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My fivst contact with white kids was in grade seven, when Lids
from the residential schiool were bussed into town so we conld
Ey

go to a “public” school, We didn’t swant to be there, and it was

pretly clear the white kids didn't want us to be there either.
Social Studies was the worst class, because Indiang were some-
times iis subject. Tdicdn't kiow who the Troquois were, or who
the Hurons were (no other Indians were mentioned i those
classes), but I knew they were Indians, and sowas |

They weresavage people, the Indians we learned shboulinthe
Social Studies class.

Residential school kids were not to associale with reserve
Kids—many of whom, where lived, were my close relatives.
The rule was that we couldn't 50 within ten feet of the chiclen-
wire fence separating the schoolyard fromi the reserve. Reserve
kids, weweretold againand again, were di cby and nseless. This

was a problem for me, becanse in the su mrner lived on the

- otherside of the fence: for a couple of monihs every year, | was

areserve kid.

twvas in that school for nine years. When | gol ool of theee it
was like getting aut of jail.

We satw the same movies in that scliool thal white lids did:
westerns; and, like then, we cheerad on ithe cowbays or the
cavalry. We too played Cowboys and tndians—and we all
wanted to be cowboys.

1felt 1 had a special claim on cowboys, as [was named after
Randolph Scott, one of the biggest movie cowbo is.

[wag wenly yvears old when [woke tpy in a hospital bed in
Jasper, Alberta, and heard a doctor say: UHhese Indians doy

know how 1o take care of themselves.” 1 had a job, Had a good

wage, Fhad insurance. Bt there was nothing Leould say

Xi
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Atabout the same time, [ learned that | was slowly going
blind: I had retinitis pigmentosa, as the doctors like to say. Since
then my sight hias been diminishin g These daysam entitied to
a white cane, and when| carry it, I see how easily the white cane
blinds people to my Indian-ress. As long as 1 carry the cane, I
hear no slurs when 1 stumble; but without the cane, | hear
enough that will not bear repeating. In 1976 I found myself in
Stanley Park on a Sunday afternoon, down by Lumberman’s
Arch. There was some kind of arts and crafts show happening,
and there were several booths—all run by non-Natives, to iny
dismay—displaying paintings of Indian-like people, afl of
whom had the same expression on their faces—frowning and
looking very mean and stony—even though they had been
painted by different artists.

Native people live within a world of imagery that isn't their
ownt in this book Dan Francis shows us where that world of
imagery comes from, and how necessary it is that we struggle to
sweep it away. '

Rapdy Fred is a wember of the Aiberni Native Rand and the founder
of Theytus Books inn Penticton. :

CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

... the indjans
are not composed of
the romantic stories
about them . | .
~lohn Newlove, The Pride

SOME YEARS AGO a {riend and I decided to pay a visil fo
[lead-Smashed-In Bulfalo Jum p- Located where the prairie
meets the foothills in southwestern Alberta, Head-Smashed-In is
a high cliff over which Native people stampeded the great herds
of buffalo hundreds of years ago. Archaeologists believe that
people used this place as a slaughterhouse for almost 6,000 years.
The United Nations has declared it a World }eritage Sile, one of
the most culturally significant places in the worid.

We drove south from Calgary on a sunny Thanksgiving day.
On our left the flat plain ran away to the horizon under a wide,
biue sky; on our right the land [olded into rolling hitls all the
way to the Rocky Mounlains, faintly visible in the distance.
There were few signposts along the way and we had begun to
fear that we had missed the turnoff when at last we spolled the
sign and left the highway on a meandering strip of asphalt
heading west toward the mountains. Just about the time we
once again thought we must be lost, we arrived at a gravel
parking lot, seemingly in the midd{e of nowhere. We were there.

The site at first seemed unimpressive. The visitors’ centre,
actually a puni-museum, is a concrele building several stories
high embedded in the face of the cliff. It appears to have been
bailt to make as littte impact on the landscape as possible.
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Entering at the front door, we climbed up throngh a series of

levgls and emerged at ihe top of the cliff, at the edge of the
buffalo jump, right where the stampeding animals woald have
run out into empty space and begun the long, beilowing fall
onto the rocks below.

