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Preface

This textbook considers the history of what becomes Canada in 1867. It is what is called a “survey text,” in that
it provides a framework of the larger storylines rather than examine in detail some particular aspect of Canadian
history.

The thing is, what we survey is inevitably selective. Indeed, framing the story as something that leads to — or
terminates at — Confederation is to suggest from the outset that there is a trail blazed from European arrival in
North America to the creation of Canada. Telling the story that way is essentially flawed, from a historian’s per-
spective. It funnels the story to an outcome — to one outcome — as though there were no others along the way, or
that other events — the Treaty of Paris in 1763, the War of 1812, the Rebellions of 1837 — wouldn’t work just as
well as a bookend. And, obviously, when the terminus we choose happens to be a constitutional accomplishment
of one group of Canadians — that is, those Canadians of European origin — we are implicitly overlooking the
ongoing arc of the Aboriginal peoples’ story. It must be conceded that new political experiments are important,
but one might as reasonably bring the tale to a pause with the onset of urbanization and industrialization, a social
and economic process that redefined the lives of North Americans in the mid-19th century.

Canadian History: Pre-Confederation attempts to keep in view those other stories while visiting — and some-
times revisiting and reconsidering — familiar territory associated with the construction of what we call “Canada.”
The text was conceived with an awareness of typical learner goals in undergraduate intro Canadian courses, an
understanding that many student/users are likely to be newcomers to Canada and thus may not share in some com-
mon narratives, and a commitment to critical approaches. It is not a device intended to produce patriots or better
citizens; it exists to acquaint people with issues in the past, to engage them with the experiences of others, to
develop critical faculties, to become knowledgable about events and societies in North America, and to develop
some of the skills of a historian. The foremost of these is empathy.

Organization

The text is organized in a roughly chronological fashion. Chapter 1 “When was Canada?” addresses historical
methods and issues and then the text turns to communities and events and people in the past. The chronological
approach is detoured beginning with Chapter 8 “Rupert’s Land and the Northern Plains, 1690-1870.” Chapters
9-11 consider, each in turn, the period from 1818 to ca. 1860 in terms of economic, social, and political histories.
Chapter 12 “Children and Childhood” explores an aspect of social history from before the arrival of Europeans to
the industrial age. Chapter 13 “The Farthest West” considers the territories west of the Rockies, much of which
is now British Columbia; this chapter, too, plunges back in time to the mid-18th century. Chapter 14 “The 1860s:

XV
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Confederation and Its Discontents” caps the chronological saga with an exploration of the processes that led to
a federal union of colonies in July 1867. Confederation is a watershed: not only does it mark the beginning of a
colonial nation-building exercise, it signals the transfer of authority over territory and peoples from London to
Ottawa. While it is the case that international policy remained a matter for Westminster, from 1867 on Canada
was setting its own diplomatic course with the other nations of North America, apart from the USA. Those “other
nations,” of course, being the First ones. These and other themes are pursued in the companion text, Canadian
History: Post-Confederation.

Each chapter consists of several parts. These ‘subchapters’ are meant to facilitate the addition and subtraction of
material from the OpenText format. Most are linked narratively, but not so much that one cannot be omitted or
replaced without dire consequences.

Pedagogical Tools

Canadian History: Pre-Confederation includes several learning/teaching instruments. The first section (the x.1 of
each chapter) includes Learning Objectives. These are, I think, consistent with what most introductory Canadian
History courses hope to accomplish.

Almost all of the subchapters (apart from the Summary subchapters) conclude with a list of Key Points that are
intended to help you identify themes that have overarching importance. But they are not exhaustive. There’s more
in each section and it would be a mistake to think that the Key Points are all that matters.

The Summary sections conclude with three features: Key Terms, Short Answer Exercises, and Suggested Read-
ings. Not all Key Terms are defined in the text body, but all words that are marked as bold in the body of the text
are included in the Key Terms box. A Glossary at the very end of the text collects all of the Key Terms in one
place. As regards the Suggested Readings, an effort has been made to ensure that everything listed is available
online through your university library.

Clearly the definition of what constitutes a “key term” or a “learning outcome” is subjective. Choices have been
made. The advantage of the OpenText format is that an instructor is encouraged to make different choices.

