’HHalserten’s biography can also help us understand the ways that Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty was informed by an idealized Stó:lō masculinity. This chapter thus 

contributes to the growing body of literature on Indigenous masculinities.197 Further, it 

demonstrates how adopting an intersectional analysis can offer insights on the histories of 

Indigenous-settler relations, in this case Stó:lō territories during the first decades of the 

twentieth century. K’HHalserten’s status and masculinity, which enabled him to act to 

preserve Stó:lō culture and territory, were still not enough for him to be fully heard or 

successful in his goals of preserving and protecting Stó:lō cultural sovereignty, due to the 

racist nature of settler colonial discursive and material appropriations.   

This chapter begins by focusing on K’HHalserten’s role as a student and, later, 

teacher in intergenerational Stó:lō cultural curation within his family and communities, as 

well as his deep connections to Stó:lō Téméxw. It then turns to examining 

K’HHalserten’s actions to preserve Stó:lō cultural heritage and to protect Stó:lō 

territories in the 1910s: his 1911-1915 collaboration with two white women settlers to 

preserve oral traditions in the Sepass Poems; and his leadership and advocacy in the years 

leading up to and during the 1913-1916 McKenna-McBride Commission. While 

K’HHalserten’s commitments to cultural heritage and territorial sovereignty were clear, it 

is also important to note that his cultural work literally had to be translated and 

appropriated into a settler framework before settlers could consider it significant, and his 

political advocacy had a limited effect. These results demonstrated the limits of cultural 

                                                
197 Kim Anderson and Robert Alexander Innes, eds,, Indigenous Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, 
Regeneration (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015); Brendan Hokowhitu, “Producing Elite 
Indigenous Masculinities,” Settler Colonial Studies 2, no. 2 (2012): 23-48; Sam McKegney, Masculindians: 
Conversations about Indigenous Manhood (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2014).   
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sovereignty within the framework of escalating settler colonial appropriations of 

nineteenth and twentieth century British Columbia, even though cultural heritage and 

territorial sovereignty remained a potent pairing within Stó:lō communities at the time.  

The best sources for learning more about K’HHalserten’s connection to his 

heritage and territories come, unsurprisingly, directly from him in the form of oral history 

he shared, maps that he created, and canoes that he carved. Speaking to Jenness in 1934, 

K’HHalserten asserted: “Long ago a multitude of Mt. goats came down from Cheam Mt. 

and changed to people. They are the ancestors of the Sepass family.”198 By claiming 

maternal lineage that goes back to the era of transformations, K’HHalserten was 

expressing his family’s profound historic connection to Stó:lō Téméxw, and reinforcing 

their status as smelá:lh. Additionally, the connection made between his ancestors and the 

mountain goats symbolizes the familial relationship between the Sepasses and Stó:lō 

Téméxw. In addition to this oral tradition, other key sources that demonstrate 

K’HHalserten’s deep familiarity with Stó:lō Téméxw include two maps he made in 1918. 

These maps indicate K’HHalserten’s intimate knowledge of the waterways we now call 

Chilliwack Lake and Chilliwack River. As David Schaepe writes, K’HHalserten 

privileged historic iterations of the waterways, “prior to their alteration and ‘reclamation’ 

by Xwelítem settlers.”199 As Schaepe argues, the “exaggerated size of these waterways, 

as drawn relative to the Fraser River, emphasizes their importance as central features of 

the local Aboriginal landscape.”200 I agree with Schaepe that these maps indicate the 

significance K’HHalserten placed on the local waterways, and would add that they are 

further evidence of his detailed knowledge of Stó:lō Téméxw. Additionally, the tl’elá:y 

K’HHalserten carved, which I discuss in the epigraph above, also reinforces his 

knowledge of Stó:lō waterways as well as his role in maintaining knowledge of Stó:lō 

craftsmanship. Bill Sepass explained to me that, following lessons from his older male 

family members, K’HHalserten was able to make a wide variety of canoes, including the 

                                                
198 Diamond Jenness, “Saanich and other Coast Salish notes and myths,” unpublished notes, 1934-6, 115, 
control no. VII-G-9M, Ethnology Archives B39 ft, Archives of the Canadian Museum of History.  
199 David M. Schaepe, “The Maps of K’hhalserten, c. 1918,” in The Stó:lō-Coast Salish Atlas, ed. Keith Thor 
Carlson (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2001): 126.  
200 Schaepe, “The Maps of K’hhalserten,” 126. 
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tl’elá:y, as well as larger vessels for travel on more turbulent waters, and freight 

canoes.201 The canoes he made thus represent his preservation of Stó:lō intellectual 

heritage, and specifically of skilled craftmanship. Taken together, this oral tradition and 

material heritage from K’HHalserten himself reveals his masterful awareness of Stó:lō 

territories and a strong connection to its culture. 

Local Xwelítem anthropologist Oliver Wells, who knew K’HHalserten well 

during his lifetime, also emphasized his knowledge of Stó:lō lands and histories.202 

Although Wells’ account is romantic, he wrote extensively about K’HHalserten’s 

knowledge of both his history and his exceptional familiarity with Stó:lō Téméxw. In his 

narrative, Wells explains that as a boy, K’HHalserten “learned of the great gatherings of 

the tribes at Yale, ceremonial gatherings where the songs of the tribes were sung and 

where their legends were told so that succeeding generations would know and 

remember.”203 Wells adds that as a young man, K’HHalserten was trained to someday 

take over his uncle’s position as siyá:m, and part of that training meant he “knew the 

history and legends of his people, and was familiar with the sacred religious rights and 

customs of the Salish people.”204 Ignoring, if we can, Wells’ overwrought prose, these 

passages indicate K’HHalserten’s knowledge of Stó:lō heritage and familiarity with both 

sxwōxwiyá:m and sqwélqwel, as well as smílha. In the same account, Wells also praises 

K’HHalserten’s profound familiarity with Stó:lō Téméxw and skills as an outdoorsman, 

describing with gusto K’HHalserten’s abilities as a hunter (“as a hunter, the Chief had no 

equal”),205 a canoe-maker (“his skill in canoe-making was unsurpassed”)206 and his 

precise knowledge of the landscape and geography of Stó:lō territories (“he knew of its 

bold outcropping of rocky bluffs; he knew of its mineral licks, the haunts of deer, its 

                                                
201 Knickerbocker, “‘Bring Home the Canoe’”; Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 36-7.  
202 Oliver Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 35. Wells explains that K’HHalserten was initially 
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K’HHalserten’s death in 1943. 
203 Oliver Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 33.  
204 Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 33.  
205 Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 36. 
206 Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 36.  
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spring-water streams, and the network of deer trails which to him were the only 

requirement in cross-country travel”).207 In a later narrative, Wells reports that 

K’HHalserten continued to participate in smílha even after his conversion to Methodism, 

and did not see a conflict between that religion and his Stó:lō spiritual beliefs.208 These  

accounts from Wells, regardless of their florid language and overt romanticism, reinforce 

my argument about the strength of K’HHalserten’s connection to Stó:lō Téméxw and his 

knowledge about its history. 

In addition to learning and using intergenerational knowledge about Stó:lō 

territories and histories, K’HHalserten also sought to pass on this information to his own 

family. In oral history interviews, Bill Sepass, K’HHalserten’s great-grandson (who now 

carries the name K’HHalserten but who I will refer to here as “Bill” to avoid confusion), 

explained to me that his great-grandfather K’HHalserten really emphasized to his family 

members the need to be able to live off the land, and through the process of experiential 

learning, taught them how to access the resources that Stó:lō Téméxw had to offer them. 

Bill shared with me stories that his grandfather—Robert Sepass, K’HHalserten’s son—

told him; I want to reproduce two of those here.  

First, Bill told me about fishing trips in the tl’elá:y:  

…getting back to the stories that my grandfather would tell me as we’re 
fishing along the lake, he would tell me this story about the one canoe that 
his dad would load up on his horse and wagon and they would make their 
trips out towards the um—cause we lived here in Sardis—he would load up 
his canoe and bring it down to the Fraser River by horse and wagon and 
launch it near the landing, he said. I guess that was a well-known site for 
the old steamboats that had a launching site there, a landing site there. They 
would get in the canoe with his dad and his sister, and his sister’s name was 
Dorothy. They were actually first cousins, but cause they lived together, he 
considered her as his sister. He’d talk about that and how his Dad would go 
fishing with it from time to time. He’d talk about his sister riding in front of 
the canoe, at the bow, and he would be in the middle, and his dad would be 
paddling, and they would paddle downriver to Sumas Mountain. There was 
a little place there that he said his Dad would fish there all the time, at a 
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place called Lucky. It was right near, just past the mouth of Vedder River, 
against Sumas Mountain, just below Devil’s Run there. He said on this 
particular trip, they went fishing for eulachon, dipnetting. They made their 
way down midmorning or whatever and he talked about filling it up with 
eulachon right to the top, I mean right to the top. It was getting close to late 
afternoon and he said always in the late afternoon, the west wind would pick 
up. Nature’s things always have a way of repeating themselves. His dad had 
a sail, so he said he’d put up the pole. Built inside the canoe, there’s a spot 
where there’s a cross beam, a hole in the cross beam, and a little place in 
the bottom of the canoe where the pole would fit in and his Dad would put 
up a sail and sail back upriver to their horse and wagon, and he would steer 
it with the paddle. He said that thing would just clip along, being full of 
eulachon at one of the other regular fishing places that they would go to. He 
would tell me this story and have a huge smile on his face as he would say  
“and my sister would always have a big smile on her face as we’re going 
back upriver, and her hand touching the water as we’re going upriver.” They 
were catching their supply of eulachons for smoking and whatever they used 
it for.209 

And here is the second anecdote:  

I know that he talked about the garden, and the farm that he had, and the 
farm animals, you know, living off the land. I remember one story that’s 
kind of funny was in the late fall there’s the chum, we call them doggies, 
they would net them or capture them in the Chilliwack River, he said his 
dad would just pull up to the river, back his wagon in, and as they’d come 
by, he would gaff them and just throw them in the back of the wagon. I 
guess there must’ve been so much back then. He said from the eggs, when 
they clean them, he would put them in a sack and they would take the sack 
and hang it outside, inside the barn, and over the winter, from fall through 
the winter and then in the springtime, they would cure. I don't know the 
Halq’eméylem name for it, but I think he called them stink eggs. The reason 
why they call them stink eggs is because when the eggs, they ferment over 
time and all the, whatever, juices, would drip out through the cheesecloth, 
and in the springtime it would be all ready and once you get past the 
cracking of it, and opening it up, and getting into the cheese on the inside, 
he talked about back in the hungry thirties, he didn’t know what the hungry 
thirties were because he lived off, his dad lived off the land. His 
neighbouring school chums were having it tough, I guess, and he said he 
remembers, “I was never hungry, we always lived off the farm.” [So in the 
spring when] they were so hungry cause they didn’t have much to eat, and 

                                                
209 K’HHalserten / Bill Sepass, interview with Madeline Knickerbocker, 10 May 2011. 
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he said they would just devour those stink eggs, and they thought it was 
such a delicacy.210 

These narratives share similar themes that reflect K’HHalserten’s priorities when it came 

to intergenerational knowledge transfer. According to Bill’s narratives, K’HHalserten 

intended to pass along his skills as a fisher and outdoorsman to his family. Bringing his 

children with him to fish for eulachon and teaching them how to make stink eggs may 

sound like idyllic family bonding time, but these activities also served to teach the 

younger generation the necessary skills to provide for themselves. The canoe trips were 

especially significant in that they allowed him to share knowledge with his children about 

the waterways, their family’s fishing spots, fishing techniques, and canoe technology. In 

the process of making stink eggs, K’HHalserten not only ensured his family would be 

well fed, but also taught them a unique and necessary way of maximizing their usage of 

chum as a food source. By continuing this cycle of intergenerational knowledge sharing 

about Stó:lō Téméxw and Stó:lō foodways, K’HHalserten was an active participant in the 

process of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty.  

To explain how K’HHalserten’s engagements with heritage and the land were 

inflected by his status and gender, it is necessary to offer a brief explanation of Stó:lō 

social dynamics. Stó:lō knowledge keepers and academic scholars have been able to 

provide significant information about what life was like within Stó:lō communities 

during the pre- and early-contact periods. In particular, these scholars emphasize the 

stratified social dynamics of Stó:lō society. As discussed in Chapter 2, historically, Stó:lō 

communities were mainly constituted by three social classes: smelá:lh, the upper class; 

st’áxem, a lower class; and skw’iyéth, a slave or serf-like class.211 Exceptional smelá:lh 

                                                
210 K’HHalserten / Bill Sepass, interview with Madeline Knickerbocker, 10 May 2011.  
211 It is important to note that enslavement among the Stó:lō and other Northwest Indigenous peoples bears 
little resemblance to the system of chattel slavery which functioned in the Americas between the sixteenth 
and eighteenth centuries. The skw’iyéth were indeed slaves, many of them women and children captured in 
raids against Lets’ó:lmexw villages. This is not to romanticize Indigenous systems of slavery: skw’iyéth 
peoples’ lives were likely full of minor and major physical and emotional abuses and turmoil. According to 
one oral tradition, it was bad enough that a skw’iyéth woman tried to escape at one point. However, skw’iyéth 
could be freed and join the st’áxem, or as happened at least once, could free themselves en masse without 
opposition from the smelá:lh. Whereas st’áxem were considered humans, skw’iyéth were property. However, 
Xwélmexw economies were not based on slave labour; slavery was not linked to the dispossession of lands, 
and though there is evidence that people of the higher classes could act violently towards slaves, this violence 
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men like K’HHalserten led their communities and maintained control over family 

histories, spiritual knowledge, and resource sites, while those whose actions were 

considered disgraceful would descend the social ladder. Intriguingly, a major distinction 

between smelá:lh and st’áxem is the knowledge of family histories; whereas smelá:lh 

would be able to trace their ancestry back for generations, st’áxem were those who did 

not know their histories.212  What this shows us then is an investment among Stó:lō, 

particularly smelá:lh, on knowing tribal and family history as a way of demonstrating 

elite status. This connection reinforces the idea of the duality of politics and heritage in 

Stó:lō communities. As the above discussion reveals, K’HHalserten certainly succeeded 

in both knowing and sharing information about Stó:lō Téméxw histories and lands, 

meeting the responsibility he had as a smelá:lh to do so. 

Though social status was undoubtedly a significant factor in Stó:lō communities, 

gender also created differentials of power and prestige. Many sxwōxwiyá:m reveal 

information about Stó:lō gender roles. While they set out clear guidelines differentiating 

between acceptable male and female behaviours, they also emphasize the respect that 

people of both genders should hold for each other.213 Clear divisions of labour and 

assigned gender roles for men and for women in Stó:lō societies represent a 

                                                
was not systematically built into the social relationships between skw’iyéth, smelá:lh, and st’áxem the way 
it was foundational to the racialized hierarchies of Euro-American slavery. See: Carlson, The Power of Place, 
6, 139-42; Amy Cooper, interview with Oliver Wells, 31 March 1968, Oliver N. Wells interview collection, 
SA; Wilson Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians of the Fraser Valley, British Columbia, Anthropology in British 
Columbia Memoir No. 1 (Victoria, BC: British Columbia Provincial Museum, 1952), 82-84; Wayne Suttles, 
“Private Knowledge, Morality, and Social Classes among the Coast Salish,” in Coast Salish Essays 
(Vancouver, Seattle, and London: Talonbooks and University of Washington Press, 1987), 6. Please also 
note that I use “class” in this context because it is language that other scholars have used to refer to this social 
hierarchy in Stó:lō communities. While “skw’iyéth” does refer to a kind of endentured labour, the use of 
“class” here otherwise does not have the same implications as in a Marxist intellectual tradition, because it 
is not related to the means of production. 
212 Carlson, The Power of Place, 134-142; Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 80-81; Wayne Suttles, “Private 
Knowledge, Morality, and Social Classes among the Coast Salish,” 3-13. 
213 Dolly Felix, The Mosquito Story (Sardis, BC: Stó:lō Sitel Curriculum and the Coqualeetza Education 
Training Centre, 1979), reference collection, SA; Hill-Tout, “Ethnological Studies of the Mainland 
Halkomelem, a division of the Salish of British Columbia,” 57-58; Naxaxalhts’i, Schaepe, and Carlson, 
“Making the World Right,” 6-7; Stone T’xwelátse et al., Man Turned to Stone: T’xwelátse (Chilliwack, BC: 
Stó:lō Nation, 2012), 22, 25. For example, the Xexá:ls sister bear shows that even the Transformers have a 
female aspect; significant place names in Stó:lō Téméxw such as Coqualeetza and Lhílheqey relate to the 
histories of women; and sxwōxwiyá:m about women such as the wife of T’xwelátse and female beings like 
the giantess Th’oxweya offer important lessons about, respectively, “learning to live together in a good way,” 
and respecting Elders’ instructions. 
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complementarity between genders, as opposed to a gendered hierarchy.214 Stó:lō and 

other Coast Salish peoples shared power in ways that might relate to gender, but were 

largely contingent on the activity at hand.215 While the role of yewá:l siyá:m, or chief, 

was generally accorded to men, smelá:lh women, however, could hold important 

positions of social power as well and might also be called siyá:m in reference to their 

status as a respected person. For these reasons, I agree with Carlson’s hypothesis that 

female smelá:lh would have had more in common with male smelá:lh than with female 

st’áxem,216 and I would add that these women likely also held more social prestige than 

male st’áxem. When considering historical Stó:lō social dynamics, it is thus important to 

employ an intersectional analysis that seriously considers both gender and social status.  

Bringing this intersectional analysis to K’HHalserten’s life helps us better 

understand his social location. K’HHalserten’s masculinity and status as smelá:lh would 

have undoubtedly influenced his commitment to Stó:lō Téméxw and its heritage, because 

knowing the land and its history was a fundamental part of being a siyá:m.217 His identity 

enabled him to hold a position of power in his community, but he was also required to do 

the work to be worthy of that position. In other words, he needed to demonstrate his 

familiarity with Stó:lō Téméxw and his knowledge of his history in order to affirm the 

status his gender and status conferred upon him. In addition to fulfilling his duties as 

smelá:lh, his familiarity with Stó:lō Téméxw and knowledge of history—his proficiency, 

in other words, in Stó:lō cultural sovereignty—also reinforced his embodiment of the 

ideal Stó:lō masculinity. K’HHalserten’s ability to meet these gendered ideals of a male 

smelá:lh meant that other Stó:lō people, particularly those in his community of Skowkale, 

                                                
214 Leah Sneider, “Complementary Relationships: A Review of Indigenous Gender Studies,” in Indigenous 
Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, eds. Kim Anderson and Robert Alexander Innes 
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015), 62-79. 
215 Jay Miller, “Back to Basics: Chiefdoms in Puget Sound,” Ethnohistory 44, no. 2 (Spring 1997): 375-6.  
216 Carlson, The Power of Place, 3 
217 I am not the only scholar to suggest a link between Indigenous masculinities and cultural heritage. See 
also: Kimberly Minor, “Material of Masculinity: The 1832 and 1834 Portraits of Mató-Tópe, Mandan Chief,” 
in Indigenous Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, eds. Kim Anderson and Robert 
Alexander Innes (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015), 99-114; Erin Sutherland, “Indigenous 
Masculinities Explored through Performance Art in Kingston, Ontario,” in Indigenous Men and 
Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, eds. Kim Anderson and Robert Alexander Innes 
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015), 115-129. 



87 

recognized him as an important leader. His uncle died “soon after the coming of the 

settlers,” probably in the early- to mid- 1860s, and due to his ability to meet the 

responsibilities of his hereditary status conferred upon him, K’HHalserten became siyá:m 

of Skowkale thereafter.218 As Carlson says, “Chief Sepass was one of the most respected 

leaders in Stó:lō society, and he spoke with the authority bestowed upon him through his 

ancestors.”219 Indeed, by the late nineteenth century, Stó:lō people began to look to 

K’HHalserten, among a few others, as part of “supratribal leadership”—that is to say, he 

was considered a leader of Stó:lō communities more broadly than just of Skowkale.220 On 

28 September 1976, Th’eláchiyatel / Richard Malloway explained to interviewers Reuben 

Ware and Albert Phillips that K’HHalserten, along with George Cooper and Harry 

Stewart, were the three most prominent siyá:m during the 1910s and 1920s.221 According 

to Th’eláchiyatel, the “three worked together to settle disputes in the traditional Stalo 

[sic] manner,” and that they “also were the leaders in formulating land claims positions of 

the Chilliwack Bands…”222 K’HHalserten’s status as an important siyá:m and smelá:lh 

leader is well-established in the historiography for this period. 

While K’HHalserten met Stó:lō requirements for leadership, his social position 

was somewhat different in the context of settler colonialism. With settlement came the 

imposition of settler-colonial gender ideologies in Stó:lō Téméxw. As Scott Morgensen 

explains, the imposition of settler-colonial masculinities was an effort “to violently 

control and replace distinctive gender systems among Indigenous peoples” and “as a 

means to establish white settler law.”223 Settlers expected Indigenous peoples to subscribe 

to their own notions of gender, recasting the already-strong gendered differences in Stó:lō 

society as a gender hierarchy.  As happened in other locations in North America, since 

                                                
218 Oliver Wells, The Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours, 35. 
219 Keith Carlson, “A Legacy of Broken Promises: The Xwelítem Exploration and Settlement of S’ólh 
Téméxw (Our Land),” in You Are Asked To Witness: The Stó:lō in Canada’s Pacific Coast History, ed. Keith 
Thor Carlson (Chilliwack: Stó:lō Heritage Trust, 1997), 68.  
220 Keith Thor Carlson, The Power of Place, 234.  
221 Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips, “Stalo History Fieldnotes,” 2, reference collection, SA. 
222 Reuben Ware and Albert Phillips, “Stalo History Fieldnotes,” 2, reference collection, SA. 
223 Scott L. Morgensen, “Cutting to the Roots of Colonial Masculinity,” in Indigenous Men and Masculinities: 
Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, ed. Kim Anderson and Robert Alexander Innes (Winnipeg: University of 
Manitoba Press, 2015), 38-9.  
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settler men assumed the universality of patriarchy, Indigenous women lost social 

power.224 In the Canadian context in particular, settler policies limited Indigenous 

women’s rights even more than Indigenous men’s, a circumstances which itself further 

enabled settler colonial land acquisition.225 The result, Brendan Hokowhitu explains, was 

an “elite indigenous tribal masculinity…that [w]as developed since colonization, in part 

at least, mimicking dominant forms of invader/settler masculinity.”226 Under settler 

colonialism, K’HHalserten was no longer an idealized male figure because of his 

Indigeneity, but his identity as a man still rendered him more acceptable as a leader than 

Stó:lō women would have been. Regardless of K’HHalserten’s wishes, his gender and his 

status as a siyá:m, combined with his engagements with Methodism, meant that settlers 

could understand him as an exceptional representative of his community: a leader of his 

people, albeit still inferior to them. When he interacted with Xwelítem, these binaries of 

civilized/savage and man/woman simultaneously undercut and enhanced his social 

standing, and this intersected with his ability to work for Stó:lō cultural sovereignty in 

important ways. 

Settlers may also have viewed K’HHalserten as an acceptable Stó:lō authority 

figure for other reasons. For instance, Wells’ relationship with K’HHalserten was enabled 

by elements of identity they shared, and the fact that they held values in common that 

both made sense within their own communities. Though they were both Christian men, 

their identities were otherwise dramatically different, and their relationship was likely 

punctuated by these differences. In addition to K’HHalserten’s status as a siyá:m, it 

seems that his rugged masculinity and knowledge of Stó:lō heritage are key elements that 

enabled Wells to recognize him as a figure of cultural authority among Stó:lō people. 

While K’HHalserten’s engagements with Stó:lō Téméxw might have demonstrated, in a 

                                                
224 Juliana Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas Borderlands 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007).  
225 Geiger, “‘Crossed by the Border,” 144-8. Geiger documents how Arrow Lakes’ women’s lack of status 
under the Indian Act was one of the principle rationales that colonial agents drew on to enable the federal 
government to declare the Arrow Lake band extinct in 1953, and thus hold full authority over Arrow Lakes 
territory.  
226 Brendan Hokowhitu, “Producing Elise Indigenous Masculinities,” Settler Colonial Studies 2, no. 2 (2012): 
23.  
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Stó:lō context, his deep relationship with the land, when viewed from Wells’ perspective, 

K’HHalserten’s outdoorsmanship reflected an ideal form of settler masculinity. Similarly, 

K’HHalserten’s education and maintenance of Stó:lō sxwōxwiyá:m held a particular 

meaning within Stó:lō communities, but for Wells this paralleled his interest in the 

preservation of local knowledge. For Wells, it is likely that K’HHalserten’s authority was 

legible not simply because he was a man of high status in Stó:lō communities, and a 

convert to Christianity, but also because of their intersecting interest in knowledge 

preservation, and K’HHalserten’s ability to represent an idealized image of a male hunter 

and frontiersman. These shared values, although they originated from within the two 

men’s distinct social structures, helped Wells more readily see K’HHalserten as a leader. 

I now turn to the first of two case studies about K’HHalserten’s engagements with 

settlers to further Stó:lō cultural sovereignty: his work on the Sepass Poems, a project 

that took place between 1911 and 1915. K’HHalserten approached Sophia Street and her 

daughter Eloise for help with translating sxwōxwiyá:m into English.227 Sophia was the 

daughter of Rev. William White, who had been among the first Wesleyan missionaries 

sent to BC; Stó:lō women helped to raise her, and she learned Halq’eméylem from them 

in her childhood. Sophia, a missionary in her own right, began teaching at the Sumas 

school in 1881, and married Charles Sibbald Lockwood Street, a sawmill operator in 

Chilliwack, in 1885. She gave birth to Eloise, their third child, on October 19, 1893. As a 

teenager, Eloise had polio, which left her with a physical disability in her legs. It was 

during the time that Eloise was still recovering from the initial effects of the poliovirus 

that K’HHalserten started working with her and her mother to translate and transcribe the 

poems.228 For the next four years, K’HHalserten came to their house from time to time to 

work on this project. According to Eloise—who, even at that stage, was interested in 

poetry—their process took multiple stages: “First, the way he did it, he would say a line 

in this old indian [sic] then he would translate it into Salish which my mother understood, 

                                                
227 In the following, I refer to Eloise and Sophia Street by their first names to avoid any confusion.  
228 Eloise Street, speech, 1961, 98-100, Oliver Wells Interview Collection, SA; “Street, Eloise,” Canada’s 
Early Women Writers, SFU Library Digital Collections, accessed February 3, 2018, 
http://digital.lib.sfu.ca/ceww-715/street-eloise;  
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and then they would speak to each other about the meaning in Salish – she would give 

him the english [sic] verse and I wrote it down and put a crossline at the end…”229  

While K’HHalserten’s vision was to create an English version of sxwōxwiyá:m, 

his collaborators, especially Eloise, apparently did not think the sxwōxwiyá:m could 

stand on their own. Any translation is likely to miss the nuance of the original narrative, 

but analyses of the published versions of K’HHalserten’s sxwōxwiyá:m reveal there is 

significantly more slippage than expected. Indeed, scholars Crisca Bierwert, Keith 

Carlson and Kristina Fagan, and Kathryn Alix Shield have all argued, in different ways, 

that Eloise altered the poems after their initial transcription.  

Carlson and Fagan point to historical documentation which reveals that the year 

after K’HHalserten’s death, Eloise submitted the manuscript for publication, but 

anthropologist Maris Barbeau rejected the collection because he felt she had 

“romanticized it,” and he was not her only contemporary who felt the stories rang too 

false. Moreover, Eloise herself admitted that her version of the “Croon Maiden” poem 

was “elaborated” and that “I did more with it myself than the others.” She included it for 

publication despite this, and in full knowledge that K’HHalserten himself did not 

consider his version of that story to be authentic.230 

Anthropologist Crisca Bierwert would have agreed with Barbeau’s critique. She 

convincingly argues that the accounts in the Sepass Poems are “heavily overwritten,” that 

both Eloise and Sophia “exercised heavy hands in interpreting Sepass’ images,” and that 

the “translation is so inflated that the narrative is immediately suspect by today’s 

standards.”231 Bierwert analyzes the Sepass Poems against later versions of the 

                                                
229 Eloise Street, speech, 1961, 102, Oliver Wells Interview Collection, SA. The crosslines Eloise mentions 
refer to marks she made to indicate a hard end to the line in order for the sake of the rhythm of the poem. It 
is unclear what she means by “the old indian” language that Sepass uses first—she describes it as a pan-
Indian sacred language, which she compares to Latin because it is only used for ritual. I think on this point 
she was misinformed. 
230 Keith Thor Carlson and Kristina Rose Fagan, eds., in Henry Pennier, ‘Call Me Hank’: A Stó:lõ Man’s 
Reflections on Logging, Living, and Growing Old (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006), 119n3.  
231 Crisca Bierwert, Brushed by Cedar, Living by the River: Coast Salish Figures of Power (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1999), 96. Academics looking at Northrop Frye have also pointed this out, in 
part because of Frye’s own observations relating to the same point. See: Robert Bringhurst, “Reading between 
the Books: Northrop Frye and the Cartography of Literature,” in Educating the Imagination: Northrop Frye, 
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sxwōxwiyá:m that K’HHalserten shared with anthropologist Diamond Jenness between 

1934 and 1936. In doing so, she notes that many of the features that make the Sepass 

Poems artificial, especially those relating to Xá:ls, are not found in Jenness’ field 

notes.232 Literature scholar Kathryn Alix Shield also points to how Eloise’s actions 

shifted the meanings of the poems. Using a versioning method and digital humanities 

software to analyze multiple variants of some of the same poems, Shield reveals the 

“overall changeability” of the poems, and ultimately considers that the published versions 

should be understood as “collaboratively authored works” because of the significant 

changes Eloise made.233  

Since Shield and Bierwert have documented the precise nature of Eloise’s 

alterations, I am not going to focus on the changes made by the Streets except to say that 

these modifications produced pan-Indian, romanticized, settler notions of Indigeneity as 

opposed to offering a more distinct representation of Stó:lō oral tradition. Instead of 

repeating this work already accomplished by other scholars, I wish to make a different 

argument here. Namely, while the Sepass Poems are an instance of settler colonial 

appropriation and modification of Stó:lō cultural heritage, the Streets’ actions to 

intentionally alter the narrative to better fit their world view do not mean we can discount 

K’HHalserten’s efforts to curate his cultural heritage. Rather, I argue that the Poems’ 

significance lies in understanding them as part of a process of cultural curation that 

K’HHalserten was committed to throughout his lifetime. 

                                                
Past, Present, and Future, eds. Alan Bewell, Neil ten Kortenaar, and Germaine Warkentin (Montreal & 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015), 228n9.  
232 Crisca Bierwert, Brushed by Cedar, Living by the River: Coast Salish Figures of Power (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 1999), 104. As Bierwert says, these distinctions emphasize that the accuracy of 
a translated text is heavily contingent on the collaborative process, but I disagree with her statement that the 
“most obvious explanation for the difference is that the narrator told different variants to suit the people he 
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233 Kathryn Alix Shield, “Intercultural Mediations: Cross-Cultural Collaborations in Early Twentieth Century 
First Nations Literature” (master’s thesis, Dalhousie University, 2013), 52, 73. 
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While K’HHalserten’s engagement with this project represents an act of cultural 

sovereignty, his partners’ perceptions of him meant the Poems were inflected by the 

binaries of civilized/savage and man/woman mentioned above. In a 1961 speech, Eloise’s 

discussion of her and her mother’s relationship with K’HHalserten demonstrates how 

these gender and racial binaries simultaneously enhanced and weakened his status in her 

eyes. On the one hand, Eloise understood K’HHalserten’s role as one of offering a bridge 

between Stó:lō peoples and white settlers. Eloise explained, “Chief Sepass had a 

tremendous power as an indian [sic] in his own proper personality because he was two 

people—he was an indian [sic] chief and a man of very supreme knowledge of their 

culture and on the other hand he was a man who lived with white people and had 

completely different ways…”234 Her emphasis here on his status as a siyá:m and his 

maleness indicates her respect for him, which stemmed from his ability to “[live] with 

white people.”  

However, her account also refers to moments that highlight her perception of 

Sepass’ “savagery” in the eyes of settler propriety. For instance, she discusses a time 

when K’HHalserten gave a speech while holding “a naked child of about a year and a 

half by one hand and one foot like this…”235 The child’s nudity and unfamiliar way 

K’HHalserten was holding the infant caught Eloise’s attention, and she mentioned these 

elements in the interview to indicate how different K’HHalserten—and, by extension, 

other Stó:lō people—were from, in Eloise’s perspective, the civilized gentility of white 

settlers. Fixated by K’HHalserten’s speech, she later wrote, “I stayed on the road and 

listened for about half an hour. It was the most wonderful oratory I’ve ever heard… I 

didn’t understand any of the words but it was amazing the power that he had in his 

speech and the dignity of himself because he was putting everything he had into it.”236 

Unlike the reference to the child, which emphasizes the naiveté of “savagery,” this 

statement instead relies on the idea of the noble, wise “Indian.” In her account, Eloise 

                                                
234 Eloise Street, speech, 1961, 106, Oliver Wells Interview Collection, SA.  
235 Eloise Street, speech, 1961, 100, Oliver Wells Interview Collection, SA.  
236 Eloise Street, speech, 1961, 100, Oliver Wells Interview Collection, SA. 
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romanticized a speech she could not understand, in the process connecting K’HHalserten 

to a settler ideal of Indigeneity.  

Eloise was not the only Xwelítem close to K’HHalserten who represented him 

according to stereotypical settler ideals of Indigeneity. As Bierwert argues, Wells did this 

too, in his introduction of the Sepass Poems, by describing K’HHalserten according to a 

“formulaic representation of Native American authors: (1) male, (2) old, (3) brought up 

traditionally, (4) converted to Christianity, (5) strong family man, but (6) no available 

heirs. This is the quintessential grandfather figure whose elite knowledge was not only 

available but begged for cultural borrowing.”237 Settler gendered and racialized ideas of 

Indigeneity influenced Eloise’s understanding of K’HHalserten and legitimized her 

modifications of the sxwōxwiyá:m, enabling her to privilege her own romantic aesthetics 

over the integrity of K’HHalserten’s retellings.  

Further settler-colonial stereotypes are evident in how Eloise explains how they 

first started the work on the poems together:  

I was sitting on the log and looking at the lake and this indian [sic] came 
walking through and sat on the other end of the log and started to talk in 
indian [sic] immediately. He kept on until he was through for 20 to 25 
minutes and then he turned to me and I realized who he was although I 
hadn’t seen him for several years. And he asked me to promise that these 
poems if he would give them to me would be put in a book so the indians 
[sic] would remember what a great people they had been, and I promised 
that I would do it.238 

Putting aside the oddness of Eloise not recognizing K’HHalserten right away, despite 

claiming to have known him since her infancy,239 there is also a great irony here. She 

promised she would help him put the sxwōxwiyá:m in writing, and earlier indicated being 

impressed with his oratory. However, these professions of respect for his words are 

entirely at odds with her subsequent revisions of the sxwōxwiyá:m as he told them to her. 