The anthropologist George MacDonald has swritten that the
three holiest places in Canada are a row of stone statues at
Eskimo Point in the Northwest Territories, Bill Reid’s large
cedar carving, “The Raven and the First Men,” at Vmu:m.wf:r)‘s
Museum of An%hropa]ogy, and the abandoned [Haida village of
Ninstints on Anthony Island. Well, | thought, as 1 looked out
from the clifftop across a vast sweep of undulating praie,
lightening and darkening as the billowing clouds obscured (he
sunand setit free again, add a fourth; ifby holy youmean a place
where ithe warm wind seems o be the earth breathing, a place
where personal identity dissolves termporarily, where you can
feel the connectedness of lives back throu N time to be a reality
and notjust an opinion, ' ,
. Back inside the museum, looking at the various items depict-
Ing the history of the buffalo and the people who hunted them,
my attention shifted from the display cases to the pecple who
were tending them. [ became aware ihat the facility was staffed
entirely by Indians (Peigan, as it tumed ont, from a nearby
yesewe). But I found myself thinking hat they didn't look like
l’ndians fo me, the Indians 1 knew from m ¥ school books and
from the movies, the Indians, in fact, who were depicted inside
the museum displays I was looking at. That is where most of us
are used to seeing Indians, from the otherside Ofasheet of glass.
But at Head-Smashed-In, they were running the place, They

stood avound injeans and dresses and plaid shirts—not feather
headdresses and leather moccasins—talking and laughing. If
curious visitors like myself asked them something, they an-
swered thoroughly but not pedantically: as if this was some-

thing they knew, not something they had studied.

errgopucTior ’ 3

Afteralong aflternoon learning about the buitalo, et | Tead-
Smashed-Tn dim']y aware thal § had changed my mind about
something. [t liad been an encounter nol jostwith an importan
place in the history of the continent, but also with an idea, my
own idea about what an indian was I T thoupht 1 had known
before, T didn’t think T knew anymore. And perhaps that is
where this book began. How had {come to believe in an lmagin-

ary Indian?
I

In 18gg, the poet Charles Mair travelled into the far Morthwest
as secretary to the Half-Breed Scrip Commission, appomied by
the government in Ottawa to carry oul negolialions related 1o
Treaty Number Hight with the Native people of northern Al
berta. Negotiations began on the shore of Lesser Slave Lake,
before a large tent with a spacious marquee beneath which the
members of the official party arranged themselves, The Mative
people, Beaver and Métis, sat on the ground in the sun, orstood
insmallknots. As the speechies droned on ihrough the Jong fune
afternoon, Mair cbserved the people as they listened to whal Lhe
government emissaries had to say. “Instead of paint and tealh-
ers, the scalp-lack, the breech-clout, and the huffalo robe,” he

later wrote:

there presented itself & body of respectable-looking men, as
well dressed and evidently qnile as independent in their
feelings as any like niember of average pioneers in the asl
... One was prepared, in lhis wild region of forest, o
behold some savage types of men; indeed, leraved (o renew
the vanished scenes of old. Bul, alas! one beheald, instead,
men with well-washed nnpainted faces, and combed and
common hair; men in suits of ordinary store-ciothes, and
some even with “boiled” if nol lavmndered shirts, Cine fell
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disappointed, even defrauded. It was not what was ex-
pected, what we beljeved we had a right to expect, after so

much waggoning and tracking and drenching and river
turmoil and trouble.?

Unlike most Canadiang of his time, Charles Mair possessed

extensive knowledge of the country’s Native people, living as
he had for so many years as a merch
province of Saskalchewan. He knew well that the contem porary
Indian no longer galioped across the plains in breechcloth and
feathered headdress. T lowever, Mair did expect to d
the more isolated re sions of the northa N
o his image of the piclures

iscover in
alive population closer
que Red Man. His disappointmenr

was profound when instead he found “agroup of commonplace

men smoking briar-roots.”

Iir

Two very similar experiences, afruost 5 century apart. Charles

Mair, myself, and how many other White people, having to
relearn tlie same lesson: Indians, as we think we know them, do
nolexist. In fact, there may well be no such thing as an Indian,

lndirecl[y, we all know this to be true; it is one of the lessong
we dearn as school childres. When Christopher Columbus ar-
rived in America five hundred years ago he thought he had
reached the East Indies 50 he called the people he mel Indians.,
Butreally they were Arawaks, and they had as much in common
wilh the Iroquois of the northern woodlands as the Lroquois had
in common with the Blackfoot of the western Plains or the Haida
of the Pacific Coast. In other words, when Columbus arrived in
America there were a large number of different and distinet
mndigenous caltures, but there were no Indians.
The Indian s the invention of the Eurcpean.
Robert Berkhofer Jr. introduced me to this unssettling idea in

ant trader in the future _

INTRODUCTION o3

his book, The White Man’s Indian. “Since the original inhabitants
of the Western Hemisphere neither called themselves?* l-dy 1
single term nor understood themselves as a CD.HECHVI ty‘,
Berkhofer began, “the idea and the image of the Indian must be
a White conception. Native Americans were and are real, but the
Indian was a White invention . .. ™