Scattered throughout the text are Exercises. These are intellectual tasks that are meant to help you develop a his-
torians’ sensibility and awareness. They are not assignments (although they might be); they are opportunities to
break from the narrative, to look up for a moment, and to see History around you. The are exercises meant to
discipline and sharpen your mind just as push-ups improve your body. (Incidentally, it is a little known fact that
all Canadian historians have six-pack abs.)

Nomenclature

The names we use for people-groups in the past change over time. Sometimes that’s a result of changes in juris-
dictions and borders or a constitutional change. Take “England” before 1701: it’s really England and Wales but
it doesn’t include Scotland, which was a separate country; after 1707 “Britain” refers to all three together (along
with Ireland) — the distinction is important. To take another example, New Brunswickers and Nova Scotians went
to bed on 30 June 1867 and woke up the next morning in Canada. In this text an effort has been made to be consis-
tent with identities as they were at the time. There’s no way that anyone at the forks of the Thompson and Fraser
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Rivers in 1808 could know that they’d be “British Columbians” fifty years later and it’s a fair bet that they would
have been unhappy at the prospect as well. Even in 1858 very few British Columbians would have imagined that
thirteen years later they would be “Canadians.” To push those labels backwards in time is to imply that people in
history mysteriously knew an outcome that was not yet on the cards.

Names change, too, for political and cultural reasons. This is most obviously and importantly the case when
it comes to Aboriginal group names. Almost universally in North America the names that people of European
descent use to identify Aboriginal groups are not the ones First Nations themselves prefer. This situation began
changing about thirty years ago and this text contributes to that process by employing nomenclature preferred by
Aboriginal peoples. Why is it important to do so? Because most of those European-devised names are artifacts
of colonial power or terms of disrespect. “Thompson Indians” is obviously not the name that the Nlaka’pamux
gave to themselves. Some Aboriginal names, such as “Eskimo” in fact derive from negative, xenophobic epithets
used by their neighbours and rivals. The term “Indian” itself is evidence of European confusion and ignorance, a
reminder that 15th century travellers were hoping to reach India and not the Americas.

As a rule, then, the current nomenclature officially endorsed by the people themselves is used here. In the first
usage (and where it seems appropriate to do so) the most well-known alternative is presented as well. For example:
Anishinaabe (aka: Ojibwa); Wendat (Huron), Heiltsuk (Bella Bella). Some nomenclature offers several options
and some of those are too useful to abandon. For example, the Haudenosaunee (aka: Five Nations Iroquois) are
also known as the League of Five Nations, which works rather well in its own right.

Exceptions are made to these rules throughout the text for the Cree. The term “Cree” derives from French
terms (Kristineaux , Kiristinous , Kilistinous) which may, themselves, be descended from names given them by
their Aboriginal neighbours. The Cree in the pre- and proto-contact eras can be described as three cultures:
Swampy, Woodland, and Plains. Each of these had a variety of alternate names. The Swampy Cree, for example,
appear in European documents as West Main Cree and Lowland Cree and they describe themselves as Maskiki
Wi Iniwak, Mushkegowuk, from which we derive Muskegon. There are eastern and western divisions within
the Swampy Cree, which further complicates matters, as does migration across those two divisions. The Wood-
land Cree are similarly divisible between the Woods and the Rocky Cree, and nomenclature divides in this case
between Sakawithiniwak and Nihithaw. The Plains Cree refer to themselves as néhiyawak. Given the enormous
territory in which the historic Cree were dominant — from the Rocky Mountains to Labrador — it is unsurprising
to find significant differences in identities among these Algonkian-speakers, even at the dialect level. There is,
however, a historic and pre-contact continuity across the Cree range and for that reason and to avoid confusion,
the decision has been made to perpetuate the mis-label, “Cree.” For the purposes of understanding the different
experiences of the fur trade in different eco-systems, the established modifiers survive as well: Swampy, Wood-
land, and Plains.

Think Like a Historian

The past doesn’t explain the present. For the most part the past doesn’t even care about the present. What his-
tory reveals is complex and competing values and needs. How people dealt with those wrinkles and puzzles in the
past demonstrates both their genius and their frailties. Those are the things we learn from the past and mostly they
have to do with what it means to be human.



PART 1

Chapter 1. When Was Canada?