                                                
237 Bierwert, Brushed by Cedar, 95.  
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239 Eloise Street, speech, 1961, Oliver Wells Interview Collection, SA. She says “I knew him from the time 
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And yet the Streets were not the only settlers whose stereotypical impressions of 

Indigeneity influenced their representations of it. In her analysis of a collection of 

drawings done by Mandan chief Mató-Tópe, and Euro-American artists Karl Bodmer and 

George Catlin, Minor argues that Mató-Tópe’s representation of “personal masculinity, 

tribal dedication, and communal status … was slowly restructured by the techniques of 

Bodmer and Catlin into a more homogenous identity.”240 In both cases, settlers engaging 

with Indigenous men’s self-representation relied more on their own culture’s imagined 

idea of pan-Indian stereotypes than they did on the specificity and particularity of the 

individual Indigenous men in question. 

Although she had promised him to publish them from the outset of their project, it 

was not until after K’HHalserten died in 1943 that Eloise published the poems she had 

transcribed decades earlier. This means, of course, that we cannot know what 

K’HHalserten would have thought about the Streets’ translations and alterations. I have 

not come across any sources, either in oral histories or archival documents, which 

indicate how K’HHalserten felt about the Streets or the work he did with them. While 

K’HHalserten’s commitment to the project indicates he felt some degree of connection 

with the Streets, and that he trusted they would publish them as Eloise had promised. 

Similarly, the final version of the Poems indicates that the Streets either did not 

understand or chose to misrepresent his narrative to reflect a more popular settler 

understanding of Indigeneity. In either case, the Streets’ modifications to Stó:lō 

sxwōxwiyá:m certainly do not represent a clean translation, and in that way, they 

subverted K’HHalserten’s intentions to preserve the sxwōxwiyá:m as he knew them. At 

the same time, regardless of these changes, Stó:lō people today, and especially the Sepass 

family, do see value in the Poems as an early recording of Stó:lō oral tradition, even if 

they are imperfect and problematic.241 

                                                
240 Kimberly Minor, “Material of Masculinity: The 1832 and 1834 Portraits of Mató-Tópe, Mandan Chief,” 
in Indigenous Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, eds. Kim Anderson and Robert 
Alexander Innes (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015), 111.  
241 Steven L. Point, foreword to Sepass Poems: Ancient Songs of Y-Ail-Mihth, by Chief William 
K’HHalserten Sepass, trans. and ed. Chief Sepass and Sophia White Street, 3rd ed. (Mission, BC: Longhouse 
Publishing, 2009), xii-xiii; Gerald Sepass, introduction to Sepass Poems, 1-6. Both Point and Sepass explain 
the significance of this volume for contemporary Stó:lō readers.  
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It seems K’HHalserten’s death renewed Eloise’s interest in the project. She 

initially published excerpts from their work in periodicals such as The Native Voice and 

Smoke Signals in the 1940s, and then sold mimeographed versions of the poems through 

Indian Time magazine in the 1950s. The published excerpts, as well as every edition of 

the Sepass Poems book released during her lifetime, listed Eloise herself as the author, 

“presenting,” as Shield writes, “an authorial claim to unsuspecting readers.”242 Shield 

further argues that Eloise, operating fully within the salvage paradigm, used 

supplementary text written by herself and other apparent experts to bolster her credibility, 

and thus, the authenticity of the poems.243 One such alleged expert was Oliver Wells, 

who, as discussed earlier, also knew K’HHalserten and wrote extensively about him. 

Throughout the 1960s, Eloise and Wells had a lively correspondence covering their 

mutual interest in K’HHalserten and the poems, practical concerns about grant 

applications, and Eloise’s views on syncretism between Stó:lō, Latin American, and 

ancient British spiritualities.244 From the outset of this epistolary relationship, Wells was 

an active advocate for Eloise’s work in getting the Sepass Poems published as a single 

volume. He wrote an essay about K’HHalserten for Eloise to publish in the book as part 

of the introductory material, and also wrote at least one letter of support for her efforts to 

get the book funded.245 I quoted from Wells’ introductory essay about K’HHalserten 

earlier in this chapter, noting its romantic tropes, which are consistent with the way 

Eloise described him. It seems that Eloise and Wells shared similar ideas about how to 

make sense of K’HHalserten’s life within their own social outlooks. However, while 

Wells wrote about K’HHalserten in settler-oriented ways, Eloise rewrote K’HHalserten’s 

poems, an act that goes beyond romanticization to appropriation. 

                                                
242 Shield, “Intercultural Mediations,” 59. 
243 Shield, “Intercultural Mediations,” 51, 58. 
244 Oliver Wells to Eloise Street Harries, January 7, 1960, Series 3, File 3.3, Correspondence 1959-1960, Box 
C321, Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, Chilliwack Museum and Archives (hereafter 
CMA); Eloise Street Harries and Oliver Wells, correspondence, file 218, Edenbank Farm Fonds (Ad Mss 
362), CMA.  
245 Eloise Street Harries to Oliver Wells, February 2, 1962, file 218, Edenbank Farm Fonds (Ad Mss 362), 
CMA; Oliver Wells, draft letter to Mr. Matthias, November 15, 1962, file 218, Edenbank Farm Fonds (Ad 
Mss 362), CMA. Wells’ essay introducing the 1963 edition of the Sepass Poems is also published in The 
Chilliwacks and Their Neighbours. 
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Regardless of these settler alterations and appropriations of the sxwōxwiyá:m 

K’HHalserten shared, it is important to recognize the significance of his commitment to 

sharing them. In addition to his responsibilities as a siyá:m and father, K’HHalserten 

spent a significant amount of time over a period of four years ensuring that there would 

be a written, English translation of the sxwōxwiyá:m that he knew. As discussed 

previously, Stó:lō people have placed a high degree of importance on the accurate 

retelling of sxwōxwiyá:m from generation to generation. K’HHalserten would have 

learned this principle from a very young age as a young smelá:lh in training to be siyá:m. 

It is highly plausible that his engagements with the Street were motivated by a desire not 

to simply produce an English version of the sxwōxwiyá:m, but to produce a book that 

would perpetuate the specific tellings of the sxwōxwiyá:m as they had been told to him. 

By the first decade of the twentieth century, Stó:lō people were already attending 

residential schools, where any language but English was forbidden, and English would 

also have been important to K’HHalserten because of his relationships with the English-

speaking settlers and missionaries who were his friends. K’HHalserten would have been 

aware that a book, in English, could preserve sxwōxwiyá:m in a new way—a way that 

might have become necessary during a highly turbulent and traumatic era for Stó:lō and 

other Salish peoples. His commitment to sharing the sxwōxwiyá:m not just with other 

Stó:lō but also with Xwelítem throughout his life demonstrates, as Bierwert says, his 

awareness “of the importance that aesthetics plays in political maneuvering.” In these 

engagements, K’HHalserten certainly was a “conspicuous cultural representative…, a 

willing authority,”246 but he filled this role for the purpose of maintaining sxwōxwiyá:m 

in new ways and preserving Stó:lō cultural heritage through diverse means and according 

to the changing times. While these ideologies of race, gender, and status meant Xwelítem 

felt legitimized in altering his narratives, K’HHalserten’s commitment to Stó:lō cultural 

curation is the more important story here.  

At the same time that he was working on the translation of sxwōxwiyá:m with the 

Streets, K’HHalserten was also an influential leader in Stó:lō communities, as well as a 

participant in BC Indigenous land claims efforts. Interestingly enough, while Wells and 

                                                
246 Bierwert, Brushed by Cedar, 97.  
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the Streets offer extensive discussions of his cultural work, they are silent on his political 

commitments. The best source we have for insights onto K’HHalserten’s political 

ideologies comes from a transcript of testimony he gave to the Royal Commission on 

Indian Affairs for the Province of BC of 1913-1916, commonly known as the McKenna-

McBride Commission.247 Part of his statement indicates that he was actively engaged in 

the fight for BC Indigenous lands even earlier than the commission’s inception. On 14 

January 1915, K’HHalserten addressed the commissioners, saying:  

I myself went to Ottawa just concerning this case, but did not get any 
satisfaction. When I was there at Ottawa the only report that I got was that 
the authorities were glad to have me present my complaints to them, and 
when I was going out they told me not to be frightened, for the matter would 
be settled in time to come.248 

Here, K’HHalserten references his participation in a delegation of BC Indigenous leaders 

to Ottawa; this was probably the 1908 trip, during which twenty-five BC Indigenous 

delegates met with Prime Minister Laurier on 11 June and presented two petitions.249 One 

of the petitions was in fact from Coast Salish communities, indicating a high degree of 

continuity in the use of petitions by Stó:lō politicians to advance their land claim 

complaints to settler governance, as other Stó:lō siyá:m had also done so throughout the 

                                                
247 The commission represented the federal government’s response to escalating BC Indigenous protest about 
reserve size and land rights. In 1907, Nisga’a community members formed the Nisga’a Land Committee, and 
in 1909, two new Indigenous rights groups had formed in BC: the Indian Rights Association and the Interior 
Tribes of British Columbia. After Robert Borden became prime minister in 1911, he appointed federal 
Department of Indian Affairs officer J.A.J. McKenna as a special commissioner to resolve the longstanding 
Indian land question in BC. See: R.M. Galois, “The Indian Rights Association, Native Protest Activity, and 
the ‘Land Question’ in British Columbia, 1903-1916,” Native Studies Review 8, no. 2 (1992): 1-34; Cole 
Harris, Making Native Space: Colonialism, Resistance, and Reserves in British Columbia (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2002), 228-260; Paul Tennant, Aboriginal Peoples and Politics: The Indian Land Question in British 
Columbia, 1849-1989 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1990), 84-89. 
248 “Meeting with the Skulkayn Band or Tribe of Indians at Chilliwack, January 14th, 1915,” transcript of 
testimony to the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of BC, UBCIC Library and Archives 
(hereafter ULA).  
249 Galois, “The Indian Rights Association,” 8. I cannot be certain that K’HHalserten was on this trip, but the 
details of his testimony compared with R.M. Galois’ findings match so closely that it is my best guess that 
he was referring to this particular voyage. Just as K’HHalserten reported, Galois’ account describes this trip 
having ended with the delegates being told that the land question would be settled quickly and in their favour 
(8). Part of the issue with determining whether K’HHalserten was certainly on the voyage is that, as Galois 
says, “[f]ull membership of the delegation is not known but it included representatives from both north and 
south coastal peoples” (8). Bill Sepass remembers his grandfather had a picture of K’HHalserten from his 
trip to Ottawa, but does not know more details about it (Bill Sepass, personal communication, 16 February 
2018).  
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1800s and early 1900s.250 K’HHalserten would have been well aware of these previous 

petitions, and perhaps also consciously chose to take up a political strategy used by 

previous generations of Stó:lō politicians. K’HHalserten’s participation in the Ottawa 

delegation indicates that not only did he know Stó:lō Téméxw intimately, as discussed 

above, but also that he cared deeply about wanting to protect his peoples’ territories from 

further settler incursions. This combination—his knowledge of Stó:lō Téméxw and his 

drive to protect it—represents, I argue, Stó:lō cultural sovereignty in action.  

K’HHalserten’s testimony to the McKenna-McBride commissioners likewise 

represents this cultural sovereignty. When they first met him on 14 January 1915, before 

any questions began, he addressed them, through interpreter Alex Charlie, as follows:  

Honourable members of the Commission, it has been a long time since I 
have heard that you have been coming round to see us Indians concerning 
our grievances—I must thankfully say that I will be glad to see what returns 
you are making towards us. As you may understand, there has been a man 
from our Band that has cared for this for us—His Majesty King Edward. 
The answer to the questions which you brought to His Royal Highness 
is what I am patiently waiting for; chiefly towards our land. There has been 
four posts set for me—This last fifty years what has become of it, or where 
the changes have been made I cannot get an understanding - The only 
people that I see is white settlers in this reserve which belongs to me. I 
haven't got the slightest idea of how this is being changed or transacted. Sir 
James Douglas was the one that surveyed this property for us. 
The grievances which I am laying before you is what I have already said. 
After this reserve was surveyed for me by Sir James Douglas from then I 
came to learn that there would be compensation made to us Indians for all 
the land in the Province.251 

This testimony brings up three key themes: K’HHalserten’s unassailable belief in 

Indigenous rights to land; his frustration with the incomprehensibility and lack of 

transparency about settler land appropriations; and his conviction that, due to established 

mutual relationships and promises, the Crown would eventually have to help them. Any 

                                                
250 Galois, “The Indian Rights Association,” 28n34. For other discussions of Stó:lō petitions, see Keith 
Carlson, The Power of Place; Megan Harvey, “Story People: Stó:lō-State Relations and Indigenous Literacies 
in British Columbia, 1864–1874,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 24, no. 1 (2013): 51-88.  
251 “Meeting with the Skulkayn Band or Tribe of Indians at Chilliwack, January 14th, 1915,” transcript of 
testimony to the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of BC, ULA. 
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translation can alter meaning, and since Charlie chose these words, we cannot place too 

much emphasis on each individual word or phrase. That said, when we consider 

similarities between repeated ideas, we can get close to an understanding of 

K’HHalserten’s intended message.  

For instance, there is ample evidence of K’HHalserten’s confidence in Indigenous 

land rights. He claimed possession of “our land,” which is the literal translation of “S’ólh 

Téméxw,” the phrase Stó:lō people use to refer to their territories, and even more clearly 

stated that the reserve land “belongs” to him. The reserve surveys were likewise done for 

him and his community (“for us” and “for me”). Moreover, K’HHalserten indicated his 

expectation that settlers would compensate Indigenous peoples for the land they had 

appropriated in BC. Assessing these statements together reveals that K’HHalserten 

indisputably saw Indigenous peoples as having sovereignty over land in BC; they owned 

it, and they should have been compensated for any they had given up. K’HHalserten 

represented himself as a sovereign by positioning himself as the person with rights to the 

land, denying similar rights to the commissioners to whom he spoke.   

However, his testimony also reveals his frustration with the injustice and 

opaqueness of settler colonial land appropriations, though he did couch this (or perhaps 

Charlie did) in mild, respectful language. Phrases like “it has been a long time,” “I am 

patiently waiting,” and “this last fifty years,” demonstrate that K’HHalserten and his 

community had been wanting some form of recourse for their land claims complaints for 

decades—even half a century. K’HHalserten indicated that the land question had been at 

issue for so long that he was forced to repeat his “grievances” because settlers did not 

address them. In addition to this lengthy period of time, K’HHalserten also pointed to 

confusion when changes to settler patterns of land appropriation were not explained, or 

were carried out without consulting himself and other Stó:lō leaders (“where the changes 

have been made I cannot get an understanding,” “I haven’t got the slightest idea of how 

this is being changed or transacted”). Still, despite spending years repeatedly pushing for 

settler governance to address their land claims and clearly answer for previous 

appropriations, K’HHalserten was hopeful, or expectant, that the McKenna-McBride 

Commission would enact change (“I will be glad to see what returns you are making 
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towards us”). These statements again underscore K’HHalserten’s self-positioning as a 

sovereign leader, while also functioning as a tempered critique of Xwelítem settlement 

and reserve policy.  

Lastly, his testimony also indicated the significance he placed on relationships 

between Stó:lō people and the Crown—either the monarch in England or their 

representative in BC. Most striking here is that K’HHalserten considered King Edward to 

be “a man from our band.” Indigenous peoples certainly held their relationships with the 

Crown as significant, and at times have adopted settler colonial discourse which 

characterized this connection as a child-parent relationship.252 K’HHalserten, on the other 

hand, indicated Stó:lō relationships with settlers were bonds between equals, again 

emphasizing his self-positioning as a leader with sovereignty over Stó:lō Téméxw in the 

face of settler appropriation. K’HHalserten also mentioned BC Governor James Douglas 

twice, referring to Douglas’ initiative that carried out the first reserve surveys, and 

associating him and those reserves with the promise of compensation. Stó:lō and other 

Coast Salish leaders saw promises from the Crown as particularly significant compacts, 

and K’HHalserten’s recollection of a promise of compensation was similarly common 

amongst Stó:lō siyá:m during this period.253 K’HHalserten’s allusions to the king, Crown 

representatives, and their promises heightened the significance of his statements, while 

also recasting settler-Indigenous relationships as one between equals. In his address to the 

commissioners, K’HHalserten demonstrated a key trait of a Stó:lō siyá:m: he knew his 

history, and he drew on that knowledge in an effort to protect his territories.  

Though K’HHalserten had control of the meeting while giving his address, the 

commissioners largely directed the rest of the session. They asked a series of rote 

questions that they used in most of their meetings to assess whether reserve size should 

be changed based on whether or not the land was being used productively according to 

                                                
252 For example, in their 1873 petition, Coast Salish chiefs wrote, “The white men have taken our land and 
no compensation has been given us, though we have been told many times that the great Queen was so good 
she would help her distant children, the Indians.” As quoted in Harvey, “Story People,” 72-3.  
253 Keith Carlson, “Rethinking Dialogue and History: The King’s Promise and the 1906 Aboriginal 
Delegation to London,” Native Studies Review 16, no. 2 (2005): 3, 31n6.  
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settler-colonial ideologies.254 Cole Harris explains that the commissioners “had not come 

to listen, but to establish whether they were dealing with ‘good Indians’ and, therefore, 

whether each chief and his band was entitled to more land. Goodness was established 

quantitatively…”255 In other words, regardless of the words spoken by K’HHalserten and 

other siyá:m, the commissioners adjudicated reserve size at least in part in correlation to 

the extent to which they felt Indigenous communities had assimilated, while also taking 

demonstrable need into account. At the same time, the commissioners themselves were 

not necessarily a united block; commissioners from the Dominion tended to vote against 

reductions, while their colleagues from the province voted in favour of them.256 

K’HHalserten’s references to the issue of Indigenous rights to land and Indigenous-

Crown relations likely held more sway with the former than the latter. Moreover, it is 

important to recognize that, for some of the same reasons discussed with regards to 

Wells, the commissioners may also have been able to make sense of K’HHalserten’s 

testimony because he fit their image of a ‘civilized Indian.’ While K’HHalserten’s 

gender, and his status as a siyá:m made him the representative for his community, but his 

participation in the Methodist Church, and his articulate nature, including his references 

to the Crown, may have made him a more ‘reasonable’ petitioner in the eyes of the 

commissioners.   

In the end, the commission’s recommendations for the New Westminster Agency 

were the reduction of one reserve, the cut off of another single reserve, and the 

establishment of eighteen new reserves; none of these changes affected Stó:lō 

territories.257 While these results did not meet the hopes of K’HHalserten and other Stó:lō 

siyá:m, the report also did not recommend significant reductions, as both the Dominion 

                                                
254 Cole Harris, Making Native Space, 234. 
255 Cole Harris, “The Fraser Canyon Encountered,” in The Resettlement of British Columbia: Essays on 
Colonialism and Geographical Change (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997), 131.  
256 Harris, Making Native Space, 235.  
257 Report of the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of British Columbia, vol. 3, 
“Reductions and Cut-Offs of Reserves: New Westminster Agency” (Victoria: Acme Press Limited, 1916), 
674; Report of the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of British Columbia, vol. 3, “New 
Reserves: New Westminster Agency” (Victoria: Acme Press Limited, 1916), 675. The cut-off land was what 
had been held commonly by all Coast Salish nations in what had since become the city of New Westminster. 
The reduced reserve was Capilano Reserve no. 5.  
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and provincial governments had anticipated.258 At least for Stó:lō communities, these 

recommendations might have been the best possible outcome considering the 

acquisitiveness of settler colonialism in Stó:lō Téméxw. As Harris argues, it is difficult to 

determine how much of the testimonies from siyá:m the commissioners actually heard, 

but their decision to not reduce or cut off any Stó:lō reserves is significant, not least 

because at least three settler groups also gave testimony requesting that particular reserve 

lands be given over to settler uses for parks and the like.259 Given the expectation that 

reserves would be reduced, and this added pressure from settler groups in Stó:lō 

territories, it is thus remarkable that no Stó:lō reserves were reduced or cut off, and we 

can reasonably attribute this outcome, at least in part, to the strong testimony of siyá:m 

like K’HHalserten.260 While his goals of land or compensation were not met, 

K’HHalserten engaged with the commission to successfully protect and preserve what 

land Stó:lō did have claim to in this confusing, unjust new system. In this way, he upheld 

his duties as a siyá:m, again embodying an ideal Stó:lō masculinity by protecting Stó:lō 

Téméxw as his ancestors had done before him.  

                                                
258 Harris, Making Native Space, 216. The commissioners also met with other Stó:lō siyá:m: Joe Hall of 
Scowlitz on September 4, 1913; Joe Isaacs of Katzie on April 29, 1914; Johnnie of Chehalis on January 10, 
1915; Charlie of Matsqui on January 11, 1915; Ned of Sumas on January 12, 1915; Kwaw-a-pilt of Kwaw-
kwaw-a-pilt, Swivalus of Squiala, Jimmie George of Skway, and William Dick of Atchelitz, on January 13, 
1915; George Cooper of Soowahlie on January 15, 1915. These interviews followed the similar pattern 
identified by Harris. However, as with K’HHalserten, some of these chiefs also addressed the commissioners 
directly before giving their testimony; much of their messaging covered similar terrain to K’HHalserten’s 
speech. For example, when the commissioners visited Soowahlie—a meeting K’HHalserten was present 
for—George Cooper addressed them at the beginning of the meeting, saying, “Honourable members of the 
Royal Commission, we are very pleased to have the Commission amongst us to-day in order that we may 
have the opportunity of laying our grievances concerning our lands before the Commission to-day. From 
generations back the Indians were well off concerning their food; but as the country has been filling up with 
white people since that time all these things for the Indians have decreased. Now I am very anxious to find 
out whether we are the sole owners of the land and the timber and whether we have the sole right to do what 
we like with our lands and our timber.” See: “Meeting with the Swoohalie [sic] Band or Tribe of Indians at 
Cultus Lake, Friday, January 15th, 1915,” transcript of testimony to the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs 
for the Province of BC, ULA. 
259 “Meeting with Municipality of Sumass Farmers’ Institute and Women’s Institute,” transcript of testimony 
to the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of BC, 134-40, ULA; “Meeting with Chilliwack 
City Council,” transcript of testimony to the Royal Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of BC, 
223-9, ULA; “Meeting with West Nicomen Dyking Commission,” transcript of testimony to the Royal 
Commission on Indian Affairs for the Province of BC, 241-5, ULA. 
260 Indeed, Harris writes, “read now and taken as a group, the chiefs’ statements strike me as some of the 
most eloquent and moving in all the literature on British Columbia.” See Making Native Space, 236.   
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As this analysis has shown, Stó:lō cultural sovereignty can be enacted in gendered 

ways. In the case of K’HHalserten, his male gender and smelá:lh status meant he had the 

potential to be a siyá:m, but to meet the responsibilities of that role, he had to 

demonstrate his commitment, time and again, to Stó:lō cultural curation and territorial 

sovereignty. K’HHalserten’s training since boyhood provided him with a deep 

knowledge of Stó:lō Téméxw and familiarity with Stó:lō cultural heritage, both of which 

he subsequently drew on as a leader. The ways in which he represented an idealized 

version of Stó:lō masculinity gave him privilege in his own community, and, to a lesser 

and variable extent, in settler society as well. His efforts to enact Stó:lō cultural curation 

through the Sepass Poems and to fight for Stó:lō sovereign rights to Stó:lō Téméxw 

during the McKenna-McBride Commission epitomized Stó:lō cultural sovereignty, even 

though settlers alternately appropriated and potentially ignored his message. This 

intersectional analysis has shown how cultural sovereignty engages with Indigeneity, 

masculinity, and status, reinforcing the argument that cultural sovereignty can be, in 

particular historical contexts, a gendered phenomenon. Following chapters also take up 

this gendered aspect of cultural sovereignty, but focus instead on its relationships with 

Stó:lō women.  
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Chapter 4.  
 
Swóq’elh and Sovereignty: Weaving, Oral History, and 
Ethnographic Refusal, 1943-1970 

According to Bill Sepass, after K’HHalserten’s death in 1943, Oliver 
Wells showed up at the Sepass residence and, explaining that he had 
purchased the tl’elá:y, took it away from the grieving family. Bill 
indicated to me that K’HHalserten’s son Robert was particularly affected 
by this additional loss of such a prized possession of his father’s, 
especially since none of the family were aware that K’HHalserten had 
even sold the tl’elá:y. Wells brought it to his home—Edenbank, a large 
farm, for which Oliver’s grandfather acquired the land in 1867 through 
federal policy granting land to settlers. At first, Oliver used the canoe in 
the sloughs that ran through the farm, taking his daughter Marie for rides 
in it. Later, after they stopped using the canoe, Oliver carefully stored it in 
the rafters of one of the barns. Around the same time, Oliver’s plans to 
create a museum in Chilliwack were put into motion. When the museum 
opened, Oliver gave the tl’elá:y to the new institution for display to teach 
visitors about local history. Several Stó:lō people, including 
Th’eláchiyatel / Richard Malloway, worked with Oliver and his colleagues 
at the museum to increase settler peoples’ understandings of Stó:lō culture 
and history. The questionable way Oliver acquired the canoe, compared to 
the friendly work of Stó:lō and settlers on the museum board, 
demonstrates that during this period, interactions between Stó:lō and 
settlers regarding Stó:lō heritage ranged from friendly collaborations to 
tense conflicts.   

This chapter focuses on Stó:lō women weavers from the 1950s to 1970s by 

examining their engagements with and estrangements from settler anthropology as 

documented in oral history interviews. The main source material for this chapter are oral 

history interviews between several prominent Stó:lō weavers and Oliver Wells, a local 

white settler and amateur anthropologist. I argue that these interviews, when read through 

a lens of ethnographic refusal, reveal Stó:lō women’s maintenance of cultural sovereignty 

during this period.261 Weaving, historically women’s work in Stó:lō communities, is a 

                                                
261 Audra Simpson, “On Ethnographic Refusal: Indigeneity, ‘Voice’ and Colonial Citizenship,” Junctures 9 
(December 2007): 67-80; Eve Tuck K. Wayne Yang, “R-Words: Refusing Research,” in Humanizing 
Research: Decolonizing Qualitative Inquiry with Youth and Communities, eds. Django Paris and Maisha T. 
Winn (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2014), 223-248. “Ethnographic refusal,” an idea 
pioneered by Simpson and taken up by other scholars like Tuck and Yang, refers to the practice, executed 
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cultural practice also curated by women and passed along intergenerationally. The 

material and discursive connections of weaving to Stó:lō Téméxw also make it a practice 

of cultural sovereignty. Centering women’s work and discussing the sovereigntist 

implications of weaving affirms the significance of women in the preservation of Stó:lō 

cultural sovereignty even during a period when women’s capital-P political work was 

quite limited. Moreover, this argument challenges a common narrative that Wells saved 

Stó:lō weaving. I assert that while Wells facilitated the popularization of Salish weaving 

especially in settler markets, Stó:lō women had always maintained historical skills and 

traditions needed for this work; Stó:lō weaving was never extinct, so it could not have 

been revived by a settler. As with the case of the Sepass canoe, the oral history interviews 

between Stó:lō women and Wells reveal a high degree of tension but also significant 

collaborations. Stó:lō cultural curation at this time was a project that Stó:lō sometimes 

did in concert with settlers, but they did so carefully and warily in order to preserve their 

cultural sovereignty.  

To make these arguments, I begin by discussing the historical significance of 

weaving in Stó:lō communities, emphasizing weaving’s place in Stó:lō sovereignty. I 

then briefly introduce Oliver Wells before analyzing his interviews with Stó:lō women. 

This analysis takes up the concept of ethnographic refusal, identifying refusals that 

occurred during the interviews, which I consider to follow trends of engagement and 

estrangement. Lastly, I discuss the continuity of Stó:lō women’s weaving projects after 

Wells’ death in 1970, affirming his position not as a “savior” but as a mediator who 

popularized Stó:lō weaving amongst a settler market.  

To begin, it is important to know that women have maintained the practice now 

known as “Salish weaving” in Coast Salish territories further back than archaeological or 

                                                
either by researchers or their research partners, of refusing to share information or disseminate it publicly. 
The researcher and research partner may also decide together to engage in ethnographic refusal. The rationale 
for refusal is varied, but oftentimes it is couched in the knowledge that for centuries, settler-colonial 
academics have extracted information from Indigenous communities and made this data widely available, 
which has resulted in harm to the communities or, at the very least, provided little benefit to the communities 
or individuals who shared their knowledge. The principle behind ethnographic refusal is for Indigenous 
communities, not scholarly experts or the academy, to be the caretakers of their own intellectual property, 
and for them to be able to represent themselves as they wish by responding to inquiry into their issues as they 
see fit.  



106 

archival records can determine.262 As discussed in Chapter 2, historically there were 

gendered divisions of labour in Stó:lō communities. This included the creation of cultural 

heritage objects; generally men were carvers and women were weavers. In Cowichan 

communities, “old people say the women have always been woolworkers.”263 Weaving’s 

use of softer organic materials means preservation over centuries is rare. However, in the 

1970s, archaeologists found a Salish-style blanket during excavations at Ozette, which at 

the time was estimated to be 300 to 500 years old.264 The Ozette blanket shows a high 

degree of similarity to a Stó:lō mountain-goat hair blanket woven in 1830,265 indicating 

that not only were some elements of weaving technology shared by Xwélmexw, these 

were also common to other non-Salish Indigenous peoples and also that there was a high 

degree of continuity in the process, emphasizing women’s roles in intergenerational skill 

transfer over hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Coast Salish girls were introduced to 

weaving only after coming-of-age ceremonies that marked their transition to 

womanhood.266 Weaving has been a gendered form of cultural curation in both tangible 

and intangible ways: the creation of woven items rests on the maintenance of knowledge 

about technique, style, and motif passed down by women. Weaving underscores women’s 

significance as knowledge keepers and skilled artists in Stó:lō communities.  

In addition to a basic understanding of weaving as a doubled practice of cultural 

curation, this chapter argues that weaving is a gendered form of cultural sovereignty. 

Weaving has served as one tendril of Stó:lō women’s connection to Stó:lō Téméxw, as 

                                                
262 “Weaving” here includes working with soft fibers as well as rougher material such as roots and bark, and 
can thus result in anything from a blanket to a basket, including clothing and mats. This chapter primarily 
deals with blanket weaving. 
263 Sylvia Olsen, Working with Wool: A Coast Salish Legacy and the Cowichan Sweater (Winlaw, BC: Sono 
Nis Press, 2010), 35. For precision’s sake, when referring to weaving done by Stó:lō, I will use “Stó:lō 
weaving” but when discussing the broad practice such as might also occur in Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm, I will use the 
more general “Salish weaving.”  
264 Paula Gustafson, Salish Weaving (Vancouver and Seattle: Douglas & McIntyre and University of 
Washington Press, 1980), 15-17. Gustafson also provides a step-by-step description of the weaving process 
in her chapter “The Weaving Process,” 87-102. 
265 Gustafson, Salish Weaving, 15-17, 23. Sylvia Olsen argues that the similarities between the Ozette blanket 
and Coast Salish blankets stems from the marriages between Salish women and Makah men; Salish wives 
brought their knowledge and skills with them when they moved to their husbands’ communities. See Working 
with Wool, 39.  
266 Olsen, Working with Wool, 49.  
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well as to political power. The process of weaving is naturally connected to the land; 

gathering necessary materials from the environment is the first step in weavers’ work.267 

Knowing where to collect needed fiber also indicates, rehearses, and perpetuates 

knowledge of and connection to particular locations on the land. Weavers in Stó:lō 

Téméxw have commonly used mountain goat wool, wool from domesticated dogs, fibers 

and roots from various plants, as well as the tree bark—particularly from cedars—as 

material.268 In addition to going out on the land to collect these materials, among 

women’s responsibilities associated with weaving were looking after the “woolly dogs,” 

a type of dog which no longer exists. These dogs were bred for their wool, and so their 

caretakers fed them not scraps but better cuts of meat to maximize the quality of their fur. 

Weavers would shear the dense undercoat of these dogs and spin it into wool, sometimes 

blending it with mountain goat wool.269 In gathering the materials needed for their next 

project, weavers would also have been cognizant of the transformations that Xexá:ls had 

wrought in their territories that created the resources they used for their work, and that in 

that sense, the materials they wove represented “a tangible connection to the Creator.”270 

Weaving literally and figuratively connected Stó:lō people, especially weavers, to their 

lands and the deep spiritual histories thereof. 

Weaving’s political significance also reinforced its connection to Stó:lō 

sovereignty. In addition to weaving items used every day, weavers also made 

swóqw’elh—blankets—which have played an important political role in Stó:lō and other 

                                                
267 A recent show at the University of British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology highlights this 
connection between land and weaving. The exhibition’s title, “Fabric of our Land,” insists on the connection 
between territory and woven items made from material elements thereof; as the reviewers affirm, the 
“materials required to create a Salish blanket speak to the importance of the land and its resources.” See 
Rosaleen McAfee and Kiel Torres, “The Fabric of Our Land: Salish Weaving” MOA Magazine 4 (Fall 2017), 
24.  
268 Wilson Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians of the Fraser Valley, British Columbia, Anthropology in British 
Columbia, Memoir No. 1, (Victoria, BC: British Columbia Provincial Museum, Department of Education, 
1952), 53, 57.  
269 Russel L. Barsh, Joan Megan Jones, and Wayne Suttles, “History, Ethnography, and Archaeology of the 
Coast Salish Woolly-Dog,” in Dogs and People in Social, Working, Economic or Symbolic Interaction, eds. 
Lynn M. Snyder and Elizabeth A. Moore, International Council for Archaeozoology series (Oxford: Oxbow 
Books, 2006), 9; Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 57; Olsen, Working with Wool, 53-5.  
270 Olsen, Working with Wool, 42-3.  
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Figure 3. Paul Kane, “A Woman Weaving a Blanket,” (1849-1856) 
Painting from the collection of the Royal Ontario Museum, object number 912.1.93 

 
Figure 4. Unidentified Stó:lō women with a woolly dog, ca. 1895-1897 
Photograph courtesy of the Chilliwack Museum and Archives, P.Coll 120 P25, “Stó:lō Woolly Dog Photo” 
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Coast Salish communities. Leslie H. Tepper, Chepximiya Siyam / Janice George, and 

Skwetsimltexw / Willard Joseph explain the ceremonial role of swóqw’elh:  

The Salish blanket, worn as a ceremonial robe, is an object of extraordinary 
complexity. Said to exist in the supernatural realm, these robes are made 
manifest in the natural world through Ancestral guidance. Wearing a woven 
blanket during ritual is transformative, moving the individual from the 
domain of the mundane to a sacred space. They are protective garments that 
at times of great changes in a person’s life—celebrating a birth, 
participating in a marriage, mourning a death—offer emotional strength. A 
well-made blanket can raise the owner’s prestige in the community and 
demonstrate a weaver’s technical expertise along with her finely honed 
artistic vision. The object, the maker, the wearer, and the community itself 
are bound and transformed through the creation and use of the Salish 
blanket.271 

Since swóqw’elh have been central in these important community events that have 

determined and affirmed kinship connections and life stages, we can understand their 

significance in Stó:lō political life. Indeed, Wenona Victor explains that swóqw’elh are 

“a symbol of prestige and status” with an important role to play in “good governance.”272 

Swóqw’elh also played a role in the smílha, the winter dances, where their use both in 

ceremonies and as payment was part of the annual ceremonies to ensure yearly renewal in 

Stó:lō Téméxw; throughout Coast Salish communities, blankets were a form of currency 

well before European arrival.273 Weaving in general, and weaving swóqw’elh in 

particular, symbolized not only a form of cultural curation, but also a manifestation of 

Stó:lō cultural sovereignty through their material connection to Stó:lō Téméxw and 

political importance in ceremony.  

