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Prior to the colonization of BC by Europeans, there existed many different tribal groups of indigenous peoples in BC.  Archaeological evidence supports the idea that humans have been in BC for more than 10,000 years with more organized societies existing since approximately 1500 BCE.  There is also evidence that initially, humans had crossed a land bridge from Asia that existed over what is now called the Bering Strait and the Aleutian Islands and then worked their way south. These first peoples would eventually form the First Nations of BC. 
The geography of BC divided the First Nations peoples of BC more so than those First Nations of the rest of Canada.  The mountain ranges that run north to south in BC tended to isolate the coastal First Nation groups from the First Nations of the interior.  There was contact and trade between coastal and interior groups, but it was more rare, than routine for these groups to mix.
Coastal Peoples

The coastal First Nations of BC organized themselves in villages with power resting in the hands of families of rank.  Similar to the nobles of the middle ages, coastal First Nations placed a value on inherited power over the resources that provided wealth and stature.  Although there was no real concept of money in the sense of coin that the Europeans had, wealth instead was accumulated through control of food producing areas such as berry patches, salmon fishing stations and even lumber rights.

Because they were located on the ocean, the Coastal First Nations had a lifestyle that was dependent upon the resources that the water and land supplied.  Tidal pools provided oysters, clams and seaweed, and the ocean provided fish and whales.   Coastal First Nations are even known to have created “clam gardens” or tidal farms that were made by constructing low rock walls at low tide.  These tidal terraces created large areas where sand could collect behind the walls.  These areas then provided an ideal habitat for clams or other shellfish to accumulate, which could then be harvested. 
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The wealth that was created by the coast was accumulated and then distributed in a unique aboriginal celebration called a potlach.  A potlach was a ceremony that was designed to demonstrate the wealth and generosity of a native noble.  The host of the potlach would provide a feast and ceremonial dancing for his guests, and then at the end, he would give away large amounts of his personal wealth in form of food resources or material goods like canoes, blankets and sometimes even slaves.  The greater the gifts, the greater the status of the host.  It was not uncommon for guests to reciprocate and have their own potlatches.  In this way, the wealth of the society was spread around the coastal communities.
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Interior Peoples

The interior of BC was populated by a different group of First Nations.  Sustaining life was perhaps a bit harder in the interior, but the First Nations people adapted well to the climate and the geography of BC.  In the winter, the temperatures were more severe and food was more scarce.  During the summer months, it was not uncommon for Interior First Nations to roam in a more nomadic lifestyle by hunting and gathering food resources, but in the winter they settled into one area and lived in pit houses.  Pit Houses were a unique adaptation to the climate of the interior.  A circular pit of about two to three meters deep was dug and then covered first with timbers, and then with dirt and grasses.  These winter homes were well insulated and allowed the Interior First Nations to survive the harsh winters.
Aside from hunting and gathering, the seasonal salmon runs of the interior rivers provided large amounts of fish that could be preserved by smoking or drying.  The salmon were an important staple in the diet of the Interior First Nations.  The Thompson, Kootenay and Columbia rivers were the most important and productive rivers for salmon fishing in the interior.  Fishing weirs, nets and spears were used in a variety of ways to collect the large amount of salmon who would migrate every fall.  Today, it is possible to get a sense of just how many salmon migrate each year in the Thompson river system by visiting places like the Adams River Salmon Run just north of Shuswap Lake and Salmon Arm.
Effects of Contact

Contact with Europeans in BC would result in similar outcomes that other indigenous peoples around the world experienced during colonialism.  Traditional aboriginal ways of life would be replaced with European laws and culture.  Christianity would sometimes be forcibly used to replace traditional native beliefs, and diseases would decimate populations.  The fact that aboriginal traditions and languages survive through to today is a testament to the resiliency of the First Nations of BC.  In 2015 a government report entitled the Truth and Reconciliation Report recognized the harm that colonization has had on the First Nation peoples of Canada.  It also laid out a path to reconcile differences, right past wrongs, and set a course for a future where European ideals combine with Native Aboriginal traditions to create a truly modern Canadian culture.  The future goal of Canada is one that is inclusive of a multi-cultural mosaic that includes the traditions and contributions of Canada’s First Nations.
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Directions:  READ the handout entitled; “The First Nations of BC” and then answer the following questions;

1. Use your handout, the internet or a dictionary to provide definitions for the following terms; (1 mk each)
Potlatch

Nomadic 

Pit Houses 
Fishing Weirs

Resiliency 
2. On a separate piece of paper, answer the following questions using COMPLETE 

   SENTENCES;
a. In your own words, describe how humans first came to inhabit the Pacific Northwest.  Provide an example as to how the Coastal First Nations were able to feed and support themselves in large numbers.  (2 mks for quality of response and inclusion of details)

b. In your own words, describe how the First Nations of the Interior of BC lived during the summer and compare that with how they lived during the winter.  What was one of the most important food resources for the Interior peoples in the fall?  (2 mks for the quality of your response and inclusion of details)
c. In your own words, provide an example as to some of the obstacles that the First Nations had to overcome in order to maintain their traditions and language.  Describe the intent of the Truth and Reconciliation Report of 2015.  (2 mks for quality of response and evidence of insight)
3.  Map – Color and label the First Nation Peoples of the Interior of BC
You will be marked out of 5 for quality of work,
and evidence of effort.
Total: ____ /16
Directions:  Color and create a Key to label the First Nations Peoples of the Interior of BC.  Bonus marks if you can identify Shuswap and Okanagan Lakes.
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Potlach – An indigenous ceremony where the native noble that was hosting would provide a feast, a celebration and then distribute a vast amount of his wealth in the form of food and material goods.
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First Nations of the


Interior of BC





Nomadic – a lifestyle of hunting and gathering where people roam over distances, often following animal routes





Pit Houses – A seasonal permanent dwelling of First Nations peoples.





Fishing Weirs – a series of handmade fishing traps laid in streams or rivers that fish can swim in, but can’t swim out.





Resiliency – the ability to persevere despite hardships or obstacles.  A strong character trait that often results in success.





First Nations of the Interior of


British Columbia





Key:	 _____________  _____________  _____________


           _____________  _____________  _____________


           _____________
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