The Indian began as a White man’s mistake, and became &
White man’s fantasy. Through the prism of White hopes, fears
and prejudices, indigenous Americans would be .Seeri to ha‘i.ze
lost cantact with reality and to have hecome “Indians”; that is,
anything non-Natives wanted them to be.

v

This book attempts to describe the image of the In'dian, the
Imaginary Indian, in Canada since the micic‘ﬁe of ll‘1e 1'\11‘18&..61?;.1!.11
century. During this time, what did Canadians thmk.an Indian
was? What did children learn about them in school? Wl‘lalt' Was
government policy toward them? What Indian dif;[ painters
paint and writers write about? [ want to make it perfectly cleax
thal while Indians are the subject of this book, Native pecple are
not. Thisisa book about the images of Native people that White
Canadians manufactured, believed in, feared, despised, ad-
mired, taught their children. It is a book about White—and not
Native-—cultural history. ’

Many of the images of Indians held by Whites were deroga-
tory, and many were not. Many contained accuralle 1'@131'e.sentaw
tions of Native people; many did not: The “truth’ o{ the image
is not really what concerns me. I am not setting out .[0 erpcvtee
frandulent immages by comparing them to a “real Iﬂdlﬁl'l.' It is,
after all, the argument of this book that there is no such thing as
a real Indian. When non-Native accounts of Indians are ‘at’
vaniance with the known facts I will say so, but my main
intention is not to argue with the stereotypes, but to think about
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EPRGDUCTIOT y
thern. The last thi ) :
2. T Ung I want to do is {o replace an ouliafe ' 1
Imaginary Indian with my very own, e ”P A outdated uman beings al all. I would have thought, however, that in the
: Yy ve M0, equally mispuider e i e T 1
sion. My concern is rather to understa ii ] v misguided, ver three hundred and forty years separaling Thomas Tlobbes and
‘ : evstand where the Imapinare .
Indian came fram how Indian i C_ & e irl-uiinmgmmy Judge McBEachern, our understanding of aboriginal calture
o 4 nuian 1magery has affected public S i by i obviously 1
policy in Canada and how it has shape 1 ane . might be seen to have improved. Bul ohvicusly not.
the mythg non-Natives te]] ¢ ) pec, and continues to shape, Of course, non-Matives have held much more ravouralile
- es tell themselves aboutbeinp Canadians -~ TS , tremin Fivn Tl a Caa s fiup
tvery generation claims a clear f 3[ i opinions about Indians over the years. The Noble Savage, for
Clearer grasp of realitv ] e . . . N . .
predecessors, Our forebears held ludi : P_ i l”} than its inslance, is a venerable tmage, first used by the English drama-
: d ludicrous ideas abouil certain ‘ e T
things, we say conli : - tist John Dryden in his 1670 play, The Cenquest of Granadn, 1o
o bt Byt . ‘ ’ !
tos g}: 11 } nhdem}y’ butweda not. Fon mnstance, we claim fer to lhe inmate goodness of man in a perceived “siate of
GSee india Oy ! refer I £ £ MINMESS i i enieivin Slaté
: drans today much more clearly forwhat they are. [hope re” B I
i < Wi ; nalure’™:
;L’*{ my book will undermine such confidence. Much public natre
discourse about i ) . Ale ‘ .
Viet f i} | Native people still deals in stereolypes. Ouy [ am as free as nalure first made marn
VS OF What constitint T T ot as I'ree as ure 51 e man,
i stituttes an Tndian today are as much botnd i the base lows of servitude bear
up with myth, prejudice and ideok)ﬂ} as eatlicr vers; cre Ihe base laws of servilude began,
. : A5 rsions were . . . v
If the Tne o T ; o : When wild in the wonds the noble savape van.
- ndfmnxea]lyzs rmaginary, it could hardly be otherwise 8
ake, for exar : , . S
ARE nple, the controversial 1691 decision by Chief o : y o emed vl 1y Fyre e e |1
Justice Allan Mc¥achern of the Su C R Foranexample closer lo home, we need Jook no favther than
S = £ reme Court of British (o . .y o L
tumbia relating 1o the Gitk P ; £ Brilish Co. the aforementioned Charles Mair, who wrole in his lonig poem,
Much of & e Gitksan-Wet'suwet’en land claims case ' T ; T
ach o 3 A A e ' ) e eLpISeH.
e Fwhat Judge McBachern wrote about MNative cuftire in
hat decision coul ; . . T
Hdas easily have been written by another judge 4 There Hoed a ol more wild than barharos:
one hundred, twa hundred, three hund d - ... There lived a soul more wild than barbarons;
. ‘ ndred years apo. In djs-
missing the Natives’ c]aj b P e ‘ A tameless sonl-the sunburni savage free—
had nogw ftten | claim, he wrote: “The plaintifls” ancestors Tree, and untainted by the greed of gain:
g 17~ . L e 2 Sl Al
X Hitlen language, no horses or wheeled vehicles slavery - ,(N 3 g } Nﬁ: i
and starvati o o sreat Mature’s man conle i ature’s pood.
s tarvation was not uneommon, wars with neighbouring oreat Mature's man contentwith Nature's gooc
peoples were common, and there | : ' oo -
[sic|, that aborigin: o there is no doubt, to quote Hobbs Savage, when used by Dryden and Mair, meanl innocent
: aboniginal life in the (erritory was, at best, ‘nasiv ' otugs, when faec By Layden 4 . Lo
brutish and shoye /7 ’ Sy virtucus, and peace-loving, free of the guile and vanily thal
. 1 E 2 ¥
It is unc} ey . came frony living in conlemporary society. I don’t think | have
ear whether Judge McFachern was aware when he V VIng I conBmporaTy Saciely. | ¢ I.I\ ! -
Larrowed this well-worn phrag ST - to argue the fact that many non-MNatives contine to believe that
- o prrase thal Thomas [Hokbes actually - : A : - —
coimed il in 16 et o 47 (T Indians have an innate nobility of character which somehow
51 to describe “the savage people of A 3
. : s BODIe of America” ag . ; . ; —_— . .
he believed them to he And many Furopea i) i) 4 as derives [rom theirlong connection with the American conlinent
. o Peans agreed with hi . . . .
Because Native North Americans were s it 8 e +him, and their innocence of industrial society.
: : O different, ad so fe ‘ . - ‘
afthe “badpes nf civilioa e i ’ 2 iew Ignoble or nolle? From the first enconnter, Huropoeans
it civilization as Judge McEachern calls them it . ‘8 L o o
: : viewed aboriginal Americans through a sereen of their own