In contrast to its recognition within Stó:lō communities, settler anthropologists 

have not always been able to understand or legitimize women’s cultural and political 

                                                
271 Leslie H. Tepper, Chepximiya Siyam / Janice George, and Skwetsimltexw / Willard Joseph, Salish 
Blankets: Robes of Protection and Transformation, Symbols of Wealth (Lincoln, NB: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2017), xiii.  
272 Wenona Victor, “Xexa:ls and the Power of Transformation: The Stó:lō, Good Governance, and Self-
Determination” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser University, 2012), 97.  
273 Olsen, Working with Wool, 40-2.  
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work, often because they do not appear to have been interested in women’s roles or 

experiences. In pointing this out, I wish to make the point that the sexism rampant in 

settler societies during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries affected the work 

of white male anthropologists; likely because they were men and part of a culture that 

saw women as inferior, they simply did not make a concentrated effort to record Stó:lō 

women’s histories and perspectives. In this way, their work perpetuated historic settler 

colonial gender ideologies that saw maleness as the default.  

This centering of maleness can be seen in both Franz Boas’ work on the Stó:lō 

and Charles Hill-Tout’s discussion of the Ts’elxwéyeqw, or Chilliwack communities. In 

these works, Boas and Hill-Tout referred to women extremely rarely, and never as 

individuals—they only discussed either as wives or with reference to their reproductive 

capacities.274 These limited perspectives and discussions of Stó:lō women’s lives are not 

surprising considering the anthropologists in question interviewed men much more than 

women, often including only the wives of male “informants” and often not distinguishing 

between the knowledge of the husband and wife, crediting only the former.275 For 

example, for his 1952 research, Duff spoke to eight Stó:lō people, only three of whom 

were women. All of the women were referred to according to their husbands’ names: 

“Mrs. August Jim,” “Mrs. Robert Joe” and “Mrs. Edmond Lorenzetto.” Only the last of 

these women merited her own entry; the other two were included in the same entry for 

their husbands, meaning that Duff only did one interview with a Stó:lō woman where she 

was centered in the conversation.276 Duff, moreover, made additional comments that 

                                                
274 Franz Boas, “Indian Tribes of the Lower Fraser River,” in On the North-Western Tribes of Canada – Ninth 
Report of the Committee, ed.  E.B. Taylor, G.H. Bloxam, G.M. Dawson, R.G. Haliburton, and H. Hale, British 
Association for the Advancement of Science report (Spottiswoode and Co.: London, 1894), 1-11.; Charles 
Hill-Tout, The Salish People: The Local Contribution of Charles Hill-Tout, Volume III: The Mainland 
Halkomelem, ed. Ralph Maud (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 1978). In Hill-Tout’s work, I am referring to the 
section entitled “The Tcilqeuk,” 40-60.  
275 In contrast, Chris Arnett argues that due in part to their shared gender, Beryl Cryer was able to experience 
a kind of camaraderie with the Puneluxutth’ women she interviewed in the 1930s that would not have been 
possible if she was a man. Their common womanhood meant that Cryer represented the stories of their 
everyday lives “in wonderful detail” which “gives insight into the agency of native women on Vancouver 
Island in the 1930s” (19). He further adds that Cryer’s accounts humanize and individualize her interview 
partners in ways that we don’t see in Boas’ work (21). See: Arnett, “Introduction,” in Beryl Mildred Cryer, 
Two Houses Half-Buried In Sand: Oral Traditions of the Hul’q’umi’num’ Coast Salish of Kuper Island and 
Vancouver Island, ed. Chris Arnett (Vancouver: Talonbooks, 2007), 19, 21.   
276 Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 9-10. 



111 

indicate he was implicated in gender ideologies which saw women as inferior to men. In 

a discussion of Indigenous cultural heritage, Duff distinguished between “handicrafts, 

which are usually the work of women; and Indian art, which is usually the work of 

men.”277  This interpretation represents Stó:lō gendered division of labour as a gender 

hierarchy that affirmed male superiority. So, in addition to this inability to recognize the 

significance of Stó:lō women and their work, it seems clear that some settler 

anthropologists also clung to the white supremacist belief in Indigenous assimilation and 

extinction, and held their commitment to the salvage paradigm.278 These interlocking 

racial and gender ideologies of the time, which held that men were superior to women, 

and that Indigenous peoples were inferior to white settlers, meant that early 

anthropologists did not adequately engage with or represent Stó:lō women’s histories or 

perspectives.  

These anthropological ideas surely influenced Oliver Wells, a man who interacted 

in sometimes progressive and sometimes oppressive ways with Stó:lō people. The third 

generation of a settler family to live at Edenbank farm, Wells prided himself on his 

family’s good relations with Stó:lō people, including K’HHalserten, as discussed in the 

previous chapter.279 Wells was an amateur anthropologist who, through an interest in 

preserving the history of his hometown of Sardis, became likewise invested in Stó:lō 

history. Their interest in local heritage led Wells, his brother Casey, and other settlers 

                                                
277 Duff, The Upper Stalo Indians, 114. 
278 As explained in the Introduction, salvage ethnography was an anthropological practice during the 
nineteenth century. A common belief of this era was that North American Indigenous peoples would either 
go extinct or be assimilated, and so anthropologists of this period began extensive and rapid acquisition and 
research projects to “salvage” as much tangible and intangible Indigenous cultural heritage as they could 
before it would, in their view, vanish. More recently, academics interested in critiquing this outlook have 
referred to it as the “salvage paradigm.”  
279 Oliver Wells, Edenbank: The History of a Pioneer Canadian Farm, eds. Marie Weeden and Richard 
Weeden (Madeira Park, BC: Harbour Publishing, 2003). Wells’ account painted his family in a positive light 
and ignored tensions that existed between the Wells family, Stó:lō, and other settlers.  One source of such 
tensions occurred when the Wells and other Sardis settler families rerouted the Chilliwack River, flooding 
out Stó:lō and settlers living in Atchelitz and permanently changing the course of the river. Conceptions that 
the Wells family had uniformly positive, or even simply benign, relations with Stó:lō people belies the reality 
of their active participation in the displacement of Stó:lō peoples and reshaping of Stó:lō Téméxw. See 
Chilliwack Museum and Archives, “A Tale of Two River Systems,” Flooding Chilliwack, 
http://www.chilliwackmuseum.ca/floods/Flood_2.html, accessed 5 June 2016; Morag Maclachlan, review of 
Edenbank: The History of a Pioneer Canadian Farm, by Oliver Wells, BC Studies 144 (Winter 2004-5): 142-
4. 
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established the Chilliwack Historical Society (CHS) in 1941.280 The CHS quickly took an 

interest in local Indigenous history as well as settler histories, and by 1957, the CHS had 

a “Native Peoples Committee.”281  

Members of the CHS must have been interested in increasing their ability to 

interpret Stó:lō histories, because at some point between 1957 and 1961, they invited 

Th’eláchiyatel / Richard Malloway, Yakweakwioose siyá:m, to join them as a trustee—a 

position he held until at least 1972.282 Th’eláchiyatel’s appointment as a trustee appears 

to have been more than a tokenistic gesture on the part of the Historical Society. Minutes 

show that his attendance and participation in meetings was meaningful, and he helped 

contribute in important ways to the society’s mandate. For instance, at the CHS meeting 

on October 9, 1964, trustees spoke about the need to learn more about churches that had 

been built on Indian reserves, which would also be part of the material that Oliver Wells 

would later discuss in his book on “local Indian history.” Th’eláchiyatel agreed to collect 

material on the history of the Indian churches, and Casey Wells volunteered to help 

                                                
280 Merlin Bunt, “The Chilliwack Museum Story,” Chilliwack Museum and Archives, May 2017, 
http://www.chilliwackmuseum.ca/blog/2017/05/11/the-chilliwack-museum-story/, accessed 5 June 2016; 
“Move to form Historical Association,” 27 November 1940, Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society, 
Subject Files, CMA; Casey Wells, Minutes of the Chilliwack Historical and Pioneer Association, 17 February 
1941, Series 1, File 1.1 - The Chilliwack Historical and Pioneer Association, C321, Chilliwack Museum and 
Historical Society Fonds, CMA. Although settlers had previously established the Chilliwack Pioneer and 
Historical Society in 1902, the group had no shared archival or exhibit space and so collections were scattered 
through members’ homes. Oliver and Casey Wells both tried to revitalize the society in 1941, but they ended 
up not being able to carry out any activities then due to the scarcities of time and resources during World 
War Two.  
281 Earl McLeod, “History of Native Peoples Committee,” 25 November 1957, Series 3, File 3.1 - 
Correspondence 1956 – 1957, Box C321, Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, CMA; “Report 
for ‘The Progress’ and C.H.W.K.,” undated, Series 3, File 3.1 - Correspondence 1956 – 1957, Box C321, 
Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, CMA. 
282 “1969 Board of Trustees,” File 614 - Chilliwack Historical Society, Casey Wells Fonds, CMA; “1970 
Board of Trustees,” File 612 - Chilliwack Historical Society, Casey Wells Fonds, CMA; “Chilliwack Valley 
Historical Society - Officials list,” 1972-3, file 628, Casey Wells Fonds, CMA; Sadie Thompson, letter to the 
CHS Museum Committee, 11 February 1961, Series 3, File 3.4, Correspondence 1961, Box C321, Chilliwack 
Museum and Historical Society Fonds, CMA. 
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him.283 The participation of an Indigenous person on the board of any museum in Canada 

would have been extremely rare at this period, so this appointment is remarkable.284  

From the late 1950s onwards, the CHS carried out several activities relating to the 

preservation and exhibition of Stó:lō cultural heritage, though still under the ideology of 

the salvage paradigm at least to some extent. They opened a small museum in 1958, 

which included paintings, gold rush pioneer mementos, dairy farming objects, and a 

“popular exhibit of Coast Salish Indian material.”285 The CHS reached out to August 

Milliken, the historian and photographer from Yale who had discovered the Stó:lō 

archaeological finds at what came to be known as the Milliken site to ask for him to loan 

them his collection, likely for their 1958 exhibit.286 This inclusion of Stó:lō artifacts again 

affirmed the CHS’ interest in Stó:lō history, but only in terms of heightening the 

significance of the Fraser Valley; there was no disruption of the ideologies or material 

realities of settler colonialism in this museum. However, in 1961, the CHS board wrote to 

ten prominent Stó:lō individuals, requesting that they donate artifacts to the museum.287 

The CHS requested that these Stó:lō people “help us in our efforts to collect and preserve 

articles which were once used in the daily lives of the old people but which are not 

discarded. We feel sure the native people in this district have many old relics which some 

day will be unknown to future generations. It is important that these things be preserved.” 

The letter went on to say that the CHS recognized “that already too many relics of our 

                                                
283 Chilliwack Historical Society minutes, 9 October 1964, Casey Wells fonds, file 830, CMA; Chilliwack 
Historical Society minutes, 5 November 1965, Casey Wells fonds, file 830, CMA; Chilliwack Historical 
Society minutes, 9 September 1966, Casey Wells fonds, file 830, CMA.  
284 Canadian museum work practices did not change to become more open to Indigenous perspectives until 
more than three decades after Th’eláchiyatel joined the CHS board. The Task Force Report on Museums and 
First Peoples, released after the boycott of the now-notorious The Spirit Sings exhibition, was the first 
document to insist that Canadian heritage institutions had a duty to collaborate with Indigenous communities. 
It was not published until 1992.  
285 Bob Broadland and Sara Henning, “Cover Story: Chilliwack Museum,” subject files, Chilliwack Museum 
and Historical Society, CMA. 
286 Earl MacLeod to the CHS, 25 November 1957, Series 3, File 3.1 - Correspondence 1956 – 1957, C321, 
Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, CMA; Clara Cartmell to August Milliken, 8 September 
1958, Series 3, File 3.2, Correspondence 1958, C321, Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, 
CMA; August Milliken to Clara Cartmell, 5 October 1958, Series 3, File 3.2, Correspondence 1958, C321, 
Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, CMA. 
287 These were Harry Edwards, Sam Jimmie Sr., Joe Hall, Vincent Harris, John Hall, Mr and Mrs Edward 
Kelly, Mrs. Francis Kelly, Genevieve Mussell, and Mrs. Ambrose Point Sr. 
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Valley have been destroyed or discarded…”288 This idea, that the destruction of Stó:lō 

material culture was imminent, clearly represents the thinking of the salvage paradigm. 

Overall, it appears that the Wells brothers and the other members of the CHS held the 

view that Stó:lō people could help, but not be fully responsible for, the curation of their 

own cultural heritage. However, as the following discussion indicates, Wells’ own 

engagements with Stó:lō peoples reveal that his attitudes towards Stó:lō peoples and 

culture that were alternately in step with and more progressive than his contemporaries.  

Having set up this important context, in what follows, I examine interviews that 

Wells conducted with Stó:lō women weavers in the 1960s, utilizing the concept of 

ethnographic refusal as my framework of analysis. Here, I rely on the work of 

anthropologist Audra Simpson, who explains that since knowledge reinforces power, 

ethnographic refusal—the practice of denying information that will reinforce power 

imbalances—is connected to sovereignty. As she puts it, “to think about ‘sovereignty’ … 

is to think very seriously about needs and, basically, involves a calculus ethnography of 

what you need to know and what I refuse to write in.”289 Simpson articulates three forms 

of refusal: that of the interviewee, that of the researcher, and that of Indigenous 

communities’ broader anticolonial attitudes.290 This chapter engages with the interviewee 

modality of ethnographic refusal and uses this concept to better understand the tensions 

in the oral history interviews that Stó:lō women did with Wells. As Eve Tuck and K. 

Wayne Yang explain, the “interviewee performs refusal by speaking in pointedly chosen 

                                                
288 Chilliwack Historical Society chairman, 11 February 1961, Series 3, File 3.4, Correspondence 1961, C321, 
Chilliwack Museum and Historical Society Fonds, CMA. Genevieve Mussell was a settler who gained status 
through her marriage to a Stó:lō man; she was subsequently elected chief of Skwah.  
289 Audra Simpson, “On Ethnographic Refusal: Indigeneity, ‘Voice’ and Colonial Citizenship,” Junctures 9 
(December 2007): 72. See also Audra Simpson, Mohawk Interruptus: Life Across the Borders of Settler 
States (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2014).  
290 See also Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “R-Words: Refusing Research,” in Humanizing Research: 
Decolonizing Qualitative Inquiry with Youth and Communities, eds. Django Paris and Maisha T. Winn, 
(Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 2014), 239. Much of the literature on ethnographic refusal 
to date deals with the element of researcher refusal, mapping patterns of ethnographic refusal as research 
method so that scholars can avoid participating in the colonization of Indigenous knowledge by assimilating 
it into academia. This form of refusal allows researchers to engage more ethically and transparently with their 
interview partners.  
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phrases to indicate a shared/common knowledge, but also an unwillingness to say more, 

to demarcate the limits of what might be made public, or explicit.”291 

The refusals in these interviews seem to alternate between patterns of engagement 

and estrangement, as Stó:lō women interlocutors moved away from or towards the 

questions Wells asked depending on the apparent stakes of those questions. This process 

of alternately sharing information about Stó:lō cultural heritage with Wells and pushing 

him away from it produced a palpable tension in the interviews, and also enriches our 

understanding of ethnographic refusals as part of a historical process of Stó:lō women 

protecting Stó:lō knowledge and cultural heritage. At the same time, the women 

interviewees knew that their conversations could be preserved through the recording, and 

that Wells was interested in helping with the weaving project, so there was also an 

impetus to engage with him. How much could they withhold, and how much should they 

reveal, to still be able to collaborate with him? As Simpson finds for ethnographic refusal 

more generally, I argue that these not-quite-refusals, these estranging engagements, are 

an assertion of Stó:lō sovereignty because they represent Stó:lō women’s efforts to 

protect their communities’ knowledge from outsiders. 

The interviews between Wells and Stó:lō community members span the years 

from 1961 to 1968. For Wells, the idea to interview Stó:lō people stemmed from the 

CHS’ idea of interviewing Chilliwack pioneers.292 In what follows, I focus on the 

interviews that Wells did with two Stó:lō women who had knowledge of weaving: 

Óyewot / Amy Cooper and Sqewóthelwet / Margaretta Jim.293 Óyewot was one of Wells’ 

primary interview partners; they spoke together on tape in nine of the thirty-six 

interviews. Óyewot was born in the Shxw’ōwhámel community, attended the 

Coqualeetza residential school, and lived most of her adult life at Soowahlie. She spoke 

                                                
291 Tuck and Yang, “R-Words: Refusing Research,” 239. 
292 Initially, Oliver Wells began the interviews with his brother Casey, who developed a phonetic system for 
transcribing Halq’eméylem, but eventually Casey got drawn more into his own project of producing a local 
history anthology. See Casey Wells, Anthology of Valley History, Files 348-59, Box 7, Casey Wells fonds, 
CMA; and Casey Wells, “Practical Phonetic System,” File 247 – Halkomelem Language, Box 5, Casey Wells 
fonds, CMA. 
293 Another Stó:lō woman, Adeline Lorenzetto, played a significant role in much of Wells’ education on 
Stó:lō weaving, but he did not interview her so I do not have material available to include her in this analysis.  
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the Chilliwack dialect of Halq’eméylem. She married William Commodore, and after she 

was widowed, she remarried her husband’s relative, Albert Cooper.294 Sqewóthelwet, 

meanwhile, only spoke to Wells twice, both times with Óyewot as translator. She was 

born in 1871, so she was an Elder by the time she spoke with Wells. She did not speak 

English fluently; Halq’eméylem was her first language and she spoke the Tait 

microdialect. She lived her whole life at Shxw’ōwhámel; her husband was August Jim.295 

These women were responsible for much of what Wells came to know about Stó:lō 

weaving and were also important sources for his research into the Halq’eméylem 

language.  

Óyewot was Wells’ primary interlocutor, both in terms of sharing her own 

knowledge and in translating for other Stó:lō interview partners, so much of the following 

analysis focuses on her. She was also the first person Wells interviewed, but this first 

conversation in March 1954 was not recorded.296 Almost eight years later, their first 

recorded interview took place on 8 February 1962.  This interview did not engage with 

weaving, but it very clearly demonstrated how Óyewot’s ethnographic refusals fell into 

the pattern of engagements and estrangements. During this session, Wells invited Óyewot 

to sing hymns that Methodists had translated into Halq’eméylem. Óyewot sang the 

Halq’eméylem version of “Shall We Gather at the River,” much to Wells’ excitement. He 

told her that if she could just “bring this back into [her] memory” so that he could get the 

other songs on tape, then “some day the younger generation might use [it] to bring back 

the songs of the Chilliwack Indians.” Óyewot demurred, protesting that “hardly any of 

them would understand it” because she was “the only one on the Soowahlie Reserve” 

who spoke Halq’eméylem. In response, Wells pushed his point further, and affirmed that 

there were members of “the younger generation … that have asked their parents what the 

Indian, what the Chilliwack language was like,” and that if they started recording songs 

on tape, “it wouldn’t be long before anyone could pick it up.” At this point, Óyewot 

responded again, “They don’t understand, not any of them” and her tone was strong 

                                                
294 Carlson, The Power of Place, 87; Brent Galloway, Dictionary of Upriver Halkomelem (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009), xxiii; Wells, The Chilliwacks and their Neighbours, 47.   
295 Galloway, xxiii; Wells, The Chilliwacks and their Neighbours, 59.  
296 Wells, The Chilliwacks and their Neighbours, 21.  
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enough that Wells immediately backed off with a hasty “I beg your pardon.” Óyewot 

then corrected herself, saying “Only just Dan Milo.”297 This exchange showed the pattern 

of ethnographic refusal I want to highlight: a series of estrangements, of pushback, even 

in a conversation where in this last moment (and in agreeing to the interview at all) 

Óyewot was still engaging with Wells. 

While Wells’ impulse to record the language was one that has since been useful 

for Stó:lō people,298 he did not seem to have understood that, at least at that moment, 

Óyewot was clearly registering her disinclination, or at least reluctance, to be part of this 

project. Moreover, he assumed that it would be straightforward to teach Halq’eméylem 

through recorded hymns in the language. Óyewot’s repeated admonitions that no young 

people understood the language are intriguing. She learned Halq’eméylem after leaving 

residential school, likely from her husbands’ communities, since like other Soowahlie 

people, she spoke the Chilliwack dialect. Óyewot certainly was aware of other older 

Stó:lō who spoke the language; later in the same year, Óyewot participated in another 

interview with Wells, alongside Sqewóthelwet and Joe Lorenzetto, during which Óyewot, 

Sqewóthelwet, and Lorenzetto spoke to each other in Halq’eméylem.299 Since the 

statement that no one but Dan Milo understood the language appears, to me, to be 

inaccurate, we have to look for reasons why Óyewot would have made that claim four 

times during those few moments of conversation.  

Without any connected sources, it is difficult to discern the source of Óyewot’s 

reluctance. Several potential hypotheses resonate. It may have been that she did not think 

that Christian hymns were the best way to pass on the language. The repeated declaration 

of her unique status as the sole Halq’eméylem speaker also possibly indicates Óyewot’s 

disapproval of Wells and his recording projects. Or perhaps, by telling Wells that no one 

else spoke Halq’eméylem, she also may have been attempting to reject Wells’ proposal 
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that he record her singing in future interviews, and to protect the language from the 

recording process. Even while it is not possible to determine the reason for her 

reluctance, when considered through the lens of ethnographic refusal discussed above, 

Óyewot’s repeated denial, which she likely knew to be untrue, can thus be seen as a 

moment of resistance. 

Óyewot’s refusals continued in the same interview, further emphasizing her 

disinclination to sing or speak about whatever Wells is interested in. Wells asked Óyewot 

whether it would assist her in singing more Halq’eméylem songs if he read her the 

English lyrics, and she said no, that the process from translating English into 

Halq’eméylem did not work like that. Wells expressed an interest in hearing two other 

songs, and Óyewot said no, saying she should “learn it better” first. Finally, Wells 

insisted again that “we should get it on the tape once” and they could do it again after she 

practiced. Óyewot conceded at this point, even then saying she will only sing the verse, 

and not the chorus. After Óyewot sang parts of “The Sweet Bye and Bye” for Wells, he 

thanked her, saying it was “good to have one of the native people of the earlier Indians 

who can give this interpretation of the Chilliwack language.” He then asked Óyewot how 

old she was, and she again refused laughing: “I’m not telling.” The interview ended with 

Óyewot returning Wells’ thanks, and saying again that it had been her pleasure to “do 

something there in the Indian language” because she was “one of the last ones who can 

talk it.”300 Óyewot’s repeated resistance to his efforts during the February 1962 interview 

signified an ethnographic refusal, but her parting tone and words showed that this refusal 

coexisted with an enjoyment of the opportunity to speak her language. This mixed 

response to Wells and his project represents what I mean by the engagements and 

estrangements of ethnographic refusal.  

The next interview I want to discuss took place on 30 October 1962 at the Ohamil 

reserve, wherein Óyewot translated between Sqewóthelwet and Wells. This conversation 

likewise represented this pattern of estrangements and engagements, and also highlighted 

the high degree of comradeship and solidarity that existed between Óyewot and 
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Sqewóthelwet. At the beginning of an interview, Sqewóthelwet affirmed her need for a 

translator, saying “Ówetsel ulh telómét tl’els ōwleh qwà:l. Xwelitemchxw atlh qa 

xwemléxwchet [sic].” [English translation: “I don’t understand so I don’t talk. You are a 

white man but we are Indian.”]301 This is a clear-cut refusal; Sqewóthelwet would not 

engage with Wells directly, and she drew a strong line between Wells and herself (and 

the other Stó:lō present).  

This form of estrangement—referencing Wells’ whiteness—happened again later 

in the conversation. In the context of their discussion of weaving, Wells asked 

Sqewóthelwet not only for information, but also for favours: he wanted to know if she 

would make a mat for him,302 and twice he asked whether he could have a spoon that Joe 

Lorenzetto made for her, because Wells wanted to put it in the Chilliwack Museum.303 

Sqewóthelwet was resistant to both of these requests, saying she was not sure she could 

manage the mat, and that she would have to ask Lorenzetto first. This type of delay is 

precisely the kind of ethnographic refusal that Tuck and Yang describe, where interview 

partners chose their responses in deferment to a collective knowledge, and did not offer 

further elaboration. The refusal was followed quickly, however, by Óyewot’s 

intervention on behalf of Sqewóthelwet; immediately after Sqewóthelwet’s response to 

Wells’ request for the spoon, Óyewot asked him “you know what’s Xwelítem?” He 

responded in the negative. She laughed and said “‘White man.’ You better learn that. 

Everyone else knows what it is.”304 Óyewot, like Sqewóthelwet did at the outset of the 

conversation, once again affirmed the divisions between Wells and the Stó:lō, doing so in 

a way so as to forestall Wells from continuing to pester Sqewóthelwet. This moment has 

added significance if we are aware of something that Wells apparently was not: the literal 

meaning of “Xwelítem” is “hungry ones,” a reference to white explorers’ and settlers’ 

hunger for food, resources, and land. By educating Wells about this racialized term, 
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Óyewot was standing up for Sqewóthelwet, who may not have understood the rest of the 

question Óyewot asked in English, but would certainly have recognized the 

Halq’eméylem term and its inherent metaphoric meaning. By calling Wells “Xwelítem” 

in that moment, Óyewot may have been subtly critiquing the many favours Wells was 

asking of Sqewóthelwet, challenging his pushy requests in a way that reflected the deeper 

meaning of the word. Indeed, when speaking to each other throughout this interview, 

Óyewot and Sqewóthelwet referred to Wells not by name, but by the term Xwelítem, 

indicating that even though they were engaging with him in the process, they were 

estranging themselves from him at the same time.  

This same interview with Sqewóthelwet and Óyewot also revealed the way 

women transferred knowledge about weaving to each other across generations. In the 

context of a discussion of weaving materials, tools, and techniques, Sqewóthelwet made 

frequent reference to her grandmother’s weaving tools and knowledge.305 Despite these 

hints, Wells did not ask her where she learned to weave, and so Sqewóthelwet finally 

explained this herself. She told them: “Ilhtsel t’áméx te’í:lé kw’els ílh stl’ítl’qelh. 

Lhéq’eselh yó:yes kw’el sí:lálh the slhálhí. Qesu tl’os el swál syóys kw’els yet’ámex.” 

[English translation: “I braided [grasses] when I was a child. My late grandmother used 

to be working continuously, and so that’s my own work (when I was) going along 

braiding.”]306 Unfortunately, Óyewot did not translate this part of Sqewóthelwet’s 

discourse for Wells, because she was still in the midst of explaining Sqewóthelwet’s 

previous anecdote about a bear in her garden.307 As a result, it seems Wells did not learn 

during that conversation how Sqewóthelwet gained the skills she needed to weave—

though he also did not ask, so maybe he did not see this information as significant.  

What Wells really wanted to know was whether Sqewóthelwet still knew how to 

braid. She affirmed that she still braided and agreed to make some braided mats for Wells 

as long as he brought her the materials.308 Regardless of the fact that Wells may not have 
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understood it at the time, this excerpt disproved salvage paradigm ideas by reinforcing for 

us today that Stó:lō weaving work survived into the colonial period due to 

intergenerational knowledge transfer between Stó:lō women. Óyewot’s own presence at 

this interview with Sqewóthelwet was another form of weaving apprenticeship; through 

translating the conversation and engaging with the examples Sqewóthelwet and Wells 

pointed to, Óyewot was also learning more about Stó:lō weaving herself. Stó:lō women 

in the mid-twentieth century still carried on practices of intergenerational knowledge 

transfer relating to weaving, even though white settlers did not recognize this practice.  

The interviews documented moments of significant ethnographic engagement 

when Stó:lō women affirmed their role as cultural curators and their authority over 

historical knowledge. Wells clearly saw Sqewóthelwet—and, later, Óyewot—as experts 

on a variety of Salish topics; it is plausible that they understood this recognition as 

something rarely afforded to them by other Xwelítem men during this period. By 

acknowledging the authority they had and Wells lacked, Wells successfully engaged 

them in his ethnographic enterprise.309 Wells consulted Sqewóthelwet about many topics: 

he wanted to hear what she knew about an historic Stó:lō sign language;310 he asked her 

to sing songs in Halq’eméylem for him to record;311 he asked her which “grasses were 

useful in making twine”312 and whether a needle he made would work for creating 

mats;313 he consulted with her about how dry the grasses would have to be before being 

woven;314 and he asked her several questions about Stó:lō botany.315 Sqewóthelwet did 

not shy away from instructing Wells, as in, for example, her prescriptions about drying 

grasses for braiding. He asked whether he could bring her freshly-cut grass to braid, and 

she responded in the negative, telling him to follow the instructions she already gave him: 
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“L sqwálewel kwses líleq kwses sta’á tethá kw’els xé’e. L sqwálewel kw’e éwe 

ch’íyxwes welís kw’e st’amax qe le ch’íyxw, eses ow le me qelqéylt… Welóye kwsu 

sch’á:yxwts qa t’ámextem.” [English translation: “I think it’s easier if it’s like what I 

said. I think it won’t dry if it’s braided and then dried, it will just start to get spoiled… It 

must be dried before it is braided.”]316   

Whereas Sqewóthelwet already had Wells’ respect—likely because she was an 

Elder—it took Wells time to see Óyewot as an expert in the same way. In a November 

1965 interview with her, Wells first read out a lengthy excerpt from Wilson Duff’s The 

Upper Stalo Indians of the Fraser Valley, British Columbia. He commented on Duff’s 

reliance on the knowledge of “Mr. and Mrs. Robert Joe” (Robert Joe and Th’etóselwet / 

Amelia Joe) and his conviction that they were “the most accurate informants on the 

Chilliwack tribe,” especially for Th’etóselwet’s valuable description of the sxwó:yxwey 

mask.317 It seemed Duff’s praise of the Joes made quite an impression on Wells; after he 

finished the excerpt, he explained to Óyewot that, “I was interested to hear that your 

family was connected with this sxwó:yxwey mask, and … that Mrs. Bob Joe was your 

mother.”318 Wells went on to ask follow-up questions about her mother, and noted that 

the sxwó:yxwey story Duff recorded from Amelia was very similar to Óyewot’s narrative 

about it.  Wells’ realization that Óyewot’s family was connected to the sxwó:yxwey and 

that an esteemed anthropologist valued Th’etóselwet’s knowledge seemed to have shifted 

the way he saw Óyewot. Recognizing her now as an expert, and part of an important 

Stó:lō family, Wells began to approach Óyewot not just for her ability to speak and sing 

Halq’eméylem, but also for her knowledge about this important aspect of Stó:lō history 

and culture. Wells’ high level of interest in sxwó:yxwey led him to assert: “It would be 

well if we could get someone to produce one of these masks from our – or, costumes, the 

whole costume… From this description because it would be of interest in this area.”319 
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Wells seems to have been unaware of what would be spiritually acceptable for Stó:lō 

peoples regarding sxwó:yxwey. As discussed in Chapter 2, Stó:lō continued to practice 

this cultural tradition but, since the settler prohibition on “potlatching,” they had hidden 

these ceremonies—so Wells’ hope that Stó:lō would welcome settler interest in a spiritual 

practice they had previously outlawed seems quite oblivious. Óyewot’s response was 

another type of deflection: “I really wouldn’t know.” Wells immediately changed the 

topic, perhaps sensing Óyewot’s lack of support for this idea.320 Even while they were 

becoming closer, the sense of estrangement lingered, and Óyewot returned to 

ethnographic refusal when she was troubled by one of Wells’ ideas or questions.  

In that same November 1965 interview, Wells questioned Óyewot at length about 

weaving. He asks her about who she had seen weaving before, and what she knew of 

their techniques, as well as a series of questions about Mrs. David, Anabel Stewart’s 

grandmother, who he had thought was the last real weaver in Stó:lō territory.321 He and 

Óyewot talked about David for a moment, and then Óyewot affirmed that David wove in 

many shapes, including the diamond pattern which she had an example of with her. Wells 

asked—and Óyewot confirmed—if the “sample” (Wells’ word) Óyewot had was one of 

David’s, and then Wells told her: “I have the rest of it in the museum. I think—

[laughter]—well, it’s sure nice that you kept that because this has started a lot of 

different people with the idea of how it was done, you know.”322 Contrary to his 

subsequent publishing, here we can see him crediting Óyewot for having started the 

upswing of interest in weaving. Such an acknowledgement indicates that Wells knew he 

was not the savior of Stó:lō weaving, or at least he knew it was not only him who worked 

to preserve it—even though in his later publishing, he tended to emphasize his centrality 

in the process.323 In a subsequent interview, Wells again recognized both Óyewot’s 

expertise and, surprisingly, his own lack of comprehension of the subject: “Yes, well, it’s 

been nice to have another visit with you, and I always get quite a bit of information. I’m 
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sure to make some mistakes but I’ve got this material so I’ve got most of it written ready 

for … well, kind of typed out now.”324 Wells’ repeated acknowledgement of Óyewot’s 

expertise—about weaving specifically, but also Stó:lō culture generally—confirms that 

he had at least some understanding that Stó:lō women like Óyewot maintained 

knowledge about the past in the present. Unfortunately, as I discuss below, Wells did not 

reproduce this understanding, limited as it may have been, in his subsequent written work 

on Stó:lō weaving. 

The interviews were only part of Wells’ growing interest in popularizing Stó:lō 

weaving during the 1960s, and several Stó:lō weavers began to work with him on that 

project as well.325 Wells did many things in his work with the weavers: he asked women 

to weave for him, he brought them wool from his sheep, he wrote to other weavers to get 

information about other Indigenous weaving techniques, he communicated those 

techniques to Stó:lō weavers, he helped set up craft fairs and exhibitions of Stó:lō 

weavings, and he helped sell Stó:lō weavings to settler individuals and institutions across 

Canada. The interviews shed little light on the weavers’ feelings about this project, but 

other ephemera such as photographs from the era indicate that they were willing to 

engage with him, sometimes enthusiastically, and this collaboration popularized weaving 

among both Stó:lō and settler audiences.  

By the mid 1960s, Wells was encouraging Stó:lō weavers to find markets for their 

work, and dedicated himself to making this happen. He organized an exhibition of Salish 

arts and crafts, and encouraged weavers to submit their work to other adjudicated national 

shows.326 Sylvia Olsen argues that settler intermediaries who facilitated Coast Salish 

wool work saw this labour as a way to preserve “authentic” “Indian” arts and crafts while 
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still assimilating the people who made these items.327 However, since Stó:lō people 

already understood swóqw’elh as a form of currency,328 Wells’ proposal that the weavers 

make blankets to sell to a broader market thus fit within a Stó:lō worldview. Indeed, as 

Paige Raibmon notes, Salish women’s work weaving baskets was a significant part of 

their contribution to family income, and Stó:lō weavers could also make a fair amount of 

money doing this work.329 As a result of the Stó:lō weavers’ engagements with Wells, the 

practice became more mainstream and enhanced settlers’ understanding of the skill and 

meanings of weaving, as well as their appreciation for it as an art form and consumer 

product. He organized a craft fair to display their work locally in Chilliwack, and he 

facilitated the Stó:lō weavers sending some of their work to the 1964 Canadian 

Handicrafts Guild Exhibition, where they made $374 in prize money and sales.330 Wells 

also took on the role of salesman for the Stó:lō weavers; he would buy items from Stó:lō 

weavers, write them a receipt, and then find a place to re-sell them at the same price, 

either in Chilliwack or sometimes in handicraft shops in other provinces.331 In addition, 

Wells negotiated a commission for the weavers for a large woven hanging for the lobby 

of the Hotel Bonaventure in Montreal.332 Wells’ patronage and the role he took as a 

middleman undoubtedly enhanced the commercial success of Stó:lō weaving and its 

popularity in the settler art market. At the same time, Stó:lō weavers were then able to 

engage in culturally meaningful work while also getting compensated for this labour. 

Wells certainly popularized Stó:lō weaving and helped transition it into a lucrative source 
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of income, but as discussed above, Stó:lō women maintained knowledge of weaving 

techniques throughout the early twentieth century, so there was no need to revive this 

practice; it was ongoing. 

My argument here responds to a common conception, which circulated both 

during Wells’ lifetime and since his death, that Wells was responsible for the revival of 

Salish weaving. In the following section, I challenge the writings that make this assertion, 

and argue that although there is no doubting his enthusiasm for the art, Wells was a 

facilitator of an existing process. Believing that Wells was the main figure in the revival 

of weaving in Stó:lō territory is problematic because it implies that Indigenous women 

needed the expertise of a white man to retain their culture when rather, as discussed 

above, Stó:lō women themselves had kept the knowledge and skills of their weaving 

practice alive. Wells’ participation was indeed significant, especially as a patron, 

salesman, and helpmeet; I in no way seek to remove Wells from the picture or denigrate 

his reputation. Rather, I seek to correct the prevailing narrative by decentering Wells 

from a story that is ultimately about Stó:lō women.  

Wells was the first author to tell the story that he was central to the revival of  

Salish weaving. In a 1966 article for The Beaver, he called it “‘The Return of the Salish 

Loom,’” writing that Stó:lō people “have again taken up the ancient art of loom weaving” 

after the craft was “almost completely abandoned last century.” 333 He went on, saying 

that the “coming of the white man in the gold rush, and the missionaries’ determination 

that the native must discard his old customs and dress were the final blows which stilled 

the fingers of the native women. Their ancient craft of loom weaving was gradually 

forgotten by succeeding generations.”334 Though his Beaver article was less explicit on 

the subject, in the brief introduction to the second edition of his book Salish Weaving, 

Primitive and Modern, he again centered himself in the narrative and established his 

authority as an expert by pointing to his six years of “personal observations and 

research,” as well as the numerous positive reviews of the book’s first edition and its 
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placement in major libraries and museums.335 Just as he acknowledged in the Beaver 

article that Adeline Lorenzetto and Mary Peters were “instrumental in this revival,”336 he 

thanked Óyewot for “[h]er interest and assistance” in his introduction and praised her 

devotion “to the preservation of the native language and crafts.” He also articulated his 

intention for the book to “be of interest and use to those native people of Salish origin 

who may wish to undertake the production of an article woven in the traditional Salish 

method…”337 While he seemed thus to acknowledge that individual Stó:lō people 

retained knowledge of historic traditions to a high degree, he still seemed to think that 

Stó:lō and broader Salish communities required his intervention to continue to do so. 

Such ruptures of logic indicated the extent to which Wells was committed to the salvage 

paradigm, even as he acknowledged Stó:lō women’s enduring expertise as weavers. 

Subsequent authors also propped up similar ideas in their work. In 1978, 

Elizabeth Hawkins wrote that Coast Salish tribes “were once renowned weavers” but that 

by the late nineteenth century, “the trade blanket had replaced those woven by the natives 

and the ancient craft of loom-weaving was abandoned.” According to her, Wells “became 

vitally interested in the revival of Salish weaving techniques,” leading to “the discovery 

Mary Peters who was … weaving in her home.” Despite this, in Hawkins’ account, it is 

“[t]hrough Mr. Wells’ help and encouragement” that other women learn to weave.338 Two 

years after Hawkins, Paula Gustafson’s discussion of “The Revival of Weaving” also 

represented Wells as the central figure in the “discovery of the old blankets and the 

revival of the unique weaving techniques.”339 Gustafson cited Wells’ “interest in the 

Indian way of life” and asserted that he “not only had been the catalyst for the revival of 

Salish weaving, but he also had an infectious enjoyment for life and this joy had been 
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shared with the Salish women.”340 In describing Wells’ relationship with Mary Peters, 

she followed his narrative very closely, saying, “In the meantime, unknown to Wells, 

Mary Peters … had also begun Salish weaving. Mrs. Peters possessed a wealth of 

knowledge about the old ways, and particularly about the craft of basketry which she 

learned from her mother who was from the Thompson River area. Although she is 

uneducated by contemporary standards, the Salish say of her that she ‘knows everything, 

because she never went to school.’”341 Similarly, in 1986, Elizabeth Johnson and Kathryn 

Bernick Johnson wrote: “Oliver Wells, a non-Indian deeply interested in Native culture, 

worked with Adeline Lorenzetto in reconstructing Salish weaving techniques. At the 

same time, Mary Peters, another Salish woman, was working to recreate the same 

techniques.”342 Though Johnson and Bernick did include Lorenzetto—a Stó:lō woman 

from Ohamil—and Peters—from American Bar and Chilliwack—in this account, they 

still centered Wells and went on to reference his book and articles. Moreover, this 

reading’s use of “recreate” with regards to Peters’ work—unique among these different 

versions of the story—implied that Peters had not been maintaining knowledge and 

practicing weaving all along, but rather that she was reconfiguring it. Common threads 

ran through these narratives: there was a depth of commitment to the salvage paradigm 

idea that weaving was extinct; the repeated use of the word “revival” to highlight the idea 

that weaving had returned from death; there was little recognition that Peters 

independently maintained knowledge of and practiced weaving; there was no discussion 

of the roots of Lorenzetto’s expertise; and Wells’ interest in weaving was used to center 

him in the story and affirm that he saved the practice.  

It is perhaps unsurprising that previous writing has cited Wells as the central 

figure in reviving Salish weaving.343 This trope, of a friendly white man saving an 

                                                
340 Gustafson, Salish Weaving, 103, 107. Gustafson interpreted Wells’ interactions with Stó:lō weavers in a 
uniformly cheery way, contrasting sharply to the periods of indifference and refusal that the actual interviews 
showed.  
341 Gustafson, Salish Weaving, 107. 
342 Elizabeth Lominska Johnson and Kathryn Bernick, Hands of Our Ancestors: The Revival of Salish 
Weaving at Musqueam, Museum Note 16 (Vancouver: UBC Museum of Anthropology, 1986), 15.  
343 In addition to this stance being affirmed in the scholarship on Salish weaving, it also seemed to have 
entered public awareness. Since many of these works are accessible, popular histories, this conception—from 
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Indigenous women’s craft from near extinction, reflects the settler ideology that 

Indigenous communities have needed white specialists to preserve their culture. It is also 

important to note that the people who continued to prop up the idea that Wells himself 

created have been exclusively white settler women. Wells and these subsequent authors, 

who could not recognize that Stó:lō women still retained knowledge of their weaving 

traditions, demonstrate the durability of settler commitment to the notion of Indigenous 

extinction. That said, my intent here is not to provide a harsh critique of Wells or those 

who reified him, but to refine the record of his involvement in Stó:lō weaving. More 

recent scholarship supports this position by likewise decentering Wells in the narrative of 

Stó:lō weaving. Leslie H. Tepper, Chepximiya Siyam / Janice George, and 

Skwetsimltexw / Willard Joseph have instead characterized the re-entry of weaving 

knowledge into Stó:lō culture not as one of “revival” but as one of “renewed interest.”344 

Further, Sylvia Olsen centers Stó:lō women in the narrative, writing that “indigenous 

women in the Fraser Valley reintroduced traditional weaving in the 1960s.”345 These 

more recent perspectives confirm that decentering Wells from the story of Stó:lō weaving 

is an important task for scholarship on this subject to pursue.  

This decentering is especially necessary when we consider that the record shows 

that Stó:lō people had not, in fact, stopped weaving. Weaving had not disappeared; it was 

not extinct in Stó:lō Téméxw, so it did not need to be saved by Wells. It is for this reason 

that I would insist, even in contrast to Tepper, Chepximiya Siyam, Skwetsimltexw, and 

Olsen, that there was no need for renewal or reintroduction of weaving, because Stó:lō 

women maintained ongoing interests in weaving and other wool work in Stó:lō 

communities even after colonization. The best evidence for this is Mary Peters’ practice 

of weaving independently from Wells. Wells himself clearly recognizes this fact, 

explaining that she designed her loom “from memory of looms previously used by her 

                                                
my own personal observations and conversations since I began working on this project—appears to be 
common amongst people interested in this topic in the Fraser Valley and the Greater Vancouver area. 
344 Leslie H. Tepper, Chepximiya Siyam / Janice George, and Skwetsimltexw / Willard Joseph, Salish 
Blankets: Robes of Protection and Transformation, Symbols of Wealth (Lincoln, NB: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2017), xix.  
345 Olsen, Working with Wool, 105.  
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family for rug-making. She undertook rug-making on her own initiative…”346 Peters’ 

loom was very similar to the one Wells and Lorenzetto made from studying Hill-Tout’s 

notes,347 indicating the very high degree of intergenerational knowledge transfer of these 

weaving skills over time.348 Wells himself also knew of the rug that Mrs. David, “an old-

time rug maker” wove in about 1920.349 In addition to this evidence, it seems more than 

likely that there were other Stó:lō women who Wells did not know, and who have not 

been researched, who likewise continued to weave. We also know that other Stó:lō 

women continued to teach each other and practice skills adjacent to weaving. For 

example, Adeline Lorenzetto “had always processed and spun her own wool for 

knitting,”350 and, as discussed above, Sqewóthelwet still made braided rugs in the style 

her grandmother had taught her.351 Stó:lō women maintained these practices, even though 

settler colonialism’s hostility towards Indigenous cultural heritage made some 

individuals, like Xwelíqwiya / Rena Point Bolton, felt that, like ceremonial dancing, 

weaving had also been prohibited for generations.352 This sentiment that settlers may 

have outlawed weaving could also explain why it appeared to Wells that Stó:lō weaving 

was a lost art; if there was the perception that weaving was banned, Stó:lō people would 

not have been open about sharing it with Xwelítem until, as Xwelíqwiya says, after the 

potlatch ban was lifted.  

                                                
346 Wells, “The Return of the Salish Loom,” 43-4. 
347 Gustafson, Salish Weaving, 105. 
348 Similarly, Edna Grant, a Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm weaver, still knew how to weave slhewen—bulrush mats—“from 
her memory of her mother’s work, having to only check the finishing of the edges on an old mat in the 
[Museum of Anthropology’s] collection.” Other Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm blanket weavers working in the early 1970s 
asked the help of elders who were wove slhewen, and who worked with cedar. Wendy Grant explains: “… 
we thought we would be able to take back their expertise in their areas and teach them what we had learned.” 
For Grant and the Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm elders, sharing of knowledge of weaving between different materials was 
a successful project; see Johnson and Bernick, Hands of Our Ancestors, 25, 23.  
349 Wells, “The Return of the Salish Loom,” 44. 
350 Gustafson, Salish Weaving, 103.  
351 Interview between Óyewot, Sqewóthelwet, and Wells, 30 October 1962. 
352 Xwelíqwiya / Rena Point Bolton and Richard Daly, Xwelíqwiya: The Life of a Stó:lō Matriarch 
(Edmonton, AB: Athabasca University Press, 2013), 133.  
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Indeed, Xwelíqwiya expresses that she “had always been weaving and making 

baskets and thinking about the power of our culture.”353 In her memoirs, she discusses an 

anecdote that reinforces the argument that Stó:lō women maintained knowledge of 

weaving well into the mid-twentieth century. Xwelíqwiya recalls that wanting “to weave 

the old Salish skirts out of cedar bark, and capes” for her daughters to wear in exhibition 

dances stimulated her own interest in weaving. She remembers, “I went to one of my 

elders, she was Mrs. Albert Óyewot from Soowahlie, and I asked her if it was all right to 

weave the old Salish skirts out of cedar bark, and capes… She said ‘Certainly, go ahead. 

Just be careful that the girls wear something underneath the skirts because then the 

policemen will pick you up if they don’t.’ And she kind of tee-hee’d about it.”354 The 

light-heartedness of Óyewot’s response indicates to us that Xwelíqwiya’s request was 

neither a potentially grave matter, nor something out of the ordinary. Xwelíqwiya 

explains that even though the materials had “to be processed in such a way,” she “already 

knew how to do all of these things because [she] watched [her] grandmother making the 

mats.”355 When she was ready to harvest bulrush and cedar bark, Wells helped her get 

those materials and would come watch her do her weaving. He was “so surprised, you 

know, that [she] remembered!”356  She wove “about a dozen skirts and capes,” as well as 

tumplines from wool, and her great-auntie Sqewóthelwet showed her how to weave 

others from stinging nettle fiber. Contrary to the idea that weaving was extinct, the record 

affirms that Stó:lō women retained much of the techniques and practices necessary well 

into the mid-twentieth century. This affirms that Stó:lō did not, in fact, need to be 

“revived”; it had not been lost in the first place.  

It is difficult to reconcile the clear continuities in Stó:lō weaving, Wells’ 

insistence that it had died out, and an acknowledgement that weaving itself did change 

over time. Yet change did not make weaving any less part of Stó:lō tradition of the craft. 

The evidence presented here shows that Wells had ample knowledge of several Stó:lō 

                                                
353 Xwelíqwiya and Daly, Xwelíqwiya, 133.  
354 Xwelíqwiya and Daly, Xwelíqwiya, 136.  
355 Xwelíqwiya and Daly, Xwelíqwiya, 137.  
356 Xwelíqwiya and Daly, Xwelíqwiya, 137.  
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women who were weaving wool or, like Sqewóthelwet and Xwelíqwiya, other traditional 

materials. How, then, could he not recognize these continuities? My hypothesis is that 

because of an anthropological emphasis on pre-contact authenticity that was ubiquitous at 

the time, Wells understood change—or any perceived deviation from tradition—to mean 

rupture. Since some of the weaving in the mid-twentieth century used new materials or 

otherwise did not entirely follow historic methods, it is possible that Wells could not 

recognize these practices were connected to the tradition of Stó:lō weaving, and so saw 

them as something entirely new. Wells’ preoccupation with the pre-contact authenticity 

of weaving was clear in his techniques of modeling weaving on the oldest surviving 

examples.357 He also made a point that Mrs. David’s rug was the “last rug made by the 

Chilwheyuk band of the Chilliwack River,” something he saw as the reason for its 

significance.358 Here, his interest lay in the high degree of authenticity this rug held for a 

pre-contact past.  

As Sylvia Olsen has argued in the case of Coast Salish knitting,  

… it was the buyers and collectors who deemed what was ‘authentic’: the 
indigenous producers had little input into the discussion. However, as 
collectors went about defining what was traditionally native and what would 
be excluded, indigenous craftspeople … continued to create new objects 
and adapt their traditional products for their own ceremonies and for the 
broader curio market.359  

Even as they used new materials and methods, Stó:lō and other Coast Salish weavers 

were highly influenced by previous designs and skills they remembered or learned 

through examining older woven items—but they also incorporated “inauthentic” 

elements. For instance, Mary Peters drew on her knowledge of basketry patterns when 

weaving blankets, and Xwelíqwiya’s experience working with weaving cedar and bulrush 

was transferable to her weaving of wool tumplines.360 Weaving was not extinct, but it had 

                                                
357 Wells, “The Return of the Salish Loom,” 42-4. 
358 Wells, “The Return of the Salish Loom,” 44. 
359 Olsen, Working with Wool, 146.  
360 Wells, “The Return of the Salish Loom,” 41; Xwelíqwiya and Daly, Xwelíqwiya, 137. This blending of 
new and old patterns, techniques, and materials is common in other Xwelmexw communities as well; for 
instance, while Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm weavers Wendy Grant and Rita Louis learned patterns and stitches from 
studying historic weavings in the collections at MOA, and while they placed significance on “traditional” 
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changed—and these changes made it less “traditional,” which may have resulted in Wells 

not being able to recognize weaving from the early and mid-twentieth century as part of a 

continued practice. However, regardless of Wells’ ideologies, the fact that Stó:lō weaving 

changed over time didn’t make it inauthentic. 

While it is thus clear that Stó:lō women preserved weaving for themselves, I still 

want to acknowledge the significance of Wells’ work. Wells certainly helped popularize 

Stó:lō weaving through his own labour, and to the benefit of weavers who were able to 

make money through their proficiency in a cultural practice. His advocacy for the 

weavers’ craft created new markets for it among settler buyers as well. I also want to 

affirm that the Stó:lō people I have spoken to about Wells have good opinions of him; 

they see his work as having been helpful. Indeed, I would suggest that his real legacy is 

in the interviews he conducted; though those conversations show the tension and refusals 

of Stó:lō interlocutors, they are an invaluable resource both for Halq’eméylem language 

revitalization and for contributing to a richer understanding of Stó:lō lives and their 

relationships with local settlers during the mid-twentieth century. In carrying the expense 

of the recording technology and taking the time to conduct the interviews, Wells was a 

facilitator, working with Stó:lō people, especially Stó:lō women, to create space for their 

cultural heritage. So while Stó:lō people were already taking care of their cultural 

heritage in ways that Wells could not recognize, his work did help preserve elements of it 

as well.  

This chapter has argued that weaving represents a gendered form of Stó:lō 

cultural sovereignty. Salish weaving has served as an important marker of Stó:lō cultural 

curation, closely tied to women’s roles in cultural curation and territorial sovereignty. 

Stó:lō women retained knowledge of weaving through processes of intergenerational 

knowledge transfer and solidarity in the face of settler colonialism. In mid-twentieth 

century, Stó:lō weavers adapted aspects of their craft when necessary to adjust to new 

circumstances. The interviews that Stó:lō weavers did with Wells provide rich insights 

                                                
materials and techniques, they also consulted other sources and sometimes incorporated contemporary 
elements. Louis explains, “I like to modernize little bits here and there, but I like to try older techniques, like 
working with mountain goat wool.” 
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when we read them through the lens of ethnographic refusal. The pattern of engagements 

and estrangements in those interviews indicates the tension between the weavers’ 

lingering distrust of Xwelítem in general, and their desire to share their expertise, perhaps 

to preserve it in a new way. Ultimately, this discussion highlights the significance of 

recognizing Stó:lō women’s engagement in gendered forms of cultural sovereignty, and 

of refusing to ascribe their knowledge to the white settler who interviewed them. 
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Chapter 5.  
 
Women’s Work at Coqualeetza: The Gender Dynamics of 
Demonstrations and Occupations in the 1970s 

In 1962, Oliver Wells gave the Sepass canoe to the Chilliwack Museum. 
Museum staff catalogued it as item “I-1” meaning it was the museum’s 
first “Indian” object.  Throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s, the 
Chilliwack Museum continued to use the Sepass canoe in their displays 
about Stó:lō culture and history. During that time, K’HHalserten’s great-
grandson Bill Sepass, then a teenager, visited the museum with his friends 
and saw his ancestor’s tl’elá:y. He remembered hearing stories from his 
grandfather about the tl’elá:y, and said it “felt something special, that 
they had something I had a family connection to.” Tillie Gutierrez, a 
Stó:lō Elder, also visited the canoe there and featured it in the programs 
she led with school groups there. Even though Bill and Tillie had good 
feelings about the museum, it still held control over their cultural heritage. 
Many other Stó:lō people at this time were upset at the way settlers had 
taken control of their land as well. At Coqualeetza, the site of a cultural 
center run by Stó:lō people, this issue of who should have control of Stó:lō 
culture and land was becoming a major controversy in the 1970s. 
Although things remained calm at the Chilliwack Museum, Stó:lō people 
rallied around these issues at Coqualeetza and fought for power over their 
territories and their heritage.  

On the morning of 3 May 1976, a group of Stó:lō protestors arrived at 

Coqualeetza and occupied a two-story brick building on the site that the Canadian Armed 

Forces (CAF) used as overflow housing for their adjacent base in Chilliwack, BC. 

Originally Kw’eqwá:líth’á, Coqualeetza is an important Stó:lō cultural site that settlers 

appropriated in the nineteenth century.361 For decades, Stó:lō people had been pushing for 

the initiation of a land claims process for return of the site, owned by the federal 

government and managed by the Department of Public Works. Additionally, as Stó:lō 

cultural education programs expanded rapidly in the 1970s, Stó:lō educators saw the 

Coqualeetza site as the obvious place to establish a permanent community space for their 

                                                
361 In this chapter, I use “Kw’eqwá:líth’á” to refer to both the historic site prior to colonization and the oral 
tradition about it; when speaking about the site in the twentieth century, I use “Coqualeetza” because although 
it is the Anglicization of the Halq’eméylem place name, this spelling has become ubiquitously used by Stó:lō 
organizations and individuals, and is still used today. See Brent Galloway, Dictionary of Upriver 
Halkomelem: Volume I (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 194-5.  
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work. By 1976, Stó:lō efforts to reclaim the land had become entwined with the potential 

use of the space for cultural education, and the occupation that began that day was the 

final escalation of years of activist efforts. The roughly 40 occupiers—Stó:lō and other 

Indigenous people of all ages—were mainly women; they arrived midmorning with 

supplies and gear, prepared for an occupation of several days. Their first actions were to 

gather in a circle and declare that the occupation would be non-violent and drug- and 

alcohol-free. In response to this peaceful demonstration, soldiers stationed at the nearby 

CAF base moved onto the site, conducting drills and positioning snipers on nearby 

buildings. In the early evening, the army, then supported by Royal Canadian Mounted 

Police, ordered the occupiers to exit or prepare to be removed and arrested. Defying this 

ultimatum, the occupiers barricaded themselves inside the building and began singing and 

drumming together, declaring, “this is our land!” At 6:30 PM, soldiers attempted to enter 

the building by force, and while activists resisted from the inside, the soldiers eventually 

gained entry after breaking through a glass door. The incursion provoked the departure of 

some occupiers, while about 23 remained. CAF personnel physically removed activists; 

some were on their feet as flanking soldiers pushed them out; others who refused to walk 

were forcibly hauled out by officers. The occupation ended as the army segregated the 

remaining 17 protestors by gender, ordered them onto army trucks, and drove them down 

to the police station, under arrest.362  

The Coqualeetza occupation is a significant moment in late twentieth century 

Stó:lō histories of culture and politics. In this chapter, I focus specifically on what the 

occupation and the protests leading up to it reveals about the gendered dynamics of Stó:lō 

politics during the 1970s. Coqualeetza’s position as a cultural site caught up in a political 

battle means we could read it simply as an example that encapsulates the 

interconnectedness of heritage and sovereignty in Stó:lō politics. However, considering 

  

                                                
362 Marian Bisaillon and Larry Commodore, interview with author, 11 July 2014; Melissa McDowell, “This 
is Stó:lō Indian Land: The struggle for control of Coqualeetza, 1968-1976” field school report, 2002, SA; 
Barb Stanbrook and Mike Doyle, “Seventeen natives charged in Coqualeetza clash,” The Chilliwack 
Progress, 5 May 1976, 1, 20; Jody R. Woods, “Coqualeetza: Legacies of Land Use,” in A Stó:lō-Coast Salish 
Historical Atlas, ed. Keith Carlson (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2001), 74.  
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Figure 5. Photographs of the Coqualeetza occupiers, before and after arrest 
Clipping from the Chilliwack Progress, May 5, 1976 
 

the significant number of women involved, their leadership of the occupation, and their 

predominant roles as cultural educators, exploring the gender dynamics at play 

betweenStó:lō people during the occupation is necessary, and reveals a more complex 

understanding of the protest’s significance. Incorporating gender analysis to Stó:lō-

centered narratives of the Coqualeetza occupation still highlights the strength of Stó:lō 

political agitation against the settler state, while simultaneously affirming the power and 

necessity of Stó:lō women’s work as cultural curators and political leaders in 

communities that, to variable extents and because of historical context, were influenced 

by settler colonial patriarchy. In these ways, the Coqualeetza occupation both represents 

an example of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty, and reveals further the gendered dynamics of 

cultural sovereignty itself. 

This chapter addresses four points. First, it briefly traces the ways this study 

relates to academic literature on Indigenous feminism broadly and Stó:lō women in 

particular, situating these arguments in relation to that scholarship. From there, it moves 

on to discuss Stó:lō oral traditions relating both to gender roles and to Coqualeetza, 

showing the long histories of Stó:lō women’s power as political actors and cultural 

curators at that site specifically. This foundation established, the chapter shifts to consider 

both changes and continuities in Stó:lō gender dynamics during late-nineteenth century 
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settler colonial land appropriations and the imposition of heteropatriarchy, especially at 

Kw’eqwá:líth’á itself. Finally, it analyzes Stó:lō cultural sovereignty in the 1970s, 

examining the politicization of cultural education work at Coqualeetza in a moment when 

Stó:lō political leadership was almost exclusively a male occupation and Stó:lō cultural 

education was often led by women. Analyzing the Coqualeetza occupation from the 

perspective of gender in this way rejects and corrects the historiographic absence of 

Stó:lō women from scholarship about their own communities. Moreover, considering 

Stó:lō women’s cultural and political work in the late twentieth century in relation to the 

long histories of Stó:lō women’s leadership reveals the intergenerational nature of 

women’s power—a revelation which has implications for understanding and framing 

Stó:lō feminist action in the past, present, and future.  

Indigenous feminist literature is central to these arguments, including the field’s 

debate around Indigenous feminism itself. In conversations with her research partners—

Indigenous women from across Canada of different ages—Grace Ouellette learned that 

they were generally ambivalent about feminism, unsure of what it meant, and held starkly 

divergent positions on whether feminism had value for them.363 Within the academy, 

Indigenous scholars have been asking these same questions. Kim Anderson, Joyce Green, 

Shari Huhndorf, and Cheryl Suzack point to the problematic history of white women’s 

goals and voices overshadowing the concerns and problems of Indigenous women and 

women of colour. This obfuscation of Indigenous women’s needs becomes doubly 

oppressive when, within Indigenous communities, white feminism’s lack of relevance has 

been used to dismiss Indigenous women’s concerns or refute the existence of Indigenous 

feminism at all.364 In particular, this chapter responds to Green’s semi-sarcastic comment 

that “[it] is as though some authority has decided that Aboriginal women cannot be 

                                                
363 Grace Josephine Mildred Wuttunee Ouellette, The Fourth World: An Indigenous Perspective on Feminism 
and Aboriginal Women’s Activism (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2002); see especially “Aboriginal Women 
and Feminism,” 88-91.  
364 Kim Anderson, “Affirmations of an Indigenous Feminist,” in Indigenous Women and Feminism: Politics, 
Activism, Culture, eds. Cheryl Suzack, Shari M. Huhndorf, Jeanne Perreault, and Jean Barman (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 2010), 81-91; Joyce A. Green, “Taking Account of Aboriginal Feminism,” in Making Space for 
Indigenous Feminism, ed. Joyce A. Green (Black Point, NS: Fernwood Publishing, 2007); Shari M. Huhndorf 
and Cheryl Suzack, “Indigenous Feminism: Theorizing the Issues,” in Indigenous Women and Feminism: 
Politics, Activism, Culture, eds. Cheryl Suzack, Shari M. Huhndorf, Jeanne Perreault, and Jean Barman 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 1-17. 
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culturally authentic, or traditional, or acceptable, if they are feminist.”365 While Green’s 

statement is certainly tongue-in-cheek, it represents the nearly ubiquitous notion that 

Indigenous women cannot be feminist—an idea this chapter seeks to counter. Indigenous 

feminisms are different from mainstream feminism; because white women are complicit 

in white supremacy, feminism as white women have articulated it excludes and oppresses 

Indigenous women.366 Indigenous feminisms are the community-specific epistemologies 

that affirm women’s roles as vital and powerful members of their communities, with an 

equal stake in caring for their family and tribal relations, maintaining land and resources, 

and preserving tribal knowledge.367 This analysis of Stó:lō women’s histories at 

Coqualeetza can help refute notions that Indigenous women cannot be feminists, as in 

this instance, women’s actions are connected to Stó:lō historical traditions relating to 

women’s roles at the site specifically. The Coqualeetza occupation reveals how Stó:lō 

women’s politics and actions were linked to Stó:lō traditions of gender roles and 

women’s power and can thus be connected to the spectrum of other Indigenous feminist 

and women-centered direct actions of the 1960s and 1970s. 

Scholarship on Stó:lō histories is likewise foundational to this chapter. As noted 

above, much historical literature authored by settlers has not yet discussed Stó:lō 

women’s histories in any significant way, despite women’s important social roles as 

leaders and knowledge keepers in Stó:lō society.368 Additionally, though Stó:lō authors 

and academics have written widely on a variety of topics, these works have only rarely 

                                                
365 Green, “Taking Account of Aboriginal Feminism,” 25.  
366 Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Talkin’ Up to the White Woman: Indigenous Women and Feminism (St Lucia: 
University of Queensland Press, 2009).  
367 Anderson, “Affirmations of an Indigenous Feminist”; Devon Abbott Mihesuah, Indigenous American 
Women: Decolonization, Empowerment, Activism (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003), 160-2; 
Susan M. Williams and Joy Harjo, “American Indian Feminism,” in The Reader’s Companion to US 
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the field in important ways, but neither focus on gender: Crisca Bierwert, Brushed by Cedar, Living by the 
River: Coast Salish Figures of Power (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1999); Keith Thor Carlson, The 
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“Becoming Xwiyálemot: Traditional Knowledge and Colonial Experiences in the Life of a Stó:lō Elder,” 
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centered gender or women.369 Historically, settler anthropologists’ accounts have not 

centered women, and instead represent historic settler views of gender, which erase, 

discount, or marginalize women’s voices and roles.370 More recent efforts have begun to 

grapple seriously with Stó:lō gender and women’s histories, but there is as yet no 

discussion of the possibilities of Stó:lō feminisms.371 

As discussed above, sxwōxwiyá:m provide abundant evidence pointing to the 

historical significance of women and the power of women’s roles. The Kw’eqwá:líth’á 

sxwōxwiyá:m is an example of one of these, which delineates acceptable behavior along 

gendered lines while simultaneously emphasizing the positions of respect owed to Stó:lō 

women. The sxwōxwiyá:m takes place at Kw’eqwá:líth’á, a place in Stó:lō territory 

where what is now known as Coqualeetza Stream joins Luckakuck Creek. It explains that 

during a famine, a group of men and their sons left their wives and daughters at home 

while they went to look for salmon. They caught some, but decided to eat them instead of 

taking them back to share with the women at home. One of the boys disapproved of this, 

and used some bark to bind some salmon eggs to his leg before returning to tell his 

mother about the men’s actions. On his arrival and revelation of the eggs, the boy’s 

mother and the other women were angry to hear about their husbands’ selfishness. The 

                                                
369 Works by Stó:lō authors include: Q’um Q’um Xiiem / Jo-Ann Archibald, Indigenous Storywork: 
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Híkwstexw Te Sqwélteltset, We Hold Our Language High: The Meaning of Halq’eméylem Language 
Renewal in the Everyday Lives of Stó:lō People” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser University, 2002); Lee Maracle, 
I Am Woman: A Native Perspective on Sociology and Feminism, 2nd ed (Vancouver, B.C: Press Gang 
Publishers, 1996); Henry Pennier, Call Me Hank: A Stó:lõ Man’s Reflections on Logging, Living, and 
Growing Old, 2nd edition (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006); Shoyshqwelwhet / Gwendolyn Rose 
Point, “Intergenerational Experiences in Aboriginal Education: My Family Story” (EdD diss., Simon Fraser 
University, 2015); Xwelíqwiya / Rena Point Bolton, Xwelíqwiya: The Life of a Stó:lō Matriarch (Edmonton: 
AU Press, 2013); Qwí:qwélstom / Wenona Victor, “‘Searching for the Bone Needle’: The Sto:lo Nation’s 
Continuing Quest for Justice” (master’s thesis, Simon Fraser University, 2001); and Victor, “Xexá:ls and the 
Power of Transformation: The Stó:lō, Good Governance and Self-Determination” (PhD diss., Simon Fraser 
University, 2012). Maracle’s I Am Woman is the sole publication focusing on gender, women, and feminism 
from a Stó:lō perspective. 
370 See my discussion of this throughout Chapter 4, first on the sexism apparent in works on Coast Salish 
nations by anthropologists Franz Boas, Wilson Duff, and Charles Hill-Tout, and also relating to the attitudes 
and ideas of Oliver Wells, a Chilliwack-based anthropologist. I also go on to further support this point below, 
in my discussion of Hill-Tout’s recounting of the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m.  
371 Saylesh Wesley, “Twin-Spirited Woman: Sts’iyóye smestíyexw slhá:li” Transgender Studies Quarterly 
1, no. 3 (August 2014): 338-351. Keith Carlson is also beginning a project on Stó:lō women and place names. 
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women began to beat their husbands’ beds with sticks, which, in Stó:lō spiritual 

traditions, represents an attempt to harm them. The women then took their husbands’ 

blankets, paint, and feathers and caught up to the men at Kw’eqwá:líth’á, where they beat 

their husbands’ blankets and invoked Xexá:ls in order to punish their husbands. Realizing 

what was happening, one of the men quickly began painting the others as particular birds 

to hide them, but, as Xexá:ls granted the women’s wishes, the men all transformed into 

those birds and flew off and did not return to their homes.372  

From written word alone, is difficult to know what this story would have meant to 

Stó:lō people in the past. Anthropologist Charles Hill-Tout made the earliest recorded 

version of this sxwōxwiyá:m in 1902, composing the narrative based on conversations 

with three Ts’elxwéyeqw Th’ewá:lí men, all from the same family of converted 

Methodists: Captain John, Commodore, and David Selaketen.373 Hill-Tout’s small 

number of all-male interview partners, combined with his own (historically-acceptable) 

sexist outlooks cloud his retelling; for instance, Hill-Tout referred to the women as 

“angry wives”—a type of casual misogyny no doubt common among settler men in the 

early 1900s.374 In addition, Hill-Tout made it clear that he did not fully understand 

elements of the story, yet chose not to investigate further: speaking of the women beating 

their husbands’ blankets, he wrote, “[t]he action has apparently some occult import, the 

nature of which I could not gather.”375 Without clarification or concomitant insights, 

particularly from Stó:lō women, we must understand this version of the narrative to be 

incomplete. Unfortunately, subsequent anthropologists also only collected transcriptions 

                                                
372 Hill-Tout, The Salish People, Volume III,, 57-8.  
373 Hill-Tout, The Salish People, Volume III, 59. Scholar Ralph Maud, on p. 15 of his introduction to Hill-
Tout, muses that perhaps Captain John and his family were not the best choice of interlocutors; due to their 
significant involvement in Methodism, he writes, Captain John “was perhaps not too eager to discuss the 
pagan doings of the old days.” I see Maud’s point here, and also want to affirm that just because Stó:lō 
individuals converted to Christianity, they did not necessarily stop participating in historic spiritual practices 
and or become invalid sources of community knowledge. Recent scholarship has shown the ways that 
Indigenous Christians blended their new beliefs with their existing practices and traditions. The faith of 
Captain John and his male family members should not delegitimize what they shared with Hill-Tout. 
374 Hill-Tout, The Salish People, Volume III, 58.  
375 Hill-Tout, The Salish People, Volume III, 57.  
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of this story from men, so it is difficult to assess its significance and meaning for Stó:lō 

women living in the early twentieth century.376  

However, when we place this story more fully into a Stó:lō context and read it 

from a woman-centric perspective, there are many more meanings that can be discerned 

from this sxwōxwiyá:m. When I have heard Stó:lō knowledge keepers, both men and 

women, tell the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m in the past few years, they have closed by 

emphasizing the importance of sharing and being honest. This perspective appears to be 

somewhat value-neutral in that story-tellers do not condemn the men’s selfishness; 

however, when told within a Stó:lō framework, this critique is implicitly built into the 

sxwōxwiyá:m. We can thus understand this sxwōxwiyá:m as simultaneously a story of 

male privilege, a narrative of women’s power, and a tale about serious consequences for 

serious offences. The men’s deeds are condemned three times: first by the boy, then by 

the women, and ultimately by Xexá:ls. They have committed a serious transgression 

against their wives, and as other sxwōxwiyá:m indicate, misdeeds, especially against 

marital partners, are not tolerated.377 The women were rightly angered, and took out their 

fury in a culturally significant way by beating their husbands’ blankets. The fact that 

“Kw’eqwá:líth’á” translates as “beating blankets” emphasizes the women’s agency in this 

story and centers their rejection of their husbands’ transgression as the most important 

element of the narrative. Moreover, the transformation of the men into the birds they 

were attempting to disguise themselves as reflects a common tactic of Xexá:ls in their 

approach to punishing wrong-doers. Xexá:ls, representative of both the feminine and the 

masculine, puts a chaotic world to rights in part through transforming people who have 

committed offences into elements of the natural landscape within Stó:lō Téméxw. These 

transformations are simultaneously retribution against the transgressors and living 

reminders to other Stó:lō about the need to live in harmony with one another. In addition 

to other layers of significance that this story may have for Stó:lō people, it also clearly 

indicates women’s strong social and spiritual power and the significance of treating one’s 

                                                
376 Maud, footnote 12 in Hill-Tout, The Salish People, Volume III, 58. Maud notes that Dan Milo told Oliver 
Wells the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m in 1970, and Bob Joe told Norman Lerman in 1976.  
377 Stone T’xwelátse et al., Man Turned to Stone, 22.  
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spouse and family well.378 Kw’eqwá:líth’á is thus an important site in terms of Stó:lō 

women’s history, and these themes serve as foundations for Stó:lō women’s activism at 

the site millennia later.  