was seriously debated : |
: sated whether they could proper
properly be callec udi i ’
properiy be catled prejudices and preconceptions. Given the wide pulf separating
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the cultures, Furopeans have tended to imagine the Indjan
rather than to know Native people, thereby to project onteo
Native peaple all the fears and hopes they have for the New
World. If America was a Garden, of Eden, then Indians must be
seen as blessed innocents. 1f America was an alien Place, then
fndians must be seen to be frightful and bloodthirsty. Europe-
ans also projected anto Nalive peoples ail the misgivings they
had about the shortcomings of their own civilization: the Im-
aginary Indian became a stick with which they beat their own
society. The Indian became Ure standard of virtue and manfiness
against which Europeans measured themselves, and ofien
Tound themselves wanting. In other words, non-Natives in
North Amerjca have long defined themselves in relation to the
Other in the form of e Indjan.

Astime passed, colonist and Native had more to o with one
another. But Euro-Canadians continued to perceive Indians in
terms of their own changing values, and so the image of the
Indian changed over time. Close contact revealed differences
between the idealized vision of the noble savage and the reality
of Nalive culture. As White setllement spread, conflict in.
creased. Aslong as Nalives remained valuable allies in the wars
the colonial powers waged against each other, the ima ge of the
Indian remained reasonably positive. By the middle of the
nineteenth century, however, these wars were over and whites
no longer needed Nalive military allies. Natives had become
marginal to the new issues which precccupied Canadian colo-
nists: how to wrest a living from the country, how lo create
durable political institutions, how (o transform a set of isolated
colonies inta a unified nation.

At this point Whites set themselves the task of invenling a
new identity for themselves as Canadians, The image of the
Other, the Indian, was integral to this process of self-identifica-
fion. The Other came to.stand (or everything the Euro-Canadian
was nol. The content of the Other is the subject of this book.

INTRODUCTION 9

v

A word aboul terminology. There is much debate these days
about the correct term for indigenous Americans. Some do not
object to being called Indians; others do. Alternative terms
include aboriginals, Natives, Amerindians, First Nations peo-
pies and probably others  have not heard. In this book [ use the
word Indian when T am referring to the image of Native peo ple
held by non-Natives, and [use the terms Natives, Native people
or aboriginals when Lam referring to the actual peo ple.What to
call non-Natives is equally puzzling. White is the convenient
opposite of Indian but it has obvious limitations. 50, in this age
of multiculturalism, does Euro-Canadian, an awkward term
anyway. | hope readers will lorgive me for using all three. It is
part of the legacy of the Imaginary Indian that we lack a vocab-
ulary with which to speak about these issues clearly.