Although women’s power is definitively demonstrated in sxwōxwiyá:m about 

Kw’eqwá:líth’á and other important sites in Stó:lō territory, this does not signify that, 

historically speaking, there was gender equality within Stó:lō communities. It may be 

useful to briefly summarize the relevant points from my discussions on this issue in 

previous chapters. There were social hierarchies that afforded women—especially in 

smelá:lh (upper-class) women—avenues to power that were separate from those that men 

could pursue. According to Stó:lō people today, while women were not generally 

accorded the position of yewá:l siyá:m (primary chief), they could be siyá:m (respected, 

influential), and did have roles in guiding their communities and leading when it came to 

particular activities. However, status also played a role in determining social power, so a 

skw’iyéth (slave) man would have had less power than a smelá:lh woman, who in turn 

would have had less prestige than a male siyá:m. Similarly, elite Stó:lō women held 

power over skw’iyéth women as well, so any sense of fellowship between women may 

not have crossed status lines, or was at least significantly complicated by differentials of 

power and privilege. In this way, an intersectional analysis helps us see that neither a 

woman’s gender nor her status would have been the sole determining factor in the kind of 

social power she was able to wield in historic Stó:lō societies.  

However, the advent of colonialism applied a much stricter gender hierarchy to 

pre-existing gender divisions within Stó:lō communities. While I agree with Carlson that 

we cannot assume that colonialism defines Indigenous peoples and their histories,379 we 

do still have to acknowledge that engagements with explorers, and then relations with 

settlers, brought Indigenous communities into contact not only with death and genocidal 

violence, but also with particular ideologies such as capitalism, patriarchy, and 

                                                
378 Woods, “Coqualeetza: Legacies of Land Use,” 75. Woods reproduces Dan Milo and Bob Joe’s retelling 
of the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m, writing that their particular version emphasizes the need for “respectful, 
harmonious relations between men and women based on the recognition that the power of women and the 
spirit world is stronger than physical strength and personal greed.”  
379 Carlson, The Power of Place, 29.  
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heterosexism that, as settler colonialism became increasingly entrenched, grew in 

influence within Indigenous nations as well. So while also recognizing that pre-contact 

gender divisions—which affirm separation between genders but not necessarily the 

inferiority or superiority of either gender in relation to the other—were part of certain 

Indigenous communities’ social structures during early contact and colonization, settler 

men’s preference to engage with Indigenous men, and inability to recognize Indigenous 

women’s authority, “reordered gender relations to subordinate women.”380 As discussed 

in previous chapters, this pattern is true in Stó:lō–settler history, but while explorers and 

settlers excluded women from positions of power in their newly imported social systems, 

women retained social authority within Stó:lō-specific contexts.  

This period also saw the appropriation of the Kw’eqwá:líth’á site, the history of 

which to some extent serves as a microcosm for the tensions existing between Stó:lō and 

settlers ever since. In the nineteenth century, the area was a shared space for all Stó:lō 

and commonly used by many bands, especially for fishing. However, since it is unclear if 

any single community lived there, land surveyor William McColl did not designate it a 

reserve in 1864, leaving it open to settler colonial land appropriation. Five years later, on 

16 April 1869, the Crown granted the “asset” of 150 acres to a settler named Ann 

McColl. Over the next two and a half decades, McColl in turn sold parts of the property 

to other settlers, A.C. Wells and Horatio Webb. In 1882, the Methodist missionaries 

Charles and Sarah Tate established the Coqualeetza Mission Home nearby, and began 

teaching students and proselytizing to Stó:lō people. In 1891, the home burned down, and 

the following year the missionaries acquired 33.9 acres from the parcel originally granted 

to McColl, opening a new three-story residential school, the Coqualeetza Industrial 

Institute, there in 1893. The residential school continued to operate there after the United 

Church sold the Coqualeetza grounds back to the federal government in 1929. On 26 

November 1935, the state also opened a tuberculosis preventorium at the site, and after 

the residential school closed in 1940, its buildings were incorporated into the 

preventorium, which became the Coqualeetza Indian Hospital in 1941. With the end of 

                                                
380 Huhndorf and Suzack, “Indigenous Feminism: Theorizing the Issues,” 5; Rebecca Tsosie, “Native Women 
and Leadership: An Ethics of Culture and Relationship,” in Indigenous Women and Feminism, eds. Cheryl 
Suzack, Shari M. Huhndorf, Jeanne Perreault, and Jean Barman (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 29-42. 
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segregated health care for Indigenous peoples in 1968 and the decline in tuberculosis, the 

hospital closed in 1969, though the site remained the property of the Department of 

National Health and Welfare. In 1974, the Department of Indian Affairs proposed to the 

Treasury Board that the site be transferred to them with the idea that DIA could lease and 

eventually sell the site to the Coqualeetza Centre. Instead, however, the Treasury Board 

transferred the site to the Department of Public Works, which began leasing part of what 

it now considered a surplus Crown asset to the Department of National Defence for use 

as military offices and barracks, with the remainder of the site going unused.381 

Coqualeetza is thus a complicated space for Stó:lō, representing not only the history 

related through the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m, but also the theft of their traditional 

lands; the growing significance of Christianity in Stó:lō Téméxw; the abuses of the 

residential school era; the stigma and settler medical experts’ pathologization of their 

communities; and the bristling presence of settler armed forces in their territories. 

Of course, in addition to these material changes, Stó:lō also had to contend with 

colonialism’s accompanying ideologies of patriarchy and heterosexism, which I touched 

on above. As settlers increasingly showed their patriarchal bias, Stó:lō likely felt pressure 

to conform to patriarchy because, as Brennan Hokowhitu explains, colonialism compels 

Indigenous masculinities to adopt patriarchal and heteronormative traits of “dominant 

invader masculinity.”382 While, as Carlson says, colonialism might not have irrevocably 

changed Stó:lō peoples’ identities, at least when it came to interacting with settlers, Stó:lō 

may have found it necessary to adopt settler outlooks on gender roles simply to be read as 

legitimate and viable political agents. Indeed, regardless of individual men’s agency and 

resistance to such a phenomenon, this settler colonial male superiority bled over and grew 

                                                
381 Bierwert, Brushed by Cedar, 61-2; “About Us,” Coqualeetza Cultural Education Centre, 
http://www.coqualeetza.com/page2.html, accessed 17 October 2016; McDowell, “This is Stó:lō Indian 
Land,” 20-2; Woods, “Coqualeetza: Legacies of Land Use,” 74-5.  
382 Brennan Hokowhitu, “Taxonomies of Indigeneity: Indigenous Heterosexual Patriarchal Masculinity,” in  
Indigenous Men and Masculinities: Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, eds. Robert Alexander Innes and Kim 
Anderson (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2015), 84. 
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in influence within many Indigenous nations.383 As current Skowkale chief Mark Point 

explains:  

You have to remember that under the Indian Act, the old system that Indian 
Affairs had in place where the chiefs were elected… all the chiefs in the old 
days were all men, always men, and women, their place was in the home, 
raising the family and being obedient and subservient to their husbands. But 
that was only the system that Indian Affairs put in place. The old system 
that was here before contact, European contact, was that women ran things. 
We were a matrilineal society. Our chiefs, our leaders were determined by 
women.384  

As Point explains, settler colonial agents imposed their system of electing chiefs, as 

opposed to passing down the role hereditarily, on Stó:lō communities through the Indian 

Act and the reserve system. This dramatically changed the way Stó:lō leadership worked, 

because having smelá:lh status was no longer a requirement for a chief. This accorded 

some Stó:lō individuals a degree of upward social mobility, because now band elections 

determined who was an elected chief in the settler colonial system—but Stó:lō people 

always still knew who could actually be siyá:m in their own social structure.385  

Point’s remarks about matrilineality indicate a growing historical consciousness 

among Stó:lō people that their communities have historically been led by women. 

However, scholarship has shown that historic Coast Salish communities traced hereditary 

rights bilaterally, not just through the matrilineal line.386 While it is important to make 

this point clear, doing so does not invalidate Point’s assertions that the Indian Act and the 

settler colonial system of elected chiefs diminished Stó:lō women’s social power. Indeed, 

these changes limited Stó:lō women’s abilities participate in the political life of their 

                                                
383 Juliana Barr, Peace Came in the Form of a Woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas Borderlands 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007); Jo-anne Fiske, “Colonization and the Decline of 
Women’s Status: The Tsimshian Case,” Feminist Studies 17, no. 3 (Fall 1991): 509-535; Michelene E. 
Pesantubbee, Choctaw Women in a Chaotic World: The Clash of Cultures in the Colonial Southeast 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005).  
384 Mark Point, interview with Melissa McDowell, 30 May 2002, SA. 
385 For these historical reasons, is important to be aware of the difference between “chief” and “siyá:m.” In 
previous chapters, I have tended to use the latter more than the former, but in this chapter I am going to adopt 
“chief” because it does not necessarily distinguish between the two, whereas “siyá:m” certainly does.  
386 Carlson, The Power of Place, 70; Suttles, “Private Knowledge, Morality, and Social Classes among the 
Coast Salish,” 9. 
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communities, because politics in a settler colonial context were exclusively a male 

domain. And yet, throughout the early 1900s, and certainly after WWI, Stó:lō women 

who were active in their communities as educators, knowledge keepers, and mothers 

engaged in work we might today see as political or as oppositional to the colonial state, 

although in general it was not framed as such. While Stó:lō women, particularly if the 

were from elite families, may have continued to enjoy some forms of social power within 

their communities, well into the second half of the twentieth century, Stó:lō men 

occupied nearly all positions of official political leadership under the settler colonial 

electoral band system. By the late twentieth century, however, Stó:lō women began to not 

only take on political leadership positions in their bands, but also to politicize their 

cultural and community-based work. This merging of community-centered cultural 

curation and women’s growing political power was central to the push to regain control 

of the Coqualeetza site. 

The widespread climate of protest and activism throughout North America in the 

1960s and 1970s, specifically women’s liberation, the Civil Rights movement and Black 

Power, as well as Red Power and the American Indian Movement (AIM) provide 

important context for the Coqualeetza occupation. Second wave feminism both in Canada 

and abroad brought increasing attention to, and critique of, the social, political, and 

economic inequalities that women were facing; while I do not suggest that second-wave 

feminists directly influenced Stó:lō women activists, the increasing pressures and 

popularity of feminist politics throughout much of North America in the 1970s are 

doubtless an important part of the context for this chapter. Likewise, widespread media 

coverage about Civil Rights, Black Power, and Red Power, as well as local iterations 

such as the Vancouver-based Native Alliance of Red Power (NARP) brought Stó:lō and 

other BC Indigenous communities into direct and indirect contact with these 

movements.387 NARP facilitated cross-border expressions of Red Power, connecting BC 

Indigenous activists with colleagues down the west coast of the US. For instance, BC-

                                                
387 Bryan Palmer, Canada’s 1960s: The Ironies of Identity in a Rebellious Era (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2009), 368. Indeed, as Palmer points out, prominent Indigenous women authors from BC—
Jeanette Armstrong, Lee Maracle, and Eden Robinson—all wrote works of fiction reflecting the experience 
of Indigenous youth activists of the 1960s. Respectively, these are: Slash (Penticton, BC: Theytus Books, 
1990); Bobbi Lee: Indian Rebel (Toronto: Women’s Press, 1990); Monkey Beach (Toronto: Knopf, 2000).  
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based Indigenous activists rallied around AIM warrior Leonard Peltier after his arrest: 

Vancouver-based Indigenous organizers orchestrated a defence campaign, and the 

Kwikwasut’inuxw Kwakwa̱ka̱’wakw nation adopted him and gave him a name and place 

in their community.388 Additionally, NARP members collaborated with Coast Salish 

tribes in the US, such as during the Nisqually fish-in in Olympia, Washington.389  

Ironically, while each of these movements sought freedom from oppression, 

Indigenous and Black women still felt the strain of oppression in these activist circles. 

That is to say, in the context of feminist activism, both Indigenous and Black women 

experienced racism and marginalization from white women in the movement.390 

Moreover, just as Black women faced sexism and dismissal from Black male activists, so 

too did Indigenous women frequently encounter those same oppressive behaviours from 

Indigenous men who were leaders in Red Power.391 While participating in Red Power, 

Indigenous women’s concerns about how anti-Indigenous racism intersected with sexism 

were not frequently heard. For example, while it affirmed the rights of Indigenous 

peoples in general, NARP’s eight point manifesto did not make any specific mention 

about promoting Indigenous women’s rights in particular.392 The case of AIM and the 

Wounded Knee occupation exemplifies a more pernicious instance of Red Power’s 

refusal to recognize its own sexism. Men holding positions of power in AIM were the 

leaders of the Wounded Knee occupation, and while they interacted with government 

negotiators and the press, they expected Indigenous women to take on the domestic 

labour and follow their lead. When women such as Mi’kmaq activist Anna Mae Aquash 

did not comply, and asserted themselves as leaders and active participants in the militant 

work of the occupation, many male AIM leaders and members—some women 

                                                
388 Palmer, Canada’s 1960s, 409. 
389 Palmer, Canada’s 1960s, 405.  
390 Mihesuah, Indigenous American Women, xx, 160,163.  
391 Mihesuah, Indigenous American Women, 168; Robyn Ceanne Spencer, “Engendering the Black Freedom 
Struggle: Revolutionary Black Womanhood and the Black Panther Party in the Bay Area, California,” 
Journal of Women’s History 20, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 90-113.  
392 Palmer, Canada’s 1960s, 406. Contemporary scholars are guilty of this as well; Palmer’s discussion of 
Red Power makes no mention of the different experiences and goals of Indigenous women activists in the 
movement. 
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included—did not approve. AIM leadership’s growing hostility towards Aquash during 

and after the occupation was a matter of public knowledge among AIM members, and 

may have contributed to her murder in the winter of 1975-1976.393 Red Power’s inability 

to fully represent Indigenous women’s concerns led a group of Indigenous women who 

were staunch AIM supporters to found Women of All Red Nations in 1974 to be able to 

more fully represent their perspectives and opinions.394  

So while we certainly should see the rise of feminist, Black, and Red Power 

movements as part of the context for Stó:lō activism at Coqualeetza, we should also be 

aware that the intersecting nature of prejudice and oppressions experienced by 

Indigenous women in these broader movements. Moreover, since AIM leaders sought to 

position men in the media spotlight during Wounded Knee, reporters did not fully cover 

women’s participation in the occupation, and subsequent narratives about the occupation 

today focus on men’s activism and leadership, neglecting women’s contributions.395 This 

chapter argues that a similar decentering of Stó:lō women also happened at Coqualeetza, 

with one important difference. While the press coverage certainly focused on Stó:lō men, 

and while subsequent work on the occupation has centered men, Stó:lō male activists did 

point out the power and validity of women’s participation in the action.  

With all of this context as part of the background political milieu in the 1960s and 

1970s, Stó:lō communities increasingly engaged in collective cultural sharing at the 

Coqualeetza site. Women were central to these efforts. At this time, much of the site was 

empty, enabling Stó:lō to use it as a community space for these activities, although 

Coqualeetza remained the property of the Department of Public Works, which leased 

some buildings on the site to the Department of National Defense. During this time, 

Stó:lō women ran the Salish Weavers guild from a small building at the Coqualeetza site. 

The Coqualeetza Elders Group, which formed in 1970 and used the “Big House”—the 

                                                
393 Mihesuah, Indigenous American Women, 119. Aquash’s contentious position was subsequently 
exacerbated by the exposure of her affair with Dennis Banks, AIM’s leader who was married to an Oglala 
woman named Kamook. AIM leadership threw accusations of espionage at her, and, after a season of 
paranoia and hiding, Aquash was eventually murdered that winter. 
394 Mihesuah, Indigenous American Women, 168.  
395 Mihesuah, Indigenous American Women, 115, 119. 



150 

former home of the principal of the residential school—as the site for their meetings, had 

44 members, 30 of whom were women.396 For these women, participating in the activities 

at Coqualeetza may have been a way to emphasize their knowledge of their heritage, and 

thus affirm their social power in a Stó:lō context where knowing your history signifies a 

person’s elite status. Regardless, during this period, Stó:lō women were the main curators 

of the expanding series of cultural education programs at Coqualeetza.   

This was not the case when it came to politics; Stó:lō chiefs both elected and 

hereditary were predominantly men.397 Stó:lō political leaders at the time sought, as their 

ancestors had done before them,398 to protect their connection to Stó:lō Téméxw—a 

challenge which by then included seeking the return of appropriated Stó:lō lands, 

including Coqualeetza, which was still owned by the federal government. In November 

1969, the inaugural meeting of what became the Union of BC Indian Chiefs (UBCIC)—a 

pan-tribal organization of Indigenous leaders from across the province—was held in 

Kamloops, BC. At this meeting, Stó:lō delegates came to entertain the idea of a cultural 

education centre; participants discussed how establishing such a center at the site was a 

viable strategy for promoting both community-based cultural education and for pursuing 

the land claim to the site.399 The return of the Coqualeetza site would both rectify a 

                                                
396 Q’um Q’um Xiiem, Indigenous Storywork, 59; Galloway, “Introduction,” Dictionary of Upriver 
Halkomelem, xviii; Memxe / Edna Bobb, Siyamíya / Amelia Douglas, Siyameltset / Albert Phillips, and 
Qw’etosiya, eds, Classified Word List For Upriver Halq’eméylem (Sardis, BC: Coqualeetza Education 
Training Centre, 1980), ii. The front matter for this Halq’eméylem word list identifies 44 Stó:lō individuals 
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1997; Delores Chapman (Skawahlook), unknown dates; Rose Charlie (Chehalis), 1980; Michelle Douglas 
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Heads Band: Indian Discrimination Here Charged by New Chief,” Chilliwack Progress, 25 March 1959, 1.  
398 Madeline Rose Knickerbocker and Sarah Nickel, “Negotiating Sovereignty: Indigenous Perspectives on 
the Patriation of a Settler Colonial Institution, 1975-83,” BC Studies 190 (Summer 2016): 69-71.  
399 “About Us,” Coqualeetza Cultural Education Centre website, http://www.coqualeetza.com/page2.html, 
accessed 17 October 2016.  
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colonial error made during land appropriation and also provide the necessary space for 

the expansion of cultural activities at Coqualeetza.  

In addition to the founding of the UBCIC, Stó:lō political organizations 

themselves were also going through a major change at this period. Earlier in the twentieth 

century, the Department of Indian Affairs (DIA) had established the Fraser East District 

Council (FEDC) to be a point of contact between their department and the Stó:lō.  

However, in 1970, three Stó:lō chiefs—Ed Kelly, Th’eláchiyatel / Richard Malloway, 

and Gordon Hall—formed the Chilliwack Area Indian Council (CAIC) and took over 

some aspects of service delivery from the federal government. They felt that, despite 

relations with the FEDC, the DIA responded inadequately to the needs of Stó:lō 

communities.  Their initial plan was to involve only the Chilliwack bands, but ultimately 

all 24 bands between Langley and Yale, with the exception of Skwah, joined. The CAIC 

then had the same membership as the FEDC, indicating an attempt to create political 

organizations that would not be under the purview of the DIA.400 The emergence of the 

CAIC only a year after the creation of the UBCIC, further demonstrates the high degree 

of political unity felt between Stó:lō communities, and Indigenous leadership throughout 

BC at the time.  

Stó:lō chiefs from the Skowkale band—the community geographically closest to 

Coqualeetza—saw the value in pursuing the Coqualeetza land claim for cultural purposes 

during a moment of such political strength. Skowkale leaders passed a resolution stating 

that since the site was no longer being used as a hospital, and “whereas it has been 

intimated that this property would be turned back to the Indians for their use,” they 

thereby requested that the federal government “make every consideration to turning over 

this property to the original owners Skulkayn Band as Indian reserve” for use as an 

educational complex.401 There was no federal response to the 1970 Skowkale band 

                                                
400 Martin Hoffman, “‘A Meeting of the Minds’: Stó:lō Political History, 1969–1989,” field school report, 
2011, 19, SA. 
401 SA, File 1148 - Coqualeetza site reference material, Skulkayne Band Council Resolution, dated to 1970. 
“Skulkayne” is an Anglicization of “Sq’ewqeyl,” now represented in English as “Skowkale.” Within the 
Skowkale community, there is a sense of heightened attachment to the Coqualeetza site due to their close 
proximity to that place; this includes a sentiment that Coqualeetza should have been and should in the future 
become a Skowkale reserve. 
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council resolution, and the site remained property of the state. On 22 April of the 

following year, Skowkale chiefs led an effort to break open the cornerstone of the main 

residential school building, following oral histories that within that stone, laid in 1893, 

was a lockbox with documents legitimizing Stó:lō control over the site. Unlike 

subsequent actions at Coqualeetza, it appears that exclusively men participated in this 

effort to secure the lockbox. Skowkale chief Gordon Hall led the events of the day, based 

on knowledge passed down by Harry Uslick, Chief Bill Sepass, and John Hall. Ken 

Malloway and Bob Hall attacked the cornerstone with a sledgehammer while others 

attempted to find the lockbox in other sites on the property. According to Bob Hall, while 

the activists found and opened the lockbox, the RCMP confiscated it and all the 

documents inside shortly thereafter. Unlike women’s roles in the Coqualeetza occupation 

of 1976, the men’s direct action in breaking open the cornerstone has been well-

remembered in Stó:lō territory; McDowell rightly writes that it “has attained rather 

legendary status in the consciousness of the Sto:lo [sic] people.”402 Though in the early 

1970s neither diplomatic nor masculine direct action tactics secured Coqualeetza or 

forced the government into land claims negotiations for it, in the years to come, Stó:lō 

                                                
402 McDowell, “This is Stó:lō Indian Land,” 15. McDowell points out that investigating RCMP files regarding 
this incident might yield further insight, so I submitted a request to this effect under the Access to Information 
Act on 9 May 2017 and have not yet received a response. McDowell also discusses a moment in 1949 when 
crews, gutting the old hospital after a fire had badly damaged it, found another storage box in the cornerstone 
of the building. It is unclear what happened to this box, and whether or not it is the same box as the one 
uncovered in 1971, so McDowell suggested that searching the Chilliwack Progress from the era might have 
more to say on the subject. Since the paper has recently been fully digitized and is keyword-searchable, I 
have examined the newspaper reports from both events but have been unable to find anything definitive. On 
2 February 1949, the Progress reported that workers gutting the damaged building found a “tin box and a 
large bottle,” the former of which was known to contain “documents and papers concerning the original 
building of the Coqualeetza Industrial school.” Officials planned to open the box upon the return of Dr. WS 
Barclay, the hospital superintendent, who was at the time away in Nanaimo. Although the 2 February article 
spoke excitedly about this “buried treasure,” there was no further report that I could find in the Progress 
regarding the opening of that box. On 23 February the Progress reported that Barclay had been to Kamloops 
and was thereafter visiting both Nanaimo and Port Alberni, but although work gutting the site continued into 
March, there was no further mention of the tin box or bottle found in early February. Contrary to Stó:lō 
collective memory, an RCMP exhibit report from 22 April 1971 indicates that the documents inside the 
lockbox were merely memorabilia from the laying of the cornerstone, as well as contemporary medals, coins, 
and newspaper articles. See “Coqualeetza Records Uncovered: Wreckers Find Buried Documents,” 
Chilliwack Progress, 2 February 1949, 1; “Sardis,” Chilliwack Progress, 23 February 1949, 9; “Coqualeetza 
Situation: No Decision on Hospital,” Chilliwack Progress, 2 March 1949, 3; “Skulkayn bandsmen smash 
cornerstone,” Chilliwack Progress, 28 April 1971, 1; Royal Canadian Mounted Police exhibit report, 22 April 
1971, Vertical File 1379, SA.  
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chiefs stayed committed to the idea that a cultural centre at Coqualeetza might help 

heighten their claims to the site in future negotiations.   

Stó:lō chiefs and activists thus founded the Coqualeetza Centre through dual 

political and cultural goals. Male Stó:lō political leaders who hoped that the 

establishment of the cultural center would serve their political ends involved themselves 

in the creation and directorship of the Centre. 1973 marks the establishment of the 

Coqualeetza Cultural Education Training Centre.403 In its first year, there were four 

women and five men on the board; in 1974, there were three women and eight men, and 

the year following, there were four women and five men again. These figures show that 

the organization generally welcomed women on its directorial team in its founding years, 

though men maintained a majority at its outset. However, in this cultural venture as in the 

others previous, women held central positions; Mary Lou Andrew, a Stó:lō woman from 

Seabird Island band, was the chair of the Centre for a time.404 Additionally, the day-to-

day running of the center and its programs was again largely left to Stó:lō women. In 

addition to space for the Elders Group, the Centre provided a series of dynamic programs 

for Stó:lō, such as instruction in Halq’eméylem language, arts and crafts, dance, and 

Stó:lō history, as well as business and technical vocational courses. As their programs 

expanded, the Centre continued to need additional space for things like a reference 

library, a language laboratory, and a carving shed.405 The Coqualeetza Centre’s position 

as a cultural space with a political purpose identified it as a community-driven endeavor, 

directed by male politicians but fueled by the work of women staffers.    

While the Coqualeetza Centre more than followed through on its potential as a 

site for cultural education, its establishment did not result in the land claim response 

Stó:lō politicians sought. The federal government continued to avoid Stó:lō requests to 

                                                
403 Archibald, Indigenous Storywork, 60. Different sources refer to the organization with several names; for 
clarity, and to standardize, I simply use “the Coqualeetza Centre.” 
404 Patricia Raymond-Adair, personal communication with author, 27 November 2013. 
405 Barb Stanbrook, “Indians frustrated by negotiations for Coqualeetza complex,” The Chilliwack Progress, 
January 14, 1976. From a survey of the advertisements in the Stó:lō Nation News promoting classes and 
activities at the Coqulaeetza Centre, activities relating to the carving shed seem to be the only ones 
consistently led by men. These advertisements were consulted at the Stó:lō Archives. 
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open negotiations into a claim for the site, and the Department of Public Works, then-

owners of the land, began charging the organization rent and utilities for their use of the 

buildings at Coqualeetza.406 Naturally, this circumstance was frustrating for many Stó:lō 

people; the government was forcing them to pay to use land to which they had always 

laid claim, which they had never given up, to which they had a longstanding connection 

through sxwōxwiyá:m, and which had a significant contemporary use. Coqualeetza staff 

and Stó:lō chiefs renewed their efforts to establish their claim to Coqualeetza, working 

together to petition Indian Affairs for control of the site.  

An example highlighting the united goals of Stó:lō chiefs and Coqualeetza staff 

can be seen in the strong working relationships between Mary Lou Andrew, Chief Archie 

Charles (both from the Seabird Island band), and Chief Bill Mussell. The three frequently 

attended UBCIC meetings together. They, along with other Stó:lō chiefs and Indigenous 

chiefs from across BC, contacted both the Department of Health and Welfare as well as 

Indian Affairs to press for the return of the Coqualeetza site for the next several years, to 

no avail.407 Responses were not heartening. Then-Minister of Health and Welfare Marc 

Lalonde told Mussell that the Ministry had little faith in the idea of the cultural centre 

because “very few worthwhile projects involving Indian people have been carried out” at 

Coqualeetza, and that the decision to close the Coqualeetza Centre was made “for the 

greatest good of the Indian people.”408 Judd Buchanan, who became Indian Affairs 

Minister in August 1974, was remarkably resistant to the idea of meeting with Stó:lō 

chiefs or Coqualeetza staff to discuss the land claim; he more or less dismissed their 

letters, telegrams, and phone calls for the next year and a half.409 Andrew was tenacious, 

                                                
406 McDowell, “This is Stó:lō Indian Land,” 21.  
407 Wilbur Campbell and Gordon Hall, 23 March 1971, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - 
Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12076, RG10-B-3, LAC; Clarence Pennier to Jean 
Chretien, 24 July 1974,  Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-
4735-2233, Box 12076, RG10-B-3, LAC. 
408 Marc Lalonde to WJ Mussell, undated, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian 
Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12076, RG10-B-3, LAC. The letter is undated but from its context it must 
have been written in late 1972 or early 1973.  
409 Judd Buchanan to Bill Mussell, 27 August 1974, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - 
Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12076, RG10-B-3, LAC; WJ Mussell to Judd Buchanan, 
21 November 1971, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-
2233, Box 12076, RG10-B-3, LAC. 
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however, and continued to write to numerous Canadian members of parliament to request 

their support for Coqualeetza’s cause through early 1976. At least four Canadian 

members of parliament wrote to Buchanan after hearing from Andrew about 

Coqualeetza’s situation, advising him to formally respond to Stó:lō claims over the 

Coqualeetza site.410 Buchanan seems to have ignored the counsel of these MPs, just as he 

continued to ignore Stó:lō requests. Despite the fact that in Stó:lō communities, cultural 

education had become coded as women’s work and politics were largely the realm of 

men, Andrew’s ability to move through this division demonstrates not only her 

commitment to the dual goals of the Coqualeetza site, but also the increasing 

permeability of gendered social roles during this period. 

While there was a degree of plasticity for some individuals working against the 

settler state for Stó:lō cultural sovereignty, between Stó:lō individuals, a gender hierarchy 

did remain. No anecdote offers a better representation of this complex picture than one 

example from the spring of 1976. Realizing that their efforts to make meaningful contact 

with Indian Affairs had resulted in no progress for a year and a half, Andrew and Charles 

decided to organize a sit-in at the site and invited Buchanan to join them. On 18 March 

1976, over 100 Stó:lō gathered at the site to participate in the protest. The sit-in was a 

“peaceful demonstration” with drumming and dancing.411 Buchanan’s response to his 

invitation was to send Cy Fairholm from the Office of Native Title to meet with Stó:lō at 

the sit-in. The meeting was unproductive because Fairholm seemed, to Stó:lō people in 

attendance, to be unacquainted with the issues at stake or the history of their land 

claim.412 As the afternoon’s discussions drew to an unsurprisingly unsuccessful close, 

Andrew produced a cheque for $1187. This was the amount of rent that, according to the 

                                                
410 Alex Patterson to Judd Buchanan, 4 February 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - 
Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC; JR Holmes to Judd Buchanan, 
1 March 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, 
Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC. Campagnolo and Holt were the other two MPs who likewise expressed their 
concerns to Buchanan. 
411 Marion Bisaillon, interview with author, 11 July 2014; Jim Spears, “Troops were ‘away’ when invaders 
came,” The Province, March 19, 1976. 
412 I have discussed this particular moment elsewhere; see Madeline Knickerbocker, “‘We Want Our Land’: 
A Stó:lō Land Claims Negotiations Comic,” Findings/Trouvailles, The Champlain Society, accessed 17 
October 2016, http://www.champlainsociety.ca/we-want-our-land-a-1976-stolo-land-claims-negotiations-
comic/.  
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federal government, the Coqualeetza center owed to the Department of Public Works for 

leasing buildings on the site. Instead of presenting the cheque to Fairholm, however, she 

gave it to Chief Charles, declaring that since Coqualeetza was Stó:lō land, it was to Stó:lō 

political leadership, not the Canadian state, that the cultural centre was beholden.413 This 

symbolic gesture reveals that while Stó:lō were united against the state in their efforts to 

regain the Coqualeetza site, there remained a fundamental hierarchy within Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty efforts, where male politicians held more power and prestige than female 

educational staff. It also affirms the politicization of cultural education, while Andrews’ 

acumen in this moment again showed her capacity to embrace that political role, moving 

beyond the common gender divisions within Stó:lō activism at the time.  

Before moving on to discuss the Coqualeetza occupation itself, I want to provide 

some brief remarks about local and international context for the continuing escalation of 

Stó:lō direct action at the site. As discussed above, the formation of the CAIC in 1970 

indicated growing Stó:lō political unity, and this pattern only grew throughout that 

decade. In 1975, the FEDC drafted two documents which indicate growing agitation and 

commitment to enacting Stó:lō sovereignty over not just Coqualeetza, but all of Stó:lō 

Téméxw: the Land Claims Action Proposal, and the Stó:lō Declaration. The former 

outlined plans for action, not additional research, as the path towards resolving land 

claims. Stó:lō siyá:m presented this proposal at a UBCIC meeting.414 Also in 1975, Stó:lō 

siyá:m wrote a draft of the Stó:lō Declaration, a statement of Stó:lō rights and 

responsibilities to Stó:lō Téméxw. As outlined in Chapter 2, this document explicitly 

stated that settler colonial policies had not undermined Stó:lō peoples’ inherent rights to 

Stó:lō Téméxw, and it called on the provincial and federal governments to recognize the 

primacy of Stó:lō peoples’ connection to their land. 

                                                
413 Harold Gideon to Clarence Pennier, 1 December 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - 
Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC; Harold Gideon, “Quarterly 
Funding, 1976-77, Coqualeetza Education Training Centre,” 1 December 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural 
Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC.  
414 Byron Plant, “In Principle: Stó:lō political organizations and attitudes towards treaty since 1969,” field 
school report, 2002, 13-4, SA; Stó:lō Nation, “Our History,” http://www.stolonation.bc.ca/history, accessed 
April 15, 2018.  
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After the unsuccessful negotiations in March, Stó:lō cultural workers and political 

leaders began to plan the 3 May 1976 occupation as described above. Oral history 

interviews with Stó:lō activists reveal the significance of gender dynamics both during 

the occupation and in the way activists remembered the protest. During the event, women 

led and actively participated in the day’s work. Iyeselwet / Denise Douglas, a Cheam 

band member who was the Adult Education Coordinator at Coqualeetza during the 

occupation, remembers spending the majority of the day organizing the protesters outside 

of the building, aiming to ensure the press captured the Stó:lō message correctly:  

We always were really good with the media, we know how to use the media, 
because if you don’t, you’re invisible. And I didn’t realize till I was in 
university how invisible we are even if we’re screaming in the middle of 
the street. They love to see a protesting blockading Indian. They love to see 
that. Or they love to see us powwow dancing or shaking our tail feathers. 
But they don't really like to hear what we have to say.415 

Iyeselwet accordingly set about organizing protestors outside the building with placards 

and directing them to ensure they were visible to passersby. Inside the building as well, 

women were also major players: of the twenty people charged with trespassing, thirteen 

were women—a clear majority.416 Stó:lō oral history interview partners remember that 

the occupation was supported by a significant number of both women and Elders. During 

a 2002 conversation with Melissa McDowell, Mark Point explained that women were a 

significant force during the occupation, stating that: 

There were more women inside than there were men inside, yeah. I don’t 
know. There weren’t many men who would stand up and be counted… I 
think the women were more aware that we had to have a change, that we 
had to take action to do something for ourselves. Because they, of anybody 
in our communities, knew of the conditions, knew of the changes that were 
needed to bring about the changes in the quality of lives.417  

                                                
415 Iyeselwet / Denise Douglas, interview with author, 5 May 2017.  
416 “About Us,” Coqualeetza Cultural Education Centre, http://www.coqualeetza.com/, accessed 17 October 
2016. These numbers do not take into account the roughly 40 people who were in the building at the moment 
the army breached the doors; I have been unable to find the names of all of those in attendance. 
417 Mark Point, interview with Melissa McDowell, 30 May 2002, SA. 
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Counterintuitively, this recognition of women’s significance in the occupation coexists 

with a privileging of male narratives of the event. McDowell reports that in 2002 when 

she asked community members who to speak to about the Coqualeetza occupation, most 

people directed her to Stó:lō men.418 Moreover, the Stó:lō men who spoke with 

McDowell told her that the people who organized the occupation were the chiefs, 

particularly Archie Charles, along with the Coqualeetza board of directors.419 Such a 

framing positions the mostly male chiefs as the central figures, with the board—including 

the chair Mary Lou Andrew and other women—in a supporting role.  

There is another moment in the oral history narratives that demonstrates both 

women’s power at the occupation, and male omission of women’s centrality in the 

events.  In his conversation with McDowell, Commodore mentions that when it started to 

become clear that the soldiers were going to enter the building, Skowkale chief Bob Hall 

helped the group accept that what they should do was prepare to passively resist. 

However, in 2014, when I spoke to Commodore and Marian Bisaillon—a non-Stó:lō 

Indigenous woman who was partnered with Commodore during the 1970s and who 

worked at the Coqualeetza centre—she noted that when she became uncomfortable with 

the rising tensions in the building, and the lengths to which occupiers were going to keep 

the soldiers out, she reminded Hall of the occupation’s commitment to non-violence. 

Bisaillon explains:   

…things started getting a little bit crazy, and I went up to Bob, and I said, 
this is supposed to be a peaceful demonstration, and he’s like, ‘Oh, yeah, 
you’re right! You’re right!’ and then … because we knew we couldn’t hold 
[the military] back, right, so we kind of all went back into the room and we 
kind of just all went into a circle and sat down and were like, ok, we’re 
ready to go.420  

Bisaillon’s recollection of her ability to guide Hall in that moment reveals the complexity 

of not only gender at the site, but also insider/outsider politics and the social hierarchies 

of Stó:lō communities. As a non-Stó:lō woman with a Stó:lō spouse, and connected to the 

                                                
418 McDowell, “This is Stó:lō Indian Land,” 27.  
419 McDowell, “This is Stó:lō Indian Land,” 24.  
420 Marian Bisaillon, interview with author, 11 July 2014. 
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occupation through her position as a Coqualeetza staff member, Bisaillon’s position in 

relation to the site was considerably more complicated than Hall’s, and this could have 

limited her social capacity and ability to influence him.421 And yet, according to 

Bisaillon, Hall followed her advice, indicating that political leaders valued Coqualeetza’s 

cultural educators and that men took women’s perspectives seriously during the 

occupation.  

Yet it is intriguing that none of the men interviewed in 2002 shared the significant 

detail that Bisaillon may have been responsible for guiding Hall during a climactic 

moment of the occupation. Of course, there are a number of reasons why they may not 

have mentioned this fact, especially considering that oral history interviews are largely 

designed so that an individual can speak to their own experience. What is central to 

Bisaillon’s recollection may not have been something that any of the men interviewed 

witnessed or heard about afterword. Still, the absence of Bisaillon’s role in facilitating the 

final moments of the occupation from other oral histories is mirrored in the lack of focus 

on individual Stó:lō women in newspaper accounts as well. This circumstance indicates 

that the work of women during the occupation has not been part of the prevailing 

narrative of the event.  

Despite a general pattern positioning men and especially male chiefs as the central 

figures in the occupation, it is clear from other archival evidence and oral history, 

including those men’s own assertions, that women played significant roles as leaders and 

participants in the occupation. Greater recognition of this fact is needed both within 

Stó:lō communities and the scholarship, for it speaks to the power of Indigenous 

women’s activism; to the real drawbacks that come from excluding Indigenous women 

from formal political positions; and to the ways that not only the settler colonial state, but 

sometimes also Indigenous men, may have overlooked Indigenous women’s narratives.  

                                                
421 In Stó:lō communities, cohabitating with one’s partner is the equivalent of being married to them, so in 
the broad sense, some people might consider Bisaillon to have been part of Stó:lō communities at the time, 
even if her home community was elsewhere.  



160 

 In our conversation, Iyeselwet also emphasized the need to commit to principles 

of non-violence as the Armed Forces and RCMP rapidly escalated their tactics during the 

occupation. She learned this strategy from her Elders as a young person. Moreover, even 

as the army and police were taking a confrontational stance against Stó:lō protestors, 

Iyeselwet told me that she was not concerned for her own safety because even if she was 

harmed, this would be for the good of the cause:  

I didn’t think I was gonna get shot, I honestly didn’t, and if I did, it would 
probably be better for the cause than worse. I would be taking a hit for the 
team. But I didn’t think I would get shot. I just thought if anybody gets shot, 
at least it’s me, and that’s how I was taught.422  

However, Iyeselwet went on to explain that even if protestors were willing to practice 

self-sacrifice, they still had an obligation to their companions. “It’s really important when 

people start looking up to you as a role model that you don’t show them things that could 

get them hurt. It’s always about public education even in doing resistance.”423 Iyeselwet’s 

statements about her commitment to non-violence reflect Bisaillion’s recollections of her 

actions inside the building. These women’s oral histories of the Coqualeetza occupation 

thus highlight how resistance itself may have presented an empowering and educational 

opportunity for some Stó:lō women activists. 

One vignette from immediately after the occupation represents the enduring 

nature of Stó:lō women’s resistance to the settler state and affirmation of Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty. When the occupiers were in the RCMP holding cells, women had been 

separated into one part of the building and men into another. Bisaillon recalled: “I just 

remember standing in the cell, and then the women started singing. So there were all of 

us in there, singing our little hearts out...We sang and sang.” Commodore, a member of 

the Stó:lō Soowahlie band, reflected that he and the other men were able to hear the 

women’s songs from their own cells, and that this was an uplifting, strengthening 

moment:  

                                                
422 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017.  
423 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017. 
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…there were four of us in jail, four men in jail: Kat Pennier, Bob Hall, and 
Vaughn Jones… and then there was a bunch of women in the women’s cell 
too that were arrested and they were singing Indian songs, beating on the 
bars or whatever. We could hear them where we were at. They were just 
pounding and singing Indian songs and it was pretty, it was a pretty good 
feeling, resistance. Even though we were in jail, we’re still resisting.424  

These memories again emphasized the crucial role Stó:lō women played in the 

occupation and its aftermath in encouraging spiritual togetherness, and their ongoing 

commitment to resisting the settler colonial state alongside and including Stó:lō men.  

While the occupation itself was a climactic moment in Stó:lō politics, its 

denouement was considerably more placid, though this too spoke to gender dynamics at 

Coqualeetza. The charges against the occupiers were dropped. Stó:lō chiefs and 

Coqualeetza staff continued to pressure the government for the return of the land, and the 

grievance with the Department of Public Works over the rent continued. Since the 

Coqualeetza Centre was being funded by the federal Cultural Education Centres 

initiative, government officials diverted the cumulative amount of the rent owed to the 

Department of Public Works from the money that they had earmarked for Coqualeetza’s 

programming. For the last quarter of 1976, instead of $36,273, the Coqualeetza Centre 

received only $4,915 to run all of their courses and workshops.425 Eventually, the 

Department of National Defense vacated the site, tacitly returning it to Stó:lō people—

even though, in December 1976, they were already planning to do this, so the success of 

Stó:lō resistance is unclear.426 From 1976 onwards, Stó:lō political councils as well as the 

Coqualeetza Centre have continued to operate from the site, which is now the bustling 

headquarters for Stó:lō Nation’s various offices and programs. Nevertheless, the 

Coqualeetza site continues to occupy a complicated position because the Crown still 

holds title to the site, which remains a “surplus asset” for the state. Regardless of its legal 

                                                
424 Larry Commodore, interview with Melissa McDowell, 24 May 2002, SA; Commodore shared these same 
sentiments again during our interview on 11 July 2014.  
425 Harold Gideon to Clarence Pennier, 1 December 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural Education Centre - 
Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC; Harold Gideon, “Quarterly 
Funding, 1976-77, Coqualeetza Education Training Centre,” 1 December 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural 
Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC.  
426 “Briefing Notes – Coqualeetza Hospital Property,” 1 December 1976, Cultural Affairs - Cultural 
Education Centre - Coqualeetza Indian Centre, File E-4735-2233, Box 12077, RG10-B-3, LAC. 
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status, many Stó:lō individuals credit their current control of the site to the Coqualeetza 

occupation.427  

Though it is clear that women’s leadership and participation were significant 

features of both the cultural and political work that went into the organizing and protest at 

the Coqualeetza Centre, the impact of the occupation on Stó:lō women’s political capital 

is somewhat more ambiguous. Examining the shifting gender makeup of the Coqualeetza 

Centre’s board of directors may speak to the ongoing gendered nature of leadership roles 

in Stó:lō communities. While the gender makeup of the Coqualeetza centre’s board of 

directors had been fairly equal leading up to the occupation, in the years immediately 

thereafter, men began to significantly outnumber women on the board. In 1977, three 

women (Heather Commodore, Wilma Mussell, and Virginia Peters) and five men sat on 

the board. This number then began to dwindle slowly: there were three women on the 

board in 1978, two in 1979, two in 1980, but then only one female board member in 

1981. These numbers coincided with the rising number of male chiefs joining the board: 

Chief John George Sr. joined in 1978, Chief Sam Douglas joined in 1979, Chief Steven 

Point joined in 1980, and Chiefs Ron John and Frank Peters joined in 1981. It seems that 

as more men, especially those who were chiefs, sought to extend their leadership over 

Coqualeetza, there was decreasing room for women to participate as directors of the 

organization.  

Women’s leadership at the Coqualeetza Centre shifted again in the last two 

decades of the twentieth century, however. After 1981, the ratio of women to men was 

much more even, with women even outnumbering men on the board by two in 1989. In 

the last decade of the twentieth century, the gender balance continued to shift in that 

direction; women began to consistently outnumber men by 1995. In 1998, 1999, and 

2000, the board was entirely made up of female directors.428 This increase in women’s 

involvement on the board correlated with their growing political power in the band 

                                                
427 McDowell, “This is Stó:lō Indian Land,” 34. In 1995, the Stó:lō Xwexwilmexw Treaty Association 
officially laid claim to Stó:lō territories, including the Coqualeetza site, in the contemporary BC Treaty 
Process. 
428 Coqualeetza Cultural Education Centre, CCEC Past Board of Directors 1973 to 2012 report, not dated, 
Coqualeetza Archives. All of the figures listed in this discussion come from this report.  
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system, as it was only during this same period that women were elected to positions as 

Stó:lō chiefs.429 Even at the close of the twentieth century, women’s presence on the 

Coqualeetza board was much higher than their presence on chiefs’ councils, suggesting 

the ongoing gendered split between cultural education and formal political power 

continued to be a formative social dynamic throughout the period.  

Iyeselwet continues to see the importance of fighting for the return of the site, 

though today she critiques how band politics have interfered in the running of 

Coqualeetza. Iyeselwet argues that the split between Stó:lō Nation and Stó:lō Tribal 

Council is part of the reason the Coqualeetza Centre is no longer the prominent institution 

it was in the 1970s and 1980s. While the Coqualeetza Centre’s mandate is to serve all 

Stó:lō communities, this became a more fraught prospect in the mid-1980s. In 1985,  

Stó:lō Nation split into Stó:lō Tribal Council and Stó:lō Nation Society, meaning the 

Centre no longer had a clear, single base of support. Turbulence between different 

branches of Stó:lō governance since then have worsened this lack of stability. In recent 

years, due to funding shortfalls, the Coqualeetza Centre was relocated away from the 

Coqualeetza grounds, first to a nearby strip mall, and then, much more recently, to a 

small gift shop and office space on Squiala reserve. Because of tensions between these 

organizations, and the ongoing uncertainty about the Centre’s future, Iyeselwet feels that 

the Coqualeetza Centre is “fighting for its little life today.”430 From her perspective, “We 

need to go back to: how is [the] Coqualeetza [Center] gonna take it back from these 

bratty chiefs?”431 In other words, instead of political in-fighting between the tribal 

organizations that contributes to the Centre’s destabilization, Iyeselwet feels the cultural 

mandate of the site should be emphasized and, indeed, that staff of the Coqualeetza 

Centre should take a strong stance against the chiefs now controlling the running of the 

Coqualeetza site itself.  

                                                
429 As discussed elsewhere in this dissertation, much of Stó:lō women’s alienation from formal political roles 
has to be contextualized within the framework of settler colonial policy and history, which has undermined 
and delegitimized Indigenous women’s positions within their own communities.  
430 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017. 
431 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017. 
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Iyeselwet connects this to the broader issue of gender dynamics in Stó:lō politics. 

She explains that “a few things happened in the ’80s because I was female. Things were 

taken away, but you know when it’s taken away from the females, you gotta worry 

because the females are actually our matriarchs…”432 She further notes that in the 1980s, 

sexist attitudes diminished Stó:lō women’s power, even though, historically, Stó:lō 

communities have recognized avenues to power for women. Ultimately, though, 

regarding Coqualeetza, Iyeselwet asserts that “We know what we own. It means 

something deeply to us. Not just our education, but everything together as one.”433 She 

emphasizes that when people involved in Coqualeetza, as well as Stó:lō political 

leadership, lost track of the principles of lets’emó:t and lets’e th’á:le—being of one mind 

and being of one heart—the Centre began to fall apart; those principles are what is 

needed to recuperate the centre in the future.434 What Iyeselwet suggests shows her 

confidence in Stó:lō sovereignty over the site, her dedication to the cultural education 

mandate of the Centre first and foremost, and her desire for a renewed commitment to 

Stó:lō values of harmony—between genders and between fractious political 

organizations.  

 The Coqualeetza occupation was a clear expression of Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty. When approached from the perspective of intersectional feminism, it also 

reveals the way that the dynamics of gender and status intersected in the politics of Stó:lō 

cultural heritage. In the twentieth century, Stó:lō women struggled for acceptance in 

typically male political environments, but as examples of women like Andrew show, 

gendered roles were permeable. While “invader masculinity” influenced Stó:lō gender 

dynamics to a degree, Stó:lō women involved with the Coqualeetza centre during the 

1970s were able—like the women in the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m—to mobilize 

towards the improvement of their communities, regardless of their exclusion or 

marginalization from political leadership. Here, though settler patriarchy may have 

limited their political power, Stó:lō women activists’ engagement with and deployment of 

                                                
432 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017. 
433 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017. 
434 Iyeselwet, interview with author, 5 May 2017. 
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cultural heritage may have boosted their status in Stó:lō contexts, because of the 

connection between elites and knowledge of history. In addition, unlike the men in the 

sxwōxwiyá:m, the male activists involved with the Coqualeetza occupation respected 

women’s presence during the occupation, though they sometimes did not fully recognize 

women’s power thereafter—a tendency replicated in shared Stó:lō memories about the 

action. For this reason, it is crucial to recuperate Stó:lō women’s recollections of and 

contributions to the Coqualeetza occupation, and to center these historical actors who 

have thus far been marginal in accounts of Stó:lō pasts. Moreover, for Stó:lō and other 

Indigenous communities, reclaiming women’s historic power may be key in battling both 

settler colonialism and what Green calls the “colonizer patriarchy” that still exists within 

Indigenous communities.435 As Elsie Redbird argues, “If the erosion of sovereignty 

comes from dis-empowering women, its renewed strength will come from re-

empowering them.”436 Contextualizing this history of the occupation within the narrative 

of the Kw’eqwá:líth’á sxwōxwiyá:m reminds us of the historic roots of Stó:lō women’s 

power, and the potential this power has for Stó:lō politics in the future. 

  

                                                
435 Green, “Taking Account of Aboriginal Feminism,” 22.  
436 Elsie B. Redbird, “Honoring Native Women: The Backbone of Native Sovereignty,” in Kayleen M. 
Hazlehurst, ed., Popular Justice and Community Regeneration: Pathways of Indigenous Reform (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 1995), 135-6.  
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Chapter 6.  
 
“What We’ve Said Can be Proven in the Ground”: Stó:lō 
Cultural Sovereignty at Xá:ytem, 1990-2006437 

Early in the 1980s, the Chilliwack Museum included the Sepass canoe in a 
number of exhibitions. It went on tour as part of a show called Wild 
Harvest, curated by the British Columbia Provincial Museum, and it was 
also displayed in an exhibit called Sto:lo: The River People, which the 
Chilliwack Museum co-curated with staff from Stó:lō Tribal Council. In 
the late 1980s, the Chilliwack Museum loaned the Sepass canoe to Seabird 
Island School, where curators hoped it could be an educational object for 
students. After spending some time there, the Sepass canoe was moved to 
an interpretive center at a Stó:lō archaeological site called Xá:ytem in 
1991. It stayed there for more than a decade, and interpretive guides at 
Xá:ytem told the story about K’HHalserten and his canoe to school 
groups who came to the site. During this period, the Sepass canoe came to 
be seen as a significant Stó:lō object, one which could perhaps be more 
useful in Stó:lō contexts than in a settler colonial institution.  

In the fall of 1990, construction crews digging into the ground at a development 

site on the outskirts of Mission, BC unearthed hundreds of stone artifacts. Among the 

crew on the site that day was Stó:lō Cheam band member Link Douglas, who had stopped 

working when he noticed that his bulldozer was overturning archaeological material. 

Staff archaeologists from Stó:lō Tribal Council (STC) confirmed that the future location 

of a 14-house subdivision was indeed a Stó:lō archaeological site.438 Gordon Mohs, a 

settler archaeologist working for STC, was also concerned about the construction because 

of the presence of a large, lone stone sitting on the top of the hill. Agnes Kelly and other 

elders of local Stó:lō bands had been telling him since the late 1980s that stones like it 

                                                
437 Please note that this chapter was originally published under the same title in the Journal of the Canadian 
Historical Association 24, no. 1 (2013): 297-342. It is reproduced here to reflect its placement in this 
dissertation. 
438 Jonathan Clapperton, “Presenting and Representing Culture: A History of Stó:lō Interpretive Centres, 
Museums and Cross-Cultural Relationships,” (master’s thesis, University of Victoria, 2004), 89; and 
Clapperton’s article, “Preserving Native Space: The Xá:ytem Longhouse Interpretive Center,” in Beyond 
Pedagogy, eds. Brenda Trofanenko and Avner Segall (Boulder, CO: Sense Publishing, 2014), 69. I am 
grateful to Clapperton for sharing his anthology contribution with me prior to its publication; his arguments 
about the need for more nuanced scholarly discussions about Indigenous heritage institutions are particularly 
salient and provide a galvanizing perspective for academics seeking to deepen those conversations.  
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were people who Xá:ls, the Transformer, had changed into rock while they set the world 

right millennia ago.439 Development had already destroyed other transformer stones in the 

Fraser Valley, so there was good reason to worry that yet another Stó:lō heritage site 

might be demolished.440  

This chapter explores how Stó:lō asserted their sovereignty at the site, Xá:ytem, 

through creative methods and with surprising results. I begin by situating Xá:ytem within 

the context of scholarship on entanglements between nation, heritage, and histories of 

other Indigenous protest in the late twentieth century. Next, I discuss late twentieth-

century Stó:lō political organization and cultural sovereignty, and then go on to consider 

the relations between Stó:lō, other Indigenous, and settler peoples working to preserve 

Xá:ytem. Subsequently, I analyze how the eventual federal and provincial protection and 

recognition of Xá:ytem both demonstrated the success of the campaign to preserve the 

site, and legitimized settler colonial conceptions of heritage. I conclude by contrasting 

Stó:lō cultural sovereignty at Xá:ytem in relation to the British Columbia Treaty process 

in 1993, and the province’s 2006 decision to grant the land at Xá:ytem to Stó:lō. 

Examining Xá:ytem in these ways reveals Stó:lō tactical hybridity through their 

collaboration with diverse volunteers, strategic cooperation with colonial governments, 

and consistent affirmation of the depth of their connection to the site. This analysis thus 

offers insights into the complex nature of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty during the 1990s.  

 Scholarship today recognizes that heritage sites are places where power is exerted 

through representation, as a common national identity is created through historical 

narrative.441 In particular, Benedict Anderson’s seminal work shows that states can 

                                                
439 Mohs mentions his conversations with Kelly in “Xá:ytem Site History,” Xa:ytem Tourism Development 
Initiative Project 2006, Tour Guide Knowledge Package, 6.  I worked as an intern at Xá:ytem from January 
to April 2010, so I possess a copy of this training guide.  Further information on Xá:ls’ transformations can 
be found in Naxaxalhts’i / Albert (Sonny) McHalsie, David M. Schaepe, and Keith Thor Carlson, “Making 
the World Right Through Transformations,” in A Stó:lō-Coast Salish Historical Atlas, ed. Keith Thor Carlson 
et al. (Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, University of Washington Press, and Stó:lō Heritage Trust, 2001), 
6.  
440 Naxaxalhts’i, interview with Jonathan Clapperton, 15 March 2006, SA; Naxaxalhts’i, Schaepe, and 
Carlson, “Making the World Right,” 6; Douglas Todd, “Native beliefs not all set in stone,” The Vancouver 
Sun, 27 August 1999. 
441 For some recent examples drawing on international scholarship, see John Bodnar, Remaking America: 
Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
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effectively use heritage sites to create a sense of belonging within a nation.442 Focusing 

on the ambivalence Anderson identifies within the construction of national narratives, 

Homi Bhabha argues that this uncertainty is clearly visible when the “cultural authority” 

is “caught, uncertainly, in the act of ‘composing’ its own image.”443 I apply these ideas, 

which Bhabha mainly relates to literature and language, to Xá:ytem, where we see a 

dynamic tension emerge when two nations are simultaneously caught creating competing 

narratives at the same heritage site. By working to protect Xá:ytem, Stó:lō activists 

revealed their own attempts to narrate their nationhood through historical and spiritual 

connections to territory, while federal and provincial recognition for the site aimed to 

bring it into the fold of a Canadian narrative. As Bhabha writes, strategies of national 

narration can readily conflict in such a circumstance:  “Counter-narratives of the nation 

that continually evoke and erase its totalizing boundaries—both actual and conceptual—

disturb those ideological manoeuvres through which ‘imagined communities’ are given 

essentialist identities.”444 In other words, with reference to Xá:ytem, the articulation of 

Stó:lō sovereignty through the discourse of heritage challenges both the colonial state’s 

appropriation of Indigenous lands and its narration of its own national sovereignty. Stó:lō 

protests at Xá:ytem revealed that these competing sovereignties in Canada have been 

                                                
University Press, 1992); Joshua M. Gorman, Building a Nation: Chickasaw Museums and the Construction 
of History and Heritage (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 2011); Lotte Jensen, Joep Leerssen, 
and Marita Mathijsen, eds., Free Access to the Past: Romanticism, Cultural Heritage, and the Nation (Leiden 
and Boston: Brill, 2010); Jo Littler and Naidoo Roshi, eds., The Politics of Heritage: The Legacies of Race 
(New York: Routledge, 2005); Lynn Meskell, The Nature of Heritage: The New South Africa (Malden, MA: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2012); H.V. Nelles, The Art of Nation-Building: Pageantry and Spectacle at Québec’s 
Tercentenary (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000). For works that look specifically at how Canadian 
national heritage sites perpetuate the power of the state by excluding Indigenous peoples, and how Indigenous 
peoples assert themselves and their heritage, see David Neufeld, “Indigenous Peoples and Protected Heritage 
Areas: Acknowledging Cultural Pluralism,” in Transforming Parks and Protected Areas: Policy and 
Governance in a Changing World, eds. Kevin S. Hanna, Douglas A. Clark, and D. Scott Slocombe (New 
York: Routledge, 2008), 181–199; Laura Peers and Robert Coutts, “Aboriginal History and Historic Sites: 
The Shifting Ground,” in Gathering Places: Aboriginal and Fur Trade Histories, eds. Carolyn Podruchny 
and Laura Peers (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2010), 274–293; and C.J. Taylor, 
Negotiating the Past: The Making of Canada’s National Historic Parks and Sites (Montréal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990).  
442 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, rev. 
ed. (New York: Verso, 2006).    
443 Homi K. Bhabha, “Introduction: Narrating the Nation,” in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi K. Bhabha 
(1990; repr., London: Routledge, 2003), 3. 
444 Homi K. Bhabha, “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation,” in Nation 
and Narration, ed. Homi K. Bhabha (1990; repr., London: Routledge, 2003), 300. 
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constituted by more than just claims to jurisdiction over land; the tensions extend to 

questions of whose heritage have been valued, and what could be included in, or must be 

excluded from, a common national heritage.  

So while the campaign to preserve Xá:ytem represented competing narratives of 

nation, its history also involved high degrees of cooperation and compromise. Stó:lō 

achieved authority over the site through the adoption of a strategy of tactical hybridity 

that involved collaboration with other Indigenous people and settlers, as well as federal 

and provincial governments. Paradoxically, by de-emphasizing their sovereignty and 

foregrounding Xá:ytem’s connections to federal and provincial heritage, Stó:lō achieved 

their goal of preserving the site. Because the site was previously unknown to the colonial 

state, Stó:lō activists and their allies emphasized the site’s connections to a heritage that 

the state would know intimately—the one it constructed for itself. Thus, Stó:lō activists 

working for cultural sovereignty sometimes accommodated, worked parallel to, or in 

tandem with federal and provincial historical narratives about their territory, while 

simultaneously maintaining their autonomy and adopting strategies of resistance.  

Further, the participation of Stó:lō, other Indigenous people, settler activists, and a wide 

range of state officials, precludes the possibility of understanding activism at Xá:ytem as 

an issue of Natives-versus-newcomers. Ultimately, this story shows us that Stó:lō 

expressions of sovereignty at Xá:ytem were hybrid and complex discursive articulations, 

which cannot be discussed only in terms of essentialized identity politics or 

straightforward Indigenous resistance to the state. 

The transformer stone at Xá:ytem can be traced to a sxwōxwiyá:m, and is one of 

many throughout Stó:lō territory that manifest Xá:ls’ transformative power. In 1991, 

Stó:lō Elder Bertha Peters recalled the sxwōxwiyá:m of Xá:ytem, which a Shxwh’á:y 

Elder told her years previous:   

I heard this story from a man from Chilliwack Landing.  When the Creator 
was walking this earth putting things right, he met three Chiefs at this place.  
He gave them knowledge of the written language to share with the people.  
But when he came back, he found they hadn’t done what he had instructed 
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them to do, and so he threw them into a pile and changed them into that 
rock.445 

Other Stó:lō elders such as Aggie Victor and James Louie have also shared information 

about the spiritual nature of Xá:ytem, which supports Peters’ knowledge of it as a 

Transformer site.446 The telling and re-telling of the sxwōxwiyá:m associated with 

Xá:ytem and other transformer sites is a powerful method that Stó:lō have used 

historically, and continue to use today, to affirm their connection to land and to explain 

their sovereignty over their territory.447 

 
Figure 6. Xá:ytem 
Photograph by author 

By the 1990s, Stó:lō politics looked remarkably different than they had during the 

protests about Coqualeetza in the 1970s. Whereas there had been a sense of unity with the 

                                                
445 Bertha Peters, Coqualeetza Elders’ Gathering, September 18, 1991, as quoted in Mohs, “Xá:ytem Site 
History,” 6. See also Keith Thor Carlson, ed., You Are Asked To Witness: The Stó:lō in Canada’s Pacific 
Coast History (Chilliwack, BC: Stó:lō Heritage Trust, 1997), 187. 
446 Mohs, “Xá:ytem Site History,” 6. 
447 For example, in an interview with Ts’i:wethot / Josette Jim on 29 October 2013, she told me the Xá:ytem 
sxwōxwiyá:m in the way that she had been taught it as a guide at the site, and then explained to me how the 
story of the transformations there inspired her own work as an artist and cultural interpreter.  Further, during 
the course of my research for this article, I learned that the Stó:lō Xwexwilmexw Treaty Association brings 
negotiators from the BC Treaty Process with them on tours of their territory to share their oral tradition about 
the landscape, communicating their deep and ongoing connections to the land, and in doing so, affirming 
their claims to it.   



171 

forming of the Chilliwack Area Indian Council (CAIC) in 1970, which was bolstered by 

the 1975 Stó:lō Declaration. However, by the early 1980s, there was a degree of overlap 

because of the existence of the two Stó:lō political organizations—the CAIC and the 

former FEDC, now referred to as Stó:lō Nation. Responding to the high degree of overlap 

that emerged as a result, Xweliqweltel / Steven Point (who went on to become British 

Columbia’s Lieutenant Governor in 2007) proposed the amalgamation of the CAIC, 

Stó:lō Nation, the Coqualeetza Centre, and Stó:lō Housing.448 Initially this idea had 

considerable traction because the existence of multiple political and service delivery 

organization meant that people involved in more than one group were stretched quite 

thin.449 However, in oral history interviews, Soowahlie siyá:m Doug Kelly, who was a 

proponent of amalgamation, remembered significant fear that potential restructuring 

could lead to the loss of jobs, or that political differences could subsume the delivery of 

necessary community services.450 Further, contemporary archival documents show that 

Stó:lō also disagreed over the allocation of funding, and perceived that amalgamation 

would support the interests of the federal government, not Stó:lō themselves.451 As a 

result, in a dramatic election in 1985, a decisive split created two distinct entities: the 

Stó:lō Tribal Council (STC) and Stó:lō Nation Canada (SNC). Into the early 1990s, at the 

time of the campaign to preserve the Xá:ytem site, these two organizations were the main 

bodies representing Stó:lō bands and providing essential services. Stó:lō people had 

strong political representation in British Columbia, and while there was consensus on 

some issues, their voices were far from homogenous.   

The 1991 Oka Crisis also provides important context for the events at Xá:ytem.452 

The conflict between Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk), specifically, the Kanehsatà:ke, and the 

                                                
448 Hoffman, “‘A Meeting of the Minds,’” 26-7.  
449 Hoffman, “‘A Meeting of the Minds,’” 27-31.  
450 Doug Kelly, interview with Martin Hoffman and Ben Clinton-Baker, 16 May 2011, SA; Doug Kelly, 
interview with Byron Plant, 30 May 2002, SA. 
451 Hoffman, “‘A Meeting of the Minds,’” 30–31. 
452 The crisis erupted when the municipality of Oka, Québec consented to plans to expand a golf course on 
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barricaded the area in early March, ignoring court injunctions to stand down. In early July the Québec 
provincial police (SQ), acting on the request of Oka Mayor Jean Ouellette, attempted to remove the 
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town of Oka, Québec, dominated headlines across Canada, including in Stó:lō 

newspapers.  Deloris Charters reported in the 1 August 1990 issue of the Stó:lō Nation 

News that a number of Stó:lō individuals had blockaded roads through their reserves to 

show their solidarity with the Kanien’kehá:ka. Evidently, members from Chawathil, 

Ohamil, Scowlitz, Skowkale, and Yakweakwioose bands set up road blocks, giving out 

information about their solidarity action and asking drivers to sign their petitions for the 

recognition of Indigenous rights and title. The roadblock at Yakweakwioose was the only 

one to entirely reroute traffic, turning away 300 cars, while the Ohamil roadblock stopped 

traffic on both sides of the Trans-Canada Highway to distribute 2,000 fliers.453 The 

pamphlets demonstrated that Stó:lō solidarity with the Kanien’kehá:ka was closely tied to 

their own expressions of authority over their territory. For instance, the notices 

distributed by Ohamil band members stated: 

For the recognition of Aboriginal title and rights we support the position 
taken by the Mohawks at Oka and Kahnawake … We want the federal 
government in particular, as well as the provincial government to ‘recognize 
and affirm’ our aboriginal and treaty rights.  For too long, the governments 
have ignored our aboriginal title and rights to our traditional territories.454 

The resolution of the Oka crisis on 26 September 1990 predated Douglas’ and Mohs’ 

findings at Xá:ytem by only a few weeks. Not only did a high degree of awareness about 

                                                
barricades, instigating a firefight that resulted in the death of a corporal and the beginning of a standoff 
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453 Deloris Charters, “Roadblocks in Support of the Mohawks,” Stó:lō Nation News, September 1990, 3–4, 
Box 2010-005, SA. Although the Stó:lō Nation News did circulate around Stó:lō communities, it did not have 
wide circulation otherwise, so I have chosen to cite these as archival, as opposed to newspaper, sources. An 
article by Nicholas Blomley, which does not mention the August 1990 Stó:lō blockades, nevertheless shows 
the significance of these actions as a form of protest for Indigenous peoples throughout British Columbia; 
see “‘Shut the Province Down’: First Nations Blockades in British Columbia, 1984–1995,” BC Studies 111 
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454 “Pamphlet and Petition used by Ohamil & Scowlitz,” Stó:lō Nation News, September 1990, 3, Box 2010-
005, SA. 
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the conflict at Oka exist in Stó:lō communities, but additionally, for some Stó:lō activists, 

the Kanien’kehá:ka protest had ignited concerns about the state of their own sovereignty. 

Stó:lō concerns about Indigenous sovereignty issues were thus already heightened 

even prior to the rediscovery of the Xá:ytem site and the imminent threat of its 

destruction. After temporarily stopping the bulldozers at Xá:ytem, STC staff contacted 

the landowner, Harry Utzig, to inform him about the archaeological evidence visible on 

the ground and their knowledge of the prevalence of transformer sites throughout Stó:lō 

territories. In an act of good faith, Utzig halted the construction until further studies could 

be conducted. With this reprieve from impending development at Xá:ytem, STC staff 

quickly began preparations for archaeological excavations. Mohs, in his capacity as STC 

archaeologist, reached out to colleagues Douglas Hudson at Fraser Valley College and 

David Pokotylo at the University of British Columbia for assistance.  

Beginning in earnest in the summer of 1991, Hudson, Pokotylo, and their field 

school students dug at the site, alongside numerous Stó:lō band members and STC 

staff.455 Excavated materials indicated that Xá:ytem was first occupied roughly 9,000 

years ago, and while residential structures were not built until approximately 4,500 years 

later; after that point, generations of Salishan people lived in them consistently.456 These 

findings contribute significantly to our contemporary understandings of Coast Salish 

peoples’ dwellings and social organization prior to contact.457 As STC chairman Clarence 

Pennier said at the time, the archaeological evidence demonstrated that Stó:lō had a 
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“much more structured society than they gave us credit for.”458 Excavation findings 

scientifically demonstrated the long history of Stó:lō–Coast Salish living at the site, 

enhancing Stó:lō claims to the site in ways that the sxwōxwiyá:m could not, by adding 

the more widely-accepted support of settler science.  

Stó:lō efforts to protect the heritage embedded in the Xá:ytem site were frequently 

entangled with their assertions of control over that part of their territory. During the 

excavations, so many locals and visitors watched the archaeologists work and listened to 

interpreters share the site’s sxwōxwiyá:m that by July 1991, Stó:lō were already hoping 

to build an interpretive center on the site.459 On 17 July, Pennier explained to the media 

that the STC wanted to preserve Xá:ytem as a heritage park.460 However, because not all 

Stó:lō agreed that this was the best way to protect the Xá:ytem stone and the site 

surrounding it—and since Stó:lō political representation was split between the STC and 

SNC—no immediate agreement emerged about the site’s management. What was certain 

was that Stó:lō elders and political leaders were unanimous in their official support for 

the work being done at Xá:ytem. For instance, on 28 August 1991, members of the 

Coqualeetza Elders Group wrote an open letter in support of the preservation of the site, 

stating that “the Rock and the ancient settlement found here are extremely important 

aspects of our cultural and spiritual heritage.”461 Additionally, one activist at Xá:ytem 

remembers that despite their political differences, the chiefs of these two groups, Ken 

Malloway for the SNC and Pennier on behalf of the STC, agreed on the cultural and 

historic significance of Xá:ytem to Stó:lō people and mutually supported efforts to 

protect the site.462 Further, on 30 April 1992, Malloway and Pennier jointly wrote to the 

                                                
458 Stewart Bell, “Group Seeks Protection for Indian Village,” The Vancouver Sun, July 17, 1991, A12. 
459 Bell, “Group Seeks Protection for Indian Village”; Robert Steiner, “A Canadian Town is Less Monolithic, 
Thanks to a Big Rock,” The Wall Street Journal, October 30, 1991, A1; Deborah Wilson, “The Fight to Save 
the House at Hatzic Rock,” The Globe and Mail , August 24 1991, D3.  Visitor counts vary, but especially 
the first summer, thousands of people came to see the site.  For example, in July 1991, one report indicates 
there were 1,000 visitors a week; one month later, site volunteer Marion Robinson estimated 300 visitors a 
day. Thereafter, visits dwindled but there was always a steady stream of people coming to Xá:ytem.  By 
October 1991, reports indicate that 14,000 visitors had been through the site. 
460 Bell, “Group Seeks Protection for Indian Village.” 
461 Nancy Phillips, Ann Lindley, Winifred Charlie, James Louis, open letter, 28 August 1991, Box 1, Grants 
– Federal – Gov’t of Canada – Access file, FOHRS fonds, MCA. 
462 Marion Robinson, interview with author, 12 October 2012. 



175 

premier “on behalf of the Sto:lo [sic] people,” asserting their position that “the 

government must designate the Hatzic Rock as a heritage site.”463 In that same year, the 

two chiefs established the Stó:lō Heritage Trust Society to ensure that, regardless of 

political differences, Stó:lō cultural heritage would be looked after by a collaborative 

board of hereditary chiefs, political leaders, and elders.464 Further, within STC, 

workshops and interpretation at Xá:ytem fell under the purview of the Aboriginal Rights 

& Title department, indicating that at least the STC viewed their claims to rights and title 

to extend to Xá:ytem.465 These articulations reveal the interconnections between heritage 

and politics, and also functioned to assert Stó:lō authority over land.   

Comparing Kanien’kehá:ka efforts to protect the Kanesatake graveyard and forest 

with the Stó:lō campaign to preserve Xá:ytem offers us valuable insight into parallel but 

divergent manifestations of Indigenous sovereignty at heritage sites. Though the stakes 

were different—the Kanien’kehá:ka had been working to preserve ancestral burial 

grounds, while Stó:lō were attempting to protect an archaeological and spiritual site—the 

plans for development were strikingly similar: in addition to the subdivision, part of the 

site at Xá:ytem was slated to become a golf course, as had been planned at Kanesatake.466 

Indeed, one Indigenous person involved at Xá:ytem told me that s/he had believed 

conflict would potentially erupt at the site.467 But Utzig’s willingness to reach a 

compromise with Stó:lō, regardless of personal financial loss, contrasts sharply with the 

stubbornness of Oka mayor Jean Ouellette.  In oral history interviews conducted in 2013, 

one Xá:ytem volunteer remembered Utzig as a businessman with a social conscience, 

while Mohs made similar statements, saying that Utzig “didn’t want to do anything to 
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violate [Stó:lō] cultures and traditions.”468 In addition to initially postponing the 

development of the site, Utzig also eventually donated money to Xá:ytem to build some 

of the interpretative infrastructure on the site.469 Regardless of his later philanthropy, his 

cooperation with Stó:lō—as well as the provincial and federal governments’ eventual 

decisions to protect the site—must be read in the context of a post-Oka Canada. The 

comparatively cordial relations between Stó:lō, Utzig, and government officials can at 

least be partly explained as a desire, perhaps among all parties, to avoid a confrontation 

similar to Oka.   

Politics at Indigenous heritage sites are about sovereignty; Oka makes that very 

clear, and Xá:ytem does as well, in a different way. Although certainly disparate in terms 

of geography and on-the-ground particularities, Oka and Xá:ytem both demonstrate the 

passion and speed with which Indigenous communities responded, in diverse ways, to 

threats to their cultural heritage during the early 1990s. Comparing the two events shows 

us that in the 1990s, Indigenous communities used a diversity of tactics to respond to 

threats to their heritage. Although Stó:lō support for the Kanien’kehá:ka occupation had 

been strong, when they faced a similar threat to their heritage, they responded in a 

strikingly different way. Whereas the Oka crisis highlighted clear divisions between the 

state and Indigenous protestors, the choice that activists at Xá:ytem made to engage with 

the state and the landowner, instead of adopting a direct action approach that demarcated 

a clear division between state and Indigenous protesters, as had transpired at Oka. The 

complex and intermingled relations among groups of activists at Xá:ytem, as well as the 

compromise between Stó:lō and federal and provincial officials, provided an alternate 

example of how heritage and sovereignty could become entangled in the 1990s. While 

certainly we should read Xá:ytem in the context of Oka, it can also be valuable to read 

Oka in comparison to Xá:ytem to understand the differences in approaches to resistance 

during that era. 
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One dimension of the activist work at Xá:ytem that contributes to this reading was 

the involvement of not only the settler archaeologists, but also the group of local Stó:lō, 

Indigenous, and settler volunteers who formed the Friends of Hatzic Rock Society 

(FOHRS) to help preserve the site. In July 1991, Marion Robinson, a settler woman and 

long-time Mission resident, went down to see the archaeological excavation at Xá:ytem.  

Robinson remembers that during her visit, she felt drawn to both the heritage of the site 

and, in particular, to the transformer stone itself. Shortly thereafter, she committed to do 

whatever she could to stop development at the site.470 She reached out to colleagues in 

local community organizations—including Linnea Battel, a member of the Cache Creek 

First Nation—and many of them responded by agreeing to work together on a campaign 

to preserve Xá:ytem. Organization of the FOHRS took off immediately, and the group 

incorporated as a society the next month.471 Though many key members of the FOHRS 

were settler individuals or, like Battel, had other Indigenous heritage, Stó:lō people also 

played significant roles in the organization.  Between 1991 and 1995, Pat Campo, Rose 

Charlie, Beverly Julian, Roy Mussell, Doris Peters, Yvonne Peters, and Albert Phillips all 

served as members of the board of the FOHRS.472 The organization had diverse members 

with different forms of knowledge about Xá:ytem and, consequently, varied perspectives 

on how to protect and manage the site, though they agreed unanimously on the need for it 

to be preserved.  

The FOHRS’ greatest success was its media campaign. Articles about Xá:ytem 

appeared in local, national, and international newspapers such as The Wall Street Journal, 

and the site was featured in magazines such as Canadian Geographic and Equinox 

Magazine, in televised news on CBC, CTV, and Global networks, and even an episode of 

Red Robinson’s Red’s Classic Theatre.473 A major focus of the FOHRS’ media campaign 

was the archaeological evidence at Xá:ytem. Stó:lō and other Indigenous staff considered 
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the archaeological findings to have confirmed the Xá:ytem sxwōxwiyá:m, and ultimately 

their claims to the land.  As Battel put it, “what we’ve said can be proven in the 

ground.”474 Though the conventions of oral tradition may have convinced a Stó:lō 

audience of the accuracy of the Xá:ytem sxwōxwiyá:m, the FOHRS members seemingly 

anticipated that the general public would need more evidence, and they ran a strong 

media campaign using the archaeological evidence as proof of the site’s significance.  

After all, in March 1991, only five months prior, Justice Allan McEachern released his 

now-infamous Delgamuukw judgment. Delgamuukw, a provincial court case ruling on the 

Gitskan and Wet’suwet’en First Nations’ claim of sovereignty over 58,000 square 

kilometres of their territory in northwestern British Columbia, found that oral traditions 

were not acceptable, but could be used to confirm “other admissible evidence.”475 In 

other words, Indigenous oral histories were only admissible where they could be verified 

by other sources—scientific or scholarly works more understandable to settler 

Canadians.476 This attitude was pervasive in the predominantly white community of 

Mission at the time; David Pokotylo recalls that while some residents were initially 

skeptical about the value of the Stó:lō site, after the archaeological evidence had been 

made public later in the summer, the same people enthusiastically asked the 

archaeologists questions about “their” site.477 The emphasis on the archaeological 

evidence shows a consensus that the general public would not accept Indigenous spiritual 

knowledge unless it was legitimized by the apparently objective truth of archaeological 

science, as had been the case in McEachern’s ruling.  

A major feature in the Xá:ytem media campaign was an emphasis on the site’s 

age, especially in relation to classical and Biblical history. STC staff and spokespeople 

from the FOHRS often repeated the age of the site, offering comparisons to biblical 
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stories or classical civilizations as a way of making the Xá:ytem archaeological evidence 

more translatable to the general public.478 Mohs told journalists that the third dwelling at 

Xá:ytem was “the oldest dwelling ever found,” and Pokotylo compared it to “the world’s 

oldest civilizations.”479 Press coverage featured similar phrases; for instance, one reporter 

editorialized that the house was “millennia older than Stonehenge (circa 1500 BCE) and 

the Egyptian pyramids (earliest, circa 2500 BCE).”480 These comparisons provided 

helpful context, but the references to locations loaded with connotations of ‘civilization’ 

perhaps also indicate an attempt to implicitly enhance the value of pre-contact Stó:lō 

culture, which colonizers and settlers otherwise understood as ‘savage.’ Similarly, 

Robinson explained that Xá:ytem was “a village as old as the battle of Jericho,”481 a 

conflict in the Old Testament Book of Joshua, reinforcing Mohs’ and Pokotylo’s 

emphasis that the site is on par with those of the earliest civilizations. Drawing parallels 

between the Xá:ytem findings and an Old Testament story would have particular 

currency in the Fraser Valley, an area commonly referred to by British Columbians as 

part of the province’s “Bible Belt.” Connecting Xá:ytem to classical and Biblical sites 

may also have helped the FOHRS media campaign raise awareness about the need to 

protect the site; it certainly points to a reluctance to consider Indigenous heritage sites as 

valuable on their own merit. At the same time, this discursive strategy highlights the 

hybridity of the campaign to save Xá:ytem, which blended Stó:lō cultural sovereignty 

with valued elements of settler heritage. This ability to mingle aspects of Stó:lō and 

colonial culture was not only representative of the efforts to preserve the site, but also 

likely a key reason for the activists’ eventual success.   

Another strategy used by Stó:lō and members of the FOHRS in their media 

campaign was emphasizing the site’s significance in the context of provincial or national 

                                                
478 Terry Glavin, “Archaeologist Rocked by Sto:lo Stone Person,” The Vancouver Sun, June 17, 1991), 4th 
edition, B3; Bell, “Group Seeks Protection for Indian Village”; “Developer Gives Fundraisers Time,” The 
Vancouver Sun, July 20, 1991, A5; Brian Morton, “Group Seeks Native Heritage Designation for Stó:lõ 
Village,” The Vancouver Sun, August 31, 1991, F1; Wilson, “The Fight to Save the House at Hatzic Rock.” 
479 Wilson, “The Fight to Save the House at Hatzic Rock.”  
480 Wilson, “The Fight to Save the House at Hatzic Rock.”  
481 “Dwelling believed 9,000 years old,” The Vancouver Sun, September 6, 1991, 4th edition, B8. For the Old 
Testament story about Jericho, see Jos. 6: 1–27. 



180 

heritage.  During the same summer, another group in the interior of the province began a 

campaign to preserve the Kelowna home of W.A.C. Bennett, Social Credit (Socred) 

premier of British Columbia from 1952 to 1972.  Both Mohs and Robinson frequently 

compared the houses unearthed at Xá:ytem to the Bennett home.482 Members of the 

FOHRS board, including Robinson, Sharie Conroy, and Wendy Edelson, stated in 

interviews that part of their motivation for participating in the campaign to preserve 

Xá:ytem stemmed from a belief that it was an important part of the history of British 

Columbia specifically, and Canada more generally.483 Robinson was particularly 

emphatic, saying that Xá:ytem needed to be preserved because it is “valuable not only to 

the [Stó:lō] people, but to telling the story of Canada.”484 Stó:lō also took up this 

discourse, which shows the deployment of a tactical hybridity. Stó:lō politicians and the 

FOHRS realized they would need governmental funding to buy the land from Utzig, but 

it was not likely that they could secure those funds by emphasizing Stó:lō sovereignty 

over Xá:ytem. Rather, situating Xá:ytem within the context of Canadian historical 

narratives, as the FOHRS was already doing, would be a more likely method of eliciting 

federal approval, so Stó:lō adopted that strategy while simultaneously maintaining the 

position that the site had always been their land anyway.  

Efforts of the FOHRS were again key in this aspect of the campaign, which now 

clearly directed its focus at convincing the federal and provincial governments of 

Xá:ytem’s historical value.  Robinson encouraged visitors to contact their MLAs and 

MPs regarding the need to protect the site, and correspondence from FOHRS members to 

the board indicates that some of them did just that.485 Relying on their political networks 

and experience in municipal service, the FOHRS board also reached out to politicians 

directly. During the summer of 1991 Stó:lō and the FOHRS were able to capitalize on the 
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lead up to a provincial election. Two candidates for premier, New Democratic Party 

(NDP) hopeful Mike Harcourt and Socred incumbent Rita Johnson, visited the site as part 

of their election campaigns, and both promised that, if elected, they would protect the 

Xá:ytem stone.486 In the weeks before the election, the Socred provincial government also 

ordered that development of the property be delayed until an agreement about the land 

could be reached.487  

The FOHRS’ media blitz, while including information about the Stó:lō 

sxwōxwiyá:m and Stó:lō history in the area, did not include information about Stó:lō 

sovereignty at the site. Rather, they deployed a narrative that emphasized Xá:ytem’s 

significance to Canadian and British Columbian political history that helped them 

achieve their goals, at least for the interim. As with the comparisons between Xá:ytem 

and sites of Western ‘civilization,’ situating Xá:ytem in histories of Canada or British 

Columbia showed a perception among some that Xá:ytem could not be valued simply for 

what it indicated about Indigenous history, but rather for what it contributed to 

celebratory federal or provincial histories. Stó:lō and the FOHRS had agreed all along 

that Xá:ytem should be saved. However, the FOHRS members’ silence on the issue of 

Stó:lō sovereignty indicated that their desire to protect Xá:ytem and their understanding 

of its special place in Canadian history did not necessarily extend to a commitment to 

reinstating Stó:lō jurisdiction over their heritage and territory.  

That many of these volunteers, students, and Mission locals were white settlers 

demonstrates continuity in the trend Tennant recognizes of a dramatic increase in white 

support for and participation in Indigenous activist causes between the 1970s and 

1990s.488 The relationships forged between Stó:lō activists and white settler supporters is 

a significant part of the history of the campaign to protect Xá:ytem; the relative 

amicability of this collaboration contributed, perhaps more than any other factor, to the 

eventual preservation of the site. David Pokotylo and Gregory Brass argue that the 

harmony among these diverse viewpoints was maintained because of each group’s strong 
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commitment to preserving Xá:ytem.489 They offer several examples that demonstrate the 

spirit of collaboration and cross-cultural openness at the site, including the wearing of red 

ochre used by Stó:lō for spiritual protection while digging, and the volunteers’ attendance 

at seasonal ceremonies called burnings.490 Indeed, Conroy, the FOHRS volunteer 

coordinator, said that, on a personal level, the best thing that came out of her work at 

Xá:ytem was the long-lasting friendships that she developed with many of the Stó:lō 

board members. She described the closeness of her relationships with Julian and Campo, 

and recalled attending one another’s important family events and sharing homegrown 

produce.491 The participation of white settlers in the FOHRS is all the more important to 

recognize because, when correlated with the trend Tennant identifies, it reinforces our 

knowledge of the growing desire among white settlers in the late twentieth century to 

move past the history of racial injustice in British Columbia. 

While settler volunteers and supporters contributed significantly to the campaign 

to save Xá:ytem, the cooperation did not mean that Stó:lō in any way abdicated their own 

responsibilities of protectorship at the site. In the fall of 1991, several Stó:lō elders 

asserted their knowledge about the site at the Coqualeetza Elder’s Gathering on 18 

September 1991. Here, Bertha Peters publically shared the sxwōxwiyá:m of the site, with 

Stó:lō elders Aggie Victor and James Louie providing supplementary information. Victor 

encouraged Stó:lō people to be thankful and listen to the rock, because “it’s a Great Spirit 

that’s been left behind for you children.”492 Louie affirmed his knowledge of other places 

along the Fraser River where people had been turned to stone, and declared that it was 
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good to “come to Xá:ytem to see this rock and this place here, where a long time ago the 

Indians used to live.”493 These statements from Stó:lō elders directly contradicted 

something that settler supporters of Xá:ytem frequently repeated: that Mohs had 

“discovered” the site the previous fall.494 While Mohs may have set the wheels in motion 

to save Xá:ytem, he was only in a position to do this because Agnes Kelly had already 

told him about the existence of rocks such as Xá:ytem, and because Peters knew the 

sxwōxwiyá:m of the Xá:ytem stone.  However, the press had also reproduced the notion 

of Mohs’ “discovery” numerous times, as did Pokotylo and Brass when they wrote about 

it in 1997.495 Not all settler supporters credited Mohs; some, like Robinson, recognized 

that “the elders always knew” about the Xá:ytem stone.496 Stó:lō and other Indigenous 

staff certainly rejected language that gave Mohs credit for having “discovered” it. For 

example, Naxaxalhts’i argued that saying Mohs discovered the site was like wiping out 

Peters’ knowledge of it.497 Battel took a more moderate and reconciliatory position, and 

talked about how Mohs had “rediscovered” the site.498 This phrasing acknowledges 

Mohs’ role in “discovering” and delaying the bulldozers at Xá:ytem in the fall of 1990, as 

well as his work to help excavate and protect the site thereafter, but maintains the Stó:lō 

understanding that their ancestors and elders always knew about Xá:ytem and its 

sxwōxwiyá:m. For Stó:lō who shared Naxaxalhts’i ’s and Battel’s views, though settler 

archaeologists and volunteers had helped unearth the material evidence and publicize the 

findings, their efforts only proved what elders told those in attendance at the site for the 

1991 gathering: Stó:lō connection to the site was profound, both spiritually and 

materially.  This discursive discrepancy demonstrates that while the goal of preserving 

the site was commonly held by everyone working there, perspectives on even the recent 

history of the site were multiple and divergent.   
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Hybridity thus facilitated both cross-cultural understanding and opened avenues 

for tension and conflict in the defense of Xá:ytem as a heritage site. Differences between 

Stó:lō and the FOHRS were sometimes accompanied by outright conflict over the 

management of Xá:ytem. Unlike contemporary media reports and the Pokotylo and Brass 

article, which emphasized conviviality and implied an absence of discord,499 I found 

numerous points of tension between Stó:lō and members of the FOHRS. These include 

differing spiritual beliefs about the stone, disagreement over some of the secondary 

excavation practices, and concern about inaccurate retellings of the sxwōxwiyá:m. 

First, friction arose around differences of interpretation about the spiritual aspects 

of the stone. Reflecting on the summer of 1991, one Indigenous person involved at 

Xá:ytem recalled that s/he was occasionally frustrated by members of the FOHRS board, 

who would give tours explaining the archaeology and the Stó:lō sxwōxwiyá:m, but also 

sometimes inject their own New Age spiritual beliefs about Xá:ytem into the tour.500 

While the Stó:lō sxwōxwiyá:m about the stone is well known, little has been written 

about the beliefs of many of the board of the FOHRS regarding their own spiritual 

relationships with Xá:ytem.501 In oral history interviews, Robinson, the FOHRS vice-

president, and Edelson, the FOHRS secretary, described the metaphysical experiences 

they had at “Hatzic Rock”—their term for the site—which in no small part inspired their 

work there.502 In an interview, I asked Edelson if she thought there was an intrinsic 

contradiction between her spiritual understandings of Hatzic Rock and the Stó:lō 

sxwōxwiyá:m. She replied that Stó:lō were free to believe as they liked about Hatzic 

Rock, just as she also had the freedom to hold her own beliefs about it.503 In subsequent 

correspondence, Robinson also informed me that Stó:lō elders and FOHRS board 

members Campo and Julian, themselves spiritual leaders in their communities, welcomed 
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the participation of some of their settler allies in spiritual work at Xá:ytem.504 However, 

the same Indigenous critic referenced above told me that it was their opinion that the 

board members who developed and broadcasted these alternate spiritual understandings 

of the stone at Xá:ytem were engaging in a form of “cultural appropriation.”505 Keith 

Carlson’s work on spirit helpers offers yet another outlook on the spiritual understandings 

of the stone within a Stó:lō cosmology. In addition to the stories of Xá:ls’ 

transformations, Stó:lō also believe in spirit helpers, whose assistance to humans is 

individualistic.506 However, there is no consensus among Stó:lō about whether these 

spirit helpers develop relationships with Xwelítem. Carlson, the STC’s historian during 

the time, told me it was his understanding that for Stó:lō people wanting to preserve the 

primacy of the connection between the stone at Xá:ytem and its sxwōxwiyá:m—

especially for the sake of maintaining their assertion of sovereignty over the site—the 

New Age spiritual understandings appropriated the Stó:lō concept of spirit helpers.507 

These divergent beliefs about Xá:ytem remained a source of tension throughout the effort 

to preserve the site.  

Disagreement also existed regarding whether the interpreters should encourage 

visitors to the site, particularly young students, to sift through soil that the bulldozers had 

cleared before development stopped.  Naxaxalhts’i, who was involved at Xá:ytem 

through the STC, emphatically stated that allowing anyone, especially children, to sift 

through archaeological material should be prohibited, because if they turned up pieces of 

human bone or other remains, they could potentially be exposed to harmful interaction 

with the spirits of the deceased.508 In contrast, Robinson felt that sifting through soil 

became one of the most affective experiences of many people during their visit to 

Xá:ytem.  “There’s some magic stories about who found what when,” she said, “and it 

made it come alive for the kids.”509 The divergence between respect for Stó:lō spiritual 
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protocols on the one hand, and on the other, a desire to maximize visitor enjoyment at the 

site demonstrates additional discrepancies between Stó:lō and FOHRS members’ 

conceptualizations of Xá:ytem.   

Naxaxalhts’i identified a third problem: the lack of attention some volunteers paid 

to careful retelling of the sxwōxwiyá:m. Naxaxalhts’i was shocked by the variations in 

the story or deviations in important details.  He explained that “somehow it got shifted,” 

and the sxwōxwiyá:m was told in the “total opposite” way from Peters’ telling of it in 

1991.510 Accurately preserving sxwōxwiyá:m is a cornerstone of Stó:lō oral tradition, so 

imprecise retellings of the story would have, from a Stó:lō perspective, undermined its 

credibility. Even though the FOHRS members had good intentions regarding their work 

at Xá:ytem, their disagreements with STC staff not only challenged previous conceptions 

of the harmony that existed onsite, but also demonstrated the difficulties of cross-cultural 

activism.  Further, the discord about spiritual matters demonstrated that some of the 

FOHRS members did not discern the link between that spirituality and Stó:lō connections 

to the land, resources, and the right to have authority over the governance of the same. 

This in turn undermined Stó:lō sovereignty over the site, and put additional pressure on 

Stó:lō to work to protect their land. 

Problems such as these meant that while Stó:lō could acknowledge the benefits of 

their partnership with the FOHRS, it also made them question the collaboration.  Mohs 

described a meeting he had with the Coqualeetza Elders Group; his recollections indicate  

that not all Stó:lō elders appreciated the work at Xá:ytem:   

I was called in to one meeting by some of the elders, and all of the elders 
were there, they had had the Coqualeetza Elders’ group, and there was about 
40 of them that day.  And I was told to sit at one end of the table and just be 
quiet and listen, not to say anything.  And so then a group of elders talked 
about the fact of how these places were sacred to the Stó:lō people, and 
should only be for the Stó:lō people.  And it was interesting to listen to that.  
I was — they were quite angry at me for doing what I was doing …  There 
was a moment of, it seemed like forever, ok, but it was probably only about 
a minute where there was total silence, and then one of the elders from 
Skowkale, Wilfred Charlie, said ‘I like the work that Gordon’s doing.  And 
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he really should keep doing it.’  And then Josephine Kelly spoke up next, 
and she was from Soowahlie, and she said ‘we have to tell the world about 
these places’ ok, you know.  And there were a lot who started saying things 
like that, ‘We have to tell the world about these places otherwise they'll be 
destroyed anyway.’  They went around the table and all of them spoke, and 
by the time it was over, there was only two that were in opposition.  But the 
other 38 were in favour of me continuing to do the work.511 

Mohs’ reminiscences demonstrate that not only were Stó:lō elders divided on the issue of 

how the archaeological work was being carried out at Xá:ytem, they disagreed about 

whether the site should be operated and cared for by Stó:lō themselves, not their 

supporters.  Though apparently the Coqualeetza Elders eventually agreed that Mohs and 

his archaeological teams should continue their excavations, it is clear that some of them 

felt that the sacredness of Xá:ytem meant it should be kept a private site, accessible only 

to Stó:lō. The elders’ declarations during their conversation with Mohs affirmed Stó:lō 

sovereignty over Xá:ytem, and also serve to reveal the clear divergences between those 

who wanted to save the site.  

Despite these sometimes uneasy relations between Stó:lō and settler activists, 

their combined efforts succeeded in securing both federal and provincial designation as a 

heritage site. With the HSMBC designation came official protection for Xá:ytem. As with 

the FOHRS campaign, the HSMBC’s recognition of Indigenous heritage emphasized a 

site’s significance in relation to the importance of the site from the perspective of settler-

colonial history.512 Although they were willing to designate the site as an important place 

in Canadian history, Parks Canada officials did not recognize Stó:lō peoples’ assertions 

of their sovereignty at the site. Federal reluctance crystallized during the negotiations 

over signage at Xá:ytem. STC staff Naxaxalhts’i and Carlson worked with David Smythe 

and Frieda Klippenstein of Parks Canada to draft the text for the plaque, which would be 

in English, French, and Halq’eméylem.513 Draft versions from Stó:lō Elders included the 
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phrase introduced in Chapter 2: “This is our land. We have to take care of everything that 

belongs to us.” Parks Canada staff rejected this addition, arguing that such a statement 

would be too political. In a 2006 interview, Carlson explained that Parks Canada officials 

thought the phrase would restrict the capacity of settler people to develop an interest in 

what was now considered a national site.514 This circumstance bears out Yellowknives 

Dene scholar Glen Coulthard’s argument that, contrary to much liberal discourse, federal 

recognition of Indigenous sites reproduces “the very configurations of colonial power 

that Indigenous peoples’ demands have historically sought to transcend.”515 In other 

words, the politics of recognition are problematic because they cast Indigenous peoples in 

the role of supplicants who must prove to the benevolent government why a particular 

place is significant enough to merit recognition. Coulthard helps us see how national 

recognition of Xá:ytem could not fundamentally alter the relationships of power between 

Stó:lō and the federal government at the site, and indeed represents a governmental 

attempt to reaffirm Stó:lō as “Indigenous subjects of empire.”516 In the end, though the 

Stó:lō sovereignist phrase does not appear in the English or French translations on the 

plaque, it is in the Halq’eméylem text.517 During the interview, Carlson guessed that 

probably Parks Canada officials were unaware of its inclusion in Halq’eméylem.518 Either 

way, it means that people who read Halq’eméylem are provided with text that interprets 

Xá:ytem within the context of Stó:lō sovereignty, but visitors who only read English or 

French are not. Both visually and textually, the Halq’eméylem translation is also rendered 

inferior to the English and French versions; it is at the bottom of the plaque, and is 

roughly half the length of both other translations. Recognition of Stó:lō sovereignty at 

Xá:ytem-as-national-site, then, is under-emphasized aesthetically, and is linguistically 
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limited to a small group of people who read Halq’eméylem—a circumstance that 

simultaneously preserves and obscures Stó:lō sovereignty. 

The federalist message of the Xá:ytem plaque, at least in Canada’s two official 

languages, speaks volumes about the political climate of the 1990s. Indigenous peoples 

across Canada were concerned by the issue of constitutional patriation that the federal 

government raised during this period and how it might have affected their rights if some 

ties between Canada and Britain were severed. Stó:lō and STC staff working on the 

plaque were not strangers to the issue of constitutional reform; in fact, it had been 

actively debated by Stó:lō throughout the previous decade.519 For example, Stó:lō 

newsletters regularly featured articles on how contemporary issues such as debates on 

Section 37—that is, the patriation of the constitution—would affect Indigenous rights and 

title in Canada.520 Twice in 1982, Stó:lō organized think tank workshops to share 

information and discuss possible political strategies for the constitution and land claims 

issues.521 Stó:lō continued to pay attention to constitutional matters after the failure of the 

Meech Lake and Charlottetown Accords; articles from that period focused on the possible 

ramifications that federal constitutional debates might have had for their own political 

sovereignty.522 Stó:lō familiarity with Canadian constitutional issues heightened the 

power of the Halq’eméylem text on the Xá:ytem plaque, signifying the competing 

sovereignties at play between the two nations. Simultaneously, Stó:lō Nation staff—out 

of necessity—publicly situated Xá:ytem within the context of celebratory narratives of 

the history of Canada in order to ensure its preservation.   
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With federal recognition for Xá:ytem achieved, Stó:lō still awaited a response 

from the province about their claim to the site. The issue of competing authority over 

archaeology sites in Stó:lō territory went beyond the Xá:ytem site. It arose again more 

broadly in February 1993, when Pennier, then chief of the STC, wrote to Darlene 

Marzari, the Minister of Tourism and Culture, after learning that employees of the 

provincial Archaeology Branch were doing research in Stó:lō territory without Stó:lō 

authorization. Pennier informed Marzari that in the future, these workers should seek 

approval and a Heritage Investigations Permit from the STC, or they would be shut down. 

He told her that “anyone attempting to do research in our traditional territories without 

our knowledge and/or without a Stó:lō Heritage Investigations Permit will be 

demonstrating a blatant disregard for our political leadership and the will of our 

people.”523 Marzari responded by saying that though they did encourage this practice, the 

Archaeology Branch could not require researchers to take out Stó:lō permits.524 Pennier’s 

letter, and his insistence that archaeologists receive Stó:lō authorization to conduct 

research, shows that Stó:lō politicians felt they should have a degree of control over 

research into Stó:lō cultural heritage in their own territory. Although polite, Marzari’s 

bureaucratic response disregards the central point of Pennier’s argument that the province 

must respect, recognize, and contend with Stó:lō sovereignty.  This exchange showcases 

the level of opposition between Stó:lō and provincial sovereignties even after recognition 

of Xá:ytem. 

Later in 1993, the province concluded negotiations with Utzig, the landowner, and 

acquired the title for Xá:ytem, reinforcing provincial control over it.  On 8 April Premier 

Mike Harcourt and other provincial delegates travelled to Mission to celebrate their 

acquisition of Xá:ytem. The day opened with a blessing from Joe Page and a prayer from 

Stó:lō elder Nancy Phillips. These were followed by a speech from Pennier, who 

reminded everyone of the years of hard work that had gone into securing the future of 

Xá:ytem. As he thanked many of the key players, he apologized for the briefness of his 

                                                
523 Clarence Pennier to Darlene Marzari, 25 February 1993, Mohs – Archaeology files, Gordon Mohs fonds, 
SA. 
524 Darlene Marzari to Clarence Pennier, 19 March 1993, Mohs – Archaeology files, Gordon Mohs fonds, 
SA. 



191 

remarks, and said there would be a separate “traditional” blessing of the site at a later 

date.525 Pennier made no explicit mention of the nature of Stó:lō sovereignty over the site, 

except to say that he was grateful the elders had made everyone aware of its nature as a 

spiritual place. Stó:lō elder Aggie Victor also spoke, explaining that the transformer stone 

contained the shxwelí of the rock, and encouraged everyone to relate to it in a sensory 

way: by listening to, talking to, praying to, or looking at the transformer stone.526 The 

comments of Pennier and Victor demonstrated again that expressions of Stó:lō 

sovereignty at Xá:ytem were predicated on a concern for not only the land itself, but also 

the spiritual integrity of the site—concerns which the Province ignored. 

After these remarks, Harcourt took the podium. He called the province’s 

acquisition of the site a “remarkable opportunity for all of us British Columbians, 

aboriginal and non-aboriginal, to start the transformation that has been too long coming,” 

and told listeners that the acquisition symbolized the Province of British Columbia’s 

desire “to respect and to recognize and to protect this extraordinary part of the planet.”527 

Following Harcourt, Marzari also gave a speech. Marzari’s comments drew parallels 

between the historic uses of the site and its contemporary social meanings. The site, she 

declared, “has been a meeting place for healing for many thousands of years. What makes 

it so special today is that it has become a meeting place of cultures, where settler culture 

can be enriched by the true traditions and the true meaning of the long period of history, 

pre-European history, that is with us and is part of British Columbia.”528 These remarks 

from Harcourt and Marzari demonstrated the province’s construction of a narrative that 

sublimated the history of Xá:ytem into that of British Columbia, where the uniqueness of 

the former reinforced the exceptional nature of the latter. Their recognition of Xá:ytem 

glossed over the historical reasons that title for the site had to be purchased from Utzig at 

all. The provincial delegates engaged in a project of discursive and intellectual slippage 

that was necessary to allow them first to appropriate the history of the site into the history 
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of the province, and then to simultaneously ignore the provincial history of colonialism 

that had removed the site from Stó:lō control in the first place. At the same time, Stó:lō 

still did not have legal ownership of the land, indicating that the ongoing violation of 

their claim to Xá:ytem was both discursive and material.  

This political maneuvering from the province was nothing new, however. Tennant 

described the same power dynamics at work in negotiations between Indigenous activists 

and government officials in the 1980s. Regarding the conclusion of the South Moresby 

protests, he writes that eventually provincial and federal bureaucrats “did, however, allow 

a victory of sorts to the Haida by agreeing that the southern portion of the Queen 

Charlotte Islands would become a national park.”529 This phrasing captures exactly the 

spirit of the province’s acquisition of Xá:ytem: a half-hearted victory for Stó:lō, undercut 

by the government’s ongoing discursive and physical appropriation of their traditional 

territory. The province could appease protestors, but still sidestep the issue of Stó:lō 

claim to the land and re-assert the provincial and national authority over the site all with 

the same decision.  

In 1994, more shifts in Stó:lō political organizations occurred. After the 1985 

election, Stó:lō leadership was split between two groups: Stó:lō Nation Canada (SNC) 

and Stó:lō Tribal Council (STC). However, with the establishment of the BC Treaty 

Commission in 1993, Stó:lō chiefs again began to consider political unity, in part because 

of the perception that to pursue the treaty path necessitated unity between Stó:lō bands. In 

1994, these two organizations merged to create the Stó:lō Nation Society (colloquially 

referred to as “Stó:lō Nation”) under the leadership of Skowkale Stó:lō chief 

Xweliqweltel / Steven Point. The following year, twenty-one Stó:lō bands united in SNS 

submitted their statement of intent to the BCTC.530 These changes indicate the highly 

fluid nature of Stó:lō political organizations during the late twentieth century, as Stó:lō 
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chiefs and communities adapted their leadership structures to better advocate for their 

sovereignty in relation to shifts in settler colonial policy. 

After the province acquired Xá:ytem, site management initially shifted to a three-

way partnership between Stó:lō Nation, the FOHRS, and the Heritage Branch of the 

provincial government. Going forward, Stó:lō Nation continued to support the 

development of Xá:ytem according to Stó:lō ambitions. For instance, on 26 October 

1994, Pennier, as executive director of the Aboriginal Title and Rights department, 

dedicated $8,790 of in-kind work to Xá:ytem and affirmed that Stó:lō leadership was 

“committed to ensuring that this important site is preserved for future generations.”531 

However, once Stó:lō Nation staff and Heritage Branch officials began working together, 

the FOHRS felt cut out. After putting years of volunteer labour into a cause they cared 

passionately about, the FOHRS board wanted to have a say in how the Stó:lō heritage site 

was run, while Stó:lō Nation’s prerogative was to privilege Stó:lō perspectives and 

peoples. In 1995, Stó:lō Nation announced that Indigenous people would be 

preferentially considered for employment at the site. Members of the FOHRS board felt 

so left out of decision-making at Xá:ytem, and were so against this new policy, that they 

voted to dissolve the society on 27 May 1995.532 In a newspaper article about the 

dissolution of the FOHRS, Robinson was quoted as saying that the organization decided 

to separate themselves from “a group that makes decisions based on race.”533 Members of 

the FOHRS board found this decision very challenging to accept, especially after 

working so closely for so long to preserve the site. Though initially diverse motivations 

had propelled many people to participate in the campaign and work towards a common 

goal, after they achieved their aim, those differences precluded a shared vision for its 

future. In this respect, Xá:ytem reminds us that despite the positive outcomes of cross-
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cultural activism in late twentieth-century British Columbia, discord could also still run 

along racial lines.   

However, for Stó:lō individuals, Stó:lō control of Xá:ytem was hugely affirming. 

In 1996, members of the Coqualeetza Elders Group visited the site, reporting that it was 

“like a dream come true,” implying that concerns they had had about the interpretive 

work at Xá:ytem in the early 1990s were now gone.534 Their approval likely influenced 

Stó:lō chiefs to again officially endorse the work at Xá:ytem on 3 October 1996.535 That 

same month, the Xá:ytem Siyá:ye Society was founded to fill some of the gaps left by the 

dissolution of the FOHRS, including fundraising and publicity.536 Regardless of the new 

arrangement with the province or the dissolution of the FOHRS, the significance of 

Xá:ytem for Stó:lō people and for the tribal organization only increased after the mid-

1990s.  

While it appears that Stó:lō were thus pleased to have the site returned to their 

control, the co-management model bears scrutiny in the context of this discussion of 

sovereignty. Co-management at Xá:ytem meant that the Xá:ytem Siyá:ye Society had 

reaffirmed that the site would be discussed within the context of provincial heritage.537 

Beyond that, it meant that the series of compromises that Stó:lō had to make with federal 

and provincial authorities to save Xá:ytem would be continued in its future management. 

Additionally, the province still held title to the land. On one level, this situation accords, 

to some extent, with the aphorism that “this is our land and we have to take care of 

everything that belongs to us,” because Stó:lō were participating in the curation of the 

site. However, Naxaxalhts’i’s reading of the statement at the blessing ceremony implies 

that Stó:lō sovereignty had to extend even further than the simple translation suggests.  

“It’s something that’s ours that can’t be touched by anyone else,” he explains:  “We have 
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to take care of it.  Because nobody else can.”538 Naxaxalhts’i here argues for exclusive 

Stó:lō curation of their own heritage, which certainly was not represented in the co-

management arrangement, where Stó:lō authority only went as far as the provincial 

authorities would allow. Such a circumstance perpetuated provincial control over 

Xá:ytem, rather than allowing for Stó:lō to experience and exercise their sovereignty at 

the site on their own terms to the fullest possible extent.  

Reading activism at Xá:ytem alongside the contemporaneous Indigenous and 

environmental protests in the province reveals a pattern in the ability of colonial 

governments to limit the actual manifestation of assertions of Indigenous sovereignty in 

late-twentieth-century BC.539 Indigenous people and their allies protest because they 
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recognize that the environment is fundamentally connected to Indigenous cultural 

survival. The responses of colonial governments are inadequate because they consistently 

fail to recognize pre-existing Indigenous title and sovereignty, and, consequently, 

appropriate that land from Indigenous people. Indigenous testimony cannot convince 

governments that activist claims are legitimate, but Western ‘objective’ science can. 

Ostensibly in the spirit of compromising with Indigenous peoples, governments proceed 

to re-assert their control over the land in question by designating it a protected site that is 

part of the national or provincial system. Finally, in another show of their authority over 

the land, government offers Indigenous nations the option to co-manage their own 

territory. Sites that have gone through this process have thus been triply colonized: first 

by physical appropriation of lands; then by discourses privileging colonial claims and 

scientific research over Indigenous rights and knowledge; and finally by the 

establishment of systems that require Indigenous peoples to assent to the first two steps 

prior to gaining any measure of control over their territories. This trifecta of physical, 

discursive, and governmental colonization of Indigenous spaces has been an effective 

strategy for maintaining the status quo during the tumultuous years of protest in British 

Columbia from the 1980s to the 1990s. Though this pattern allowed the provincial 

government to sidestep Indigenous peoples’ assertions of authority over their lands and 

heritage, it could not extinguish their claims to their heritage or sovereignty.  

Ten years after the formation of Stó:lō Nation, there were again shifts in the 

formal leadership structures of Stó:lō communities. While certainly Stó:lō Nation had 

been able to make some progress with their treaty negotiations, the issue of whether 

treaty itself was even the right option for Stó:lō communities had become an increasingly 

contentious question since the late 1990s. While some Stó:lō individuals at the time saw 

treaty as being the natural outcome of their ancestors’ generations of resistance to settler 

colonialism, other Stó:lō people disagreed, questioning the desirability of a possible 

treaty and pointing to the length of time and amount of resources spent on negotiations.540 

In 2004, eight bands broke off from Stó:lō Nation and reformed the Stó:lō Tribal 

                                                
Their Dreams on the Rock Forever: Rock Writings in the Stein Valley of British Columbia (Vancouver: 
Talonbooks, 1993). 
540 Plant, “In Principle,” 20-6.  
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Council.541 Skawahlook chief Maureen Chapman explained that she felt there was “no 

accountability for how treaty money [was] being spent,” and newspaper articles from the 

period of this split make it clear that concerns about Stó:lō Nation leadership were also a 

factor.542 Stó:lō Nation, now down to 11 member bands, opted to continue with the 

BCTC process, though there was an initial delay and some uncertainty about how to 

reorganize the process after the withdrawal of the Stó:lō Tribal Council bands.543 The 

eleven Stó:lō Nation bands resubmitted their statement of intent to the BCTC in 2005, 

reaffirming their commitment to treaty. 

This commitment to treaty, regardless of the volatile nature of Stó:lō political 

organizations at the time, is important context to help us understand one final event in the 

history of Xá:ytem: the return of the title of the land by the British Columbia government 

to the Stó:lō in 2006. At a ceremony on 21 October of that year, Liberal Minister of 

Aboriginal Relations and Reconciliation Michael de Jong officially transferred the land 

from the province to the Stó:lō Heritage Trust Society. In addition to Pennier and Battel, 

other guests of honour at the event were then-Lieutenant Governor Iona Campagnolo and 

her soon-to-be-successor, Xweliqweltel.544 The 13-year gap between the provincial 

government’s acquisition of the Xá:ytem site in 1993 and their eventual decision to grant 

its title to the Stó:lō Heritage Trust Society in 2006 indicates a deep reluctance to 

acknowledge, let alone make reparations for, colonial impositions on Stó:lō sovereignty.  

However, Stó:lō Nation’s ongoing engagement with the BCTC seems to have 

precipitated a change in the province’s stance. On 2 May 2006, half a year before the 

ceremony at Xá:ytem, the BCTC accepted the Stó:lō Nation’s amended statement of 

                                                
541 Stó:lō Nation, “Our History,” http://www.stolonation.bc.ca/history, accessed April 15, 2018; Stó:lō Tribal 
Council, “Who Are We?” http://stolotribalcouncil.ca/about-us/who-are-we/, accessed April 15, 2018.  These 
bands include Chawathil, Cheam, Kwantlen, KwawKwawApilt, Scowlitz, Seabird Island, Shxw’ow’hamel, 
and Soowahlie.  
542 Robert Freeman, “Politics slashes funding at Sto:lo Nation,” Chilliwack Progress, March 19, 2004, 3, 
CMA; Robert Freeman, “Sto:lo look for stability, Chilliwack Progress, August 3, 2004, 4, CMA. 
543 Robert Freeman, “Sto:lo split turns off treaty funding,” Chilliwack Progress, August 13, 2004, 1, 6, CMA.  
544 “Xá:ytem director reflects on 15 years of advocacy work,” Mission City Record, July 20, 2006, 16; 
Province of British Columbia, Ministry of Aboriginal Relations and Reconciliation, “Province Transfers 
Xá:ytem Lands to Sto:lo Heritage Trust Society,” http://www.gov.bc.ca/arr/shared/gallery/archive/ 
province_transfers_xaytem_lands.html, accessed 15 May 2013. 
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interest. By then, it may have seemed that Stó:lō and the government were getting closer 

to an agreement; the transfer of title from the province to the Stó:lō at this ceremony sped 

up part of a process that provincial officials assumed would be likely happen in the near 

future anyway. Still, the irony of the circumstance is inescapable: a celebration was held 

at which a colonial agent occupying an office allegedly symbolizing Indigenous rights 

returned title for an indisputably Stó:lō heritage site, on unceded territory currently 

claimed in the treaty process, to the Stó:lō community. As Robin Boast and Julia 

Harrison have shown can be the case in museums, this example of the management of an 

Indigenous heritage site represents a manifestation of neocolonialism, where the 

institutional expression of inclusivity serves to maintain a good public image, while 

simultaneously continuing to perpetuate colonial power imbalances.545 

Examining Xá:ytem enhances our understandings of the complexity of Stó:lō 

cultural sovereignty in the 1990s. For Stó:lō claims to hold any traction with the 

provincial and federal governments, they needed to work within Canadian political 

structures, and thus find alternative ways of fighting for their sovereignty over the site. 

By situating their authority within historical narratives understandable to colonial 

governments, Stó:lō indicated that their assertions of jurisdiction at Xá:ytem posed no 

undue threat to those systems. Thus, the efforts to save Xá:ytem show us the deep 

entanglements between notions of what constitutes national heritage. At the same time, 

this study reveals the benefits and the risks of tactical hybridity as Stó:lō worked 

alongside their allies and government officials to simultaneously assert and de-emphasize 

their sovereignty at Xá:ytem in a counterintuitive but ultimately successful campaign to 

preserve the site. Though it took more than 15 years, eventually Stó:lō peoples did 

acquire sole authority over Xá:ytem. Their efforts represent a novel configuration of 

Indigenous sovereignty in Canada, which included significant collaboration with diverse 

activists, wary cooperation with the state, and the careful maintenance of their own 

autonomy.  

                                                
545 Robin Boast, “Neocolonial Collaboration: Museum as Contact Zone Revisited,” Museum Anthropology 
34, no. 1 (2011): 56–70; Julia Harrison, “Museums as Agencies of Neocolonialism in a Postmodern World,” 
Studies in Cults, Organizations, and Societies 3, no. 1 (1997): 41–65. 
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Chapter 7.  
 
Conclusion: Stó:lō Cultural Sovereignty in the Twenty-
First Century 

In spring 2011, Bill Sepass’s request to relocate the canoe was realized.  
With the Chilliwack Museum’s consent, the canoe was moved from 
Xá:ytem to its new location at Stó:lō Nation. After a renovation of 
Shxwt’a:selhawtxw, The House of Long Ago and Today—an interpretive 
center at Stó:lō Nation—the canoe now rests along one long wall of the 
building, underneath images of Chief William Sepass and historic 
photographs of shovel nosed canoes. Student groups and tourists as well 
as Stó:lō people can visit the exhibition and learn about the canoe in the 
context of Stó:lō cultural history. Interpretive elements in the exhibit, such 
as stories shared by guides, a map of Stó:lō Téméxw, artifacts from the 
environment, and quotations from Elders reproduced on the walls, 
indicate the strong connections between the canoe and the breadth of 
Stó:lō territory. Moreover, the presence of the canoe in particular and 
Shxwt’a:selhawtxw more generally on the central grounds of Stó:lō 
Nation indicates the significance of cultural heritage for the community’s 
political organization. The Sepass canoe serves several purposes: it 
relates an important family history, it exemplifies the general arc of the 
history of Stó:lō–settler relations and demonstrates the connections 
between caring for cultural heritage and affirming Stó:lō connection to 
their territories.  

In the intervening years since the fight to preserve Xá:ytem, there have been 

several developments which also highlight the key themes of this dissertation. Two issues 

are particularly relevant: the Idle No More protest movement, and contemporary treaty 

negotiations in BC. Both phenomena emphasize the necessity of a wider recognition of 

the overlap between cultural heritage and territorial sovereignty.  

Stó:lō community participation in Idle No More protests was strong. Stó:lō 

organizers hosted multiple flash mobs, marches, and teach-ins in the Chilliwack area.546 

                                                
546 Jennifer Feinberg, “Big turnout for Idle No More Chilliwack,” The Chilliwack Progress, January 15, 2013, 
http://www.theprogress.com/news/big-turnout-for-idle-no-more-chilliwack/, accessed 30 November 2017; 
Anne Russell, “UFV to host educational forum on Idle No More Thrus, Jan 17” UFV Today, January 12, 
2013, http://blogs.ufv.ca/blog/2013/01/ufv-to-host-educational-forum-on-idle-no-more-on-thurs-jan-17/, 
accessed 30 November 2017; “Stó:lō Idle No More: Indoor flash mob protest shuts down Cottonwood Mall,” 
The Valley Voice, December 27, 2012, http://www.thevalleyvoice.ca/Voice%20Stories/ 
December%202012/Stolo%20Idle%20No%20More%20Protest%20-%20Cottonwood%20Mall%20-
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These were accompanied by passionate speeches condemning former Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper’s government’s omnibus bill C-45, a budget proposal that, among other 

things, reduced the environmental protections for thousands of lakes and streams. Even 

worse, from a Stó:lō activist perspective, the bill also proposed to amend the Indian Act 

regarding procedures for voting on and approving the privatization of reserve lands, 

without any consultation with Indigenous communities.  

For many Stó:lō, this unilateral shift in legislation directly affecting them and 

other Indigenous peoples fit historic patterns of governments ignoring both Indigenous 

concerns and their responsibilities to deal fairly with Indigenous peoples. Elder Eddie 

Gardner led protestors in chants of “no more legislation without consultation!” while 

Grand Chief Ken Malloway compared the environmental destruction and denigration of 

Indigenous rights initiated by Harper’s government to Custer’s last stand, declaring “This 

is our Little Big Horn and he’s Custer!”547 Even as Stó:lō speakers urged people to fight 

injustice in the present, they encouraged the audience to have an eye to the past and 

remember ancestral teachings as well. Inez Jasper spoke to the crowd at a march at 

Squiala about the history of Stó:lō people having “had their land stolen, and language and 

culture almost snuffed out…”548 This connection between the goals of Idle No More and 

Stó:lō history and culture was deeply present at the protests. Indeed, culture was a central 

mode of political expression for Stó:lō at Idle No More; drumming, singing, and dancing 

were ubiquitous at these events, and so was the presence of regalia, cedar bark hats, and 

other artistic expression. Though the bill did pass, the widespread resistance among 

Stó:lō served as yet another example of cultural sovereignty: Stó:lō peoples’ political 

actions were aimed at protecting Stó:lō Téméxw by centering their own cultural 

expression, knowledge of history, and guardianship of the land.  

                                                
%20December%2027%202012.htm, accessed 30 November 2017. Idle No More is a protest movement that 
four women from Saskatoon (three First Nations and one settler) started in the winter of 2012 to challenge 
the unethical legal and social treatment of Indigenous peoples in Canada.  
547 “Stó:lō Idle No More.” 
548 Feinberg, “Big turnout for Idle No More Chilliwack.”  
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The ongoing participation of six Stó:lō Nations in the contemporary BC Treaty 

process also relates in important ways to Stó:lō cultural sovereignty.549 An instance of 

competing sovereignties emerged in 2011 when Yale First Nation came to an agreement 

with the BC Treaty Commission (BCTC). This treaty would give Yale individuals 

exclusive rights to fishing spots in their newly-treatied territory, even though some of 

those sites had been used by Stó:lō families for millennia. As Stó:lō Nation president Joe 

Hall said at the time, under this treaty, “the Yale would become the gatekeeper for 

territory traditionally owned by the Stó:lō.”550 Asserting that “the Stó:lō would never 

accept a treaty that denied them access to their culture,” Hall further stated that “the [BC] 

government has created a volatile situation that could ultimately result in bloodshed and 

violence… Treaty is supposed to bring certainty and harmony and an end to conflict. This 

is not going to do that.”551 In this case, the Crown, itself holding no legitimate right to 

sovereignty over the land in question, granted sovereignty within the Eurocentric settler 

legal system to one Indigenous nation, in full knowledge that people from other 

Indigenous communities had historic and ongoing sovereign rights to spaces within that 

region.  

In response to Stó:lō critiques of the treaty, officials from BCTC and the Ministry 

of Aboriginal Relations noted that almost all First Nations land claims overlap with each 

other and encouraged dispute resolution outside of the treaty process.552 Such a response 

indicates that BCTC staff have been more motivated by the appearance of progress in 

treaty talks than they are in finding solutions that accurately represent First Nations’ 

histories of use and engagement with territory. This attempt by BCTC negotiators to 

hand-wave the dispute away, thus deflecting responsibility for the decision from 

themselves, was unsuccessful in its goal of defusing the conflict; the issue continued to 

                                                
549 The six Stó:lō communities participating in the ongoing BC Treaty Commission are Athélets, Ch’iyáqtel, 
Leq’á:mel, Sq’ewá:lxw, Sq’ewqéyl, and Yeqwyeqwí:ws. 
550 Dirk Meissner, “Treaty deal in Fraser Canyon riles aboriginal neighbours,” BC CTV News, May 29, 2011, 
http://bc.ctvnews.ca/treaty-deal-in-fraser-canyon-riles-aboriginal-neighbours-1.650183, accessed 30 
November 2017.  
551 Robert Freeman, “Yale treaty sets stage for conflict,” The Chilliwack Progress, May 20, 2011, 
http://www.theprogress.com/news/yale-treaty-sets-stage-for-conflict-stolo/, accessed 30 November 2017.  
552 Meissner, “Treaty deal in Fraser Canyon riles aboriginal neighbours.” 
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be a major problem in Stó:lō–Yale relations. Seeking to cooperate with Stó:lō nations, in 

February 2016, Yale chief and council released a statement announcing they would not 

proceed with treaty implementation. While BC Aboriginal Relations Minister John 

Rustad denigrated this decision, Stó:lō leaders praised it, affirming the strong connections 

of kinship and social networks between themselves and the Yale.553 This anecdote 

supports the idea of the political significance of cultural sovereignty. To resolve land 

claims in ways that jive with Indigenous sovereignties, land claims negotiators and other 

agents of settler governance must take seriously and understand deeply the cultural 

histories of Indigenous connections to land, and the differences between Indigenous and 

European sovereignties.  

These recent examples demonstrate the ongoing significance of this dissertation’s 

core theme of Stó:lō cultural sovereignty. Seeking to enact a decolonial methodology, 

this study employed a community-engaged approach, centered Stó:lō voices and 

knowledge, and relied on both oral history and archival documents. In the process, this 

dissertation was able to reveal that though practices of cultural sovereignty have evolved 

over time, they have continued in the twentieth-first century, often in new forms, in spite 

of difficulties associated with settler colonial intervention. This study’s major discursive 

contribution is its articulation of cultural sovereignty, which provides a better way of 

understanding the historical connections between heritage and land in Indigenous 

communities. This analysis has also shown how cultural sovereignty can be inflected by 

vectors of gender and status. As we saw, Stó:lō peoples have expressed their cultural 

sovereignty in  relation to spirituality, artistry, language, education, and archaeology; 

following particular, community-specific ideologies of gender and status. Stó:lō peoples 

have manifested this cultural sovereignty in ceremonies and protocols; in their individual, 

familial, and community links to Stó:lō Téméxw; and in acts of resistance to settler 

usurpations.  

                                                
553 Rob Shaw, “Yale First Nation puts hold on treaty implementation,” The Vancouver Sun, 11 February 
2016, http://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/yale-first-nation-puts-hold-on-treaty-implementation, 
accessed 30 November 2017.  



203 

This dissertation’s argument has engaged with and built on the growing body of 

literature on Indigenous sovereignty by insisting on the importance of incorporating 

cultural heritage into how we conceive of sovereignty—rather than merely understanding 

it as a question of territory—and by naming the conflict between Indigenous peoples and 

settlers as one of competing sovereignties, which has, at times, led to strategic 

collaboration between settlers and indigenous activists seeking direct control over their 

territories. Additionally, while previous work has shown that Stó:lō collective political 

identity grew through the nineteenth century, this dissertation demonstrated how this 

trend continued into the early twentieth century and became even more intense from the 

1970s onward. This study has also emphasized the gender dynamics of Stó:lō cultural 

sovereignty, providing examples to highlight the meanings and significance of women’s 

and men’s participation in both curation and politics, prior to and during the twentieth 

century. The emphasis on Stó:lō women’s histories in two of the chapters adds has added 

to growing literature on Indigenous women’s histories and studies of Indigenous 

feminism, while also pointing to rich new avenues of research with Stó:lō communities. 

Finally, this project interceded in the museum studies scholarship on Indigenous curation. 

By interpreting changes to Stó:lō cultural curation over time and contrasting Stó:lō and 

settler methods of curation, this study affirms the legitimacy of community-based 

curation while also indicating that the history of museum work in Canada is not a 

progressive, linear narrative. Stó:lō engagements with settler cultural heritage institutions 

have complicated, and indeed refuted, the common narrative that settler curation of 

heritage lost its colonial baggage after the 1980s and shifted entirely to a progressive, 

collaborative model. Defying settler expectations, Stó:lō people continued to fight for 

their culture and lands throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, in often 

surprising and strategic ways, and by adapting historic traditions to new circumstances.  

Reviewing narratives about Stó:lō cultural sovereignty at the macro level exposes 

several broad implications of this work, both within and outside of the academy. This 

dissertation contributes to ongoing academic and community-based conversations about 

Coast Salish histories. Specifically, it is the first major historical work to focus on Stó:lō 

communities in the twentieth century, and in so doing it builds on existing scholarship. 

Moreover, it presents narratives about Stó:lō history which are perhaps not widely known 
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within Stó:lō communities, and which may prove of interest as Stó:lō peoples continue to 

push for their sovereignty both within and outside of the contemporary treaty process. 

Relatedly, this dissertation has shown how crucial it is for contemporary land claims to 

understand that Indigenous sovereignty is cultural as well as territorial—the process 

cannot ever be simply about land as property.  

This study’s arguments about the legitimacy of Indigenous cultural curation also 

speak directly to workers and scholars in museums, cultural heritage institutions, and 

government. We must repudiate the idea that colonial museology knows best about how 

to care for Indigenous cultural heritage. Indigenous communities hold the knowledge 

about how their cultural heritage should be preserved, embodied, and used. While, thanks 

in part to the Task Force Report on Museums and First Peoples, there has been a shift in 

Canadian museum work since the 1990s towards collaborating with Indigenous groups, 

these collaborations on the whole still see museums, and not communities, as having 

ultimate control over exhibition and preservation of Indigenous cultural heritage. For 

example, while the Museum of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia has 

remarkably high degrees of engagement with Indigenous peoples and their standard of 

care takes into consideration Indigenous protocols for cultural curation, the objects 

ultimately remain in the museum.554 Of course, sometimes this is what communities 

desire as well, and on a case-by-case basis, this can be a workable solution. That said, 

much of the literature on museums and Indigenous peoples assumes we are already in a 

                                                
554 Though the Museum of Anthropology is not immune to critique, they are widely known within the 
museum studies world to be pioneering collaborative practices with Indigenous communities. As John R. 
Welch writes, the museum has “unparalleled core strengths in building and sustaining relationships with 
native people of the Northwest Coast.” See: Margaret Holm and David Pokotylo, “From Policy to Practice: 
A Case Study in Collaborative Exhibits with First Nations,” Canadian Archaeological Association 21, no. 1 
(1997): 33-43; Diana E. March, exhibit review of c̓əsnaʔəm, the city before the city. Exhibits at the Museum 
of Vancouver, the Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm  Cultural Education Resource Center, and the University of British 
Columbia Museum of Anthropology, Vancouver, Canada. January 21, 23, and 25, 2015 to present, published 
in Museum Anthropology 38, no. 2 (2015): 170-8; Lainie Schultz, “Collaborative Museology and the Visitor,” 
Museum Anthropology 34, no. 1 (2011): 1-12; Leanne Unruh, “Dialogical Curating: Towards Aboriginal 
Self-Representation in Museums,” Curator 58, no. 1 (January 2015): 77-89; Welch, review of The Museum 
of Anthropology at the University of British Columbia, Carol E. Mayer and Anthony Shelton, eds. Vancouver 
and Seattle: Douglas and Mcintyre and University of Washington Press, 2009, published in Museum 
Anthropology 34, no. 2 (Fall 2011): 175-6.  
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post-colonial situation.555 Consider, however, the federal repatriations to 

Kwakwaka’wakw and Nisga’a communities in 1979 and 2010, respectively. In these 

instances, the repatriation hinged on whether the objects would be kept according to 

colonial museum conventions. Even when settler institutions returned these objects—

which their agents had historically either confiscated or collected improperly—they still 

dictated to the First Nations communities how their own heritage should be cared for.556 

To move into a phase of real collaboration and true reconciliation with Indigenous 

communities, settler museum workers and scholars must let go of Eurocentric beliefs that 

they know best how to care for Indigenous cultural heritage.   

This study also functions as a prompt for future research. I see at least two clear 

avenues forward: as relates to my work in particular, I hope the core theme about cultural 

sovereignty will be a useful analytic for other academics, especially those already 

working on the topic of Indigenous sovereignty. Reading other scholars’ work on 

Indigenous direct action and the control of cultural heritage, I detect currents of what 

could be identified as themes of cultural sovereignty. For example, analyzing a display of 

house posts and the qeysca:m stone that Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm community members curated for 

the McKenna-McBride Commission of 1913-1916, Susan Roy argues that this exhibition 

represents Xʷməθkʷəy̓əm’s declaration of their historic ties to their territories, affirming 

their land claims and fishing rights—an analysis which looks to me like an expression of 

cultural sovereignty.557 Since the potential real-world benefit of reframing sovereignty to 

                                                
555 Many authors in this field use “postcolonial” uncritically, often calling positive changes evidence of a 
new postcolonial reality, in a way that assumes that history is a linear progression, and that while colonial 
oppressions did occur historically, society today is not colonial. In contrast to this scholarly celebration of 
moments of positive social change—or ignorance of ongoing settler colonialism—Robin Boast argues that 
the very anatomy of museums means that even as these institutions shift towards collaborative work with 
First Nations, they retain a “persistently neocolonial” nature. See: Boast, “Neocolonial Collaboration: 
Museum as Contact Zone Revisited,” Museum Anthropology 34, no. 1 (2011): 56-70; Ruth Phillips, Museum 
Pieces: Toward the Indigenization of Canadian Museums (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2011); Moira G. Simpson, Making Representations: Museums in the Post-Colonial Era, 
rev. ed. (1996; repr., London: Routledge, 2006). 
556 U’mista Cultural Centre, “The History of the Potlatch Collection,” https://www.umista.ca/pages/ 
collection-history, accessed 11 December 2017; British Columbia, Canada, and Nisga’a Nation, “Cultural 
Artifacts and Heritage,” Nisga’a Final Agreement, 27 April 1999, 223-9.  
557 Susan Roy, “Musqueam House Posts and the Construction of the ‘Ethnographic’ Object,” in These 
Mysterious People: Shaping History and Archaeology in a Northwest Coast Community (Montreal and 
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2010), 55-81.  
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include cultural heritage in addition to territorial concerns is not insignificant, this could 

be a way for researchers to make their analyses useful to Indigenous communities. 

Secondly, I hope there will be more work done to center the roles of Indigenous women 

in tribal politics, particularly within the literature on Coast Salish communities. While 

some Xwélmexw individuals today commonly affirm the matriarchal nature of their 

societies and insist on women’s political power, this idea is not currently a significant 

part of the scholarship on Coast Salish communities. One fruitful area for future research 

would be to examine the growing historical consciousness of matriarchs in Coast Salish 

nations, and analyze the sources of this trend. In addition to deepening our knowledge on 

this important issue, there is a need for these conversations at the community level as 

well; participation in settler forms of governance has meant that women’s involvement in 

tribal politics has been limited until only very recently. Increasing our understanding of 

contemporary Stó:lō historical consciousness of matriarchs and developing more 

literature on Stó:lō women’s histories will benefit both Indigenous historiographies and 

contemporary Indigenous politics. There is still much work to do on both of these issues. 

In examining Stó:lō cultural sovereignty in the twentieth century, I have tried to 

shed light on the political nature of cultural heritage, the power invested in curation, and 

the inherent connection between land and culture. Past relations between Stó:lō and 

settlers as documented here should serve as a reminder to settlers of the need for 

reconciliation—work which we cannot leave to Indigenous peoples alone. As examples 

from this dissertation show, this work is challenging, but it is likewise necessary in order 

for us to come to grips with the legacy of colonization and truly live as neighbours. 

Moreover, as Stó:lō and other Indigenous peoples increasingly challenge destructive 

environmental practices, colonial knowledge structures, and appropriations of cultural 

heritage, awareness of past resistance is key. Histories of Stó:lō individuals and groups 

affirming their cultural sovereignty through a variety of strategies are valuable in their 

own right. However, they can also serve as both inspiration and model for contemporary 

Stó:lō and other Indigenous peoples in activist movements and political challenges, today 

and in the future. 
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Appendix A. 
Stó:lō Communities by Organizational Affiliation 

These charts list Stó:lō communities, and indicate organizational affiliation with 

either Stó:lō Nation or Stó:lō Tribal Council. Currently, six members of Stó:lō Nation are 

participating in the contemporary treaty process (marked with an asterisk), whereas no 

members of the Stó:lō Tribal Council are doing so. Among the unaffiliated communities, 

three (Katzie, Kwikwetlem, and Qayqat) have sometimes been considered to be Stó:lō 

communities and sometimes not. Population data is from January 2018.558  

 

Stó:lō Nation 
Community Population 
Aitchelitz* 42 
Leq’amel* 423 

Matsqui 265 
Popkum 12 
Shxwáy 432 

Skawahlook* 91 
Skowkale* 267 

Squiala 222 
Sumas 342 

Tzeachten* 543 
Yakweakwioose* 74 

 

 

 

                                                
558 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, First Nation Profiles, Registered Population as of January 2018, 
http://fnp-ppn.aandc-aadnc.gc.ca/FNP/Main/Index.aspx?lasng=eng (accessed 3 February 2018). 

Stó:lō Tribal Council 
Community Population 

Chawathil 627 
Cheam 546 

Kwantlen 295 
Kwakwawapilt 48 
Seabird Island 1023 

Scowlitz 273 
Shxw’ow’hamel 197 

Soowahlie 381 

Unaffiliated 
Community Population 

Katzie 587 
Kwikwetlem 111 

Peters 165 
Qayqayt 14 
Skwah 651 

Union Bar 132 