1.1 Introduction

Historical studies demand that we learn something about the past but it also requires us to ask how it is we know
what we think we know about the past. When you read an academic history text, you’ll observe that historians
typically want to prove something about events in the past. For example, they want to show that one individual
played a critical role, or that environmental change was a silent but critical player, or that prejudices affecting one
group had an unanticipated outcome. At the same time, however, historians are keen to prove the value of their
sources. They might argue, for example, that this census record or that judicial file or some set of private corre-
spondence offers special insights that have not before been made available.

Although it may be simplistic, perhaps too simplistic, you may find it helpful to think about the study of history as
a combination of the “what” and the “how.” That is, what happened and how we know it happened.

Grappling with the Canadian past is fraught with challenges and alive with exciting questions crying out to be
addressed. But what constitutes the “Canadian” past? Clearly, the geographic space we call Canada is a relatively
recent invention. Confederation, beginning in 1867, spread the brand beyond the St. Lawrence and the Great
Lakes to include other British colonies on the east and west coasts and some of the land in between. As a political
idea — a country made up of provinces and territories with a constitution, flag, anthem, etc. — it continues to
evolve. But in 1867 it was just one of many colonies in the British Empire and not necessarily the pick of the
litter. A century and 10 years earlier it was part of a French empire that claimed influence over a much larger ter-
ritory than the Canada of today. Still another century earlier, “Canada” referred to a struggling chain of frightened
and fortified settlements along the St. Lawrence.

Let’s push it back yet another century and more. Around 1567 the northern half of North America was a well-pop-
ulated landscape made up of a multitude of diverse cultures. Their economies and relationships were continually
changing while retaining core (and important shared) features from one generation to the next. The “Canada” of
1497 — one small patch of which may have been briefly visited by John Cabot and his crew — was a vastly more
populous and rich human environment than would re-emerge here until the 19th century.

So whose Canada do we study? The Canada of the French? Of the Naskapi? Of the Basque whalers with their toe-
holds on the east coast? Of the Nuu-chah-nulth or the Acadians? When was Canada? Are there themes we can
draw across generations and centuries? Are there successions of transitions as tumultuous and irreversible as
rapids on a river? Who gets to tell those stories and whose voices are likely to remain silent?

It is only by asking questions such as these that history — as an activity — can be undertaken.
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Learning Objectives

» Describe some of the principal concerns of historians as they undertake historical research.
» Explain the difference between primary and secondary sources.
» Demonstrate an ability to interrogate sources.

* Identify the dominant themes and debates in the telling of Canadian history.




1.2 The Writing of History

The telling of every country’s national story is unique, and there are conflicts in that telling. Who gets to speak?
Who does not? What alternative stories are there to be told? And how did it all turn out this way?

Historical writing is never without purpose. As early as the 18th century, historical accounts of New France were
being produced that promoted the role of the Catholic Church and the seigneurs (the major landowners) as the cus-
todians of the Canadien culture. These accounts were intended to buttress the position of the Church and seigneurs
in the years to come as the authentic voice of Canadien ambitions. In the mid- and late-19th century, nationalist
histories covering the whole of the Canadian timeline began to appear. They told the tale of the new nation, the
Dominion of Canada, as something that embodied a recognizable vision of the modern state and thus provided
historical legitimacy. Titles like Colony to Nation (1946) tell the tale: Canada had been a dependant (= a child)
and now had achieved nation status (= adulthood).1

This metaphor of maturation is commonly used in historical writing on new or newish societies. While doing
so might appear benign, think about what it implies. Its purpose is to suggest that past societies were less evolved
and that the newer one is better. Ask yourself: Is that an argument that bears serious scrutiny? It’s certainly a good
example of how history gets used to support a particular position.

' !

We review four issues in this chapter:

1. What is history? The answer may seem obvious, but it can be complicated. Without having some
sense of what is implied by history — and historical writing (historiography) — you’ll miss many of
the key issues in the study of the past. It’s something like watching your first foreign film. You know
there’s more going on than meets the eye and that the experience would be better if you just knew
what it was.

2. Researching history. How historians do their research — historical method — is different from
history (that is, the account that you read). Historians find their bricks and mortar somewhere, and
they need to organize them in ways that will stand up over time, although history is also often
revised as new evidence emerges or research methodology evolves. Not having a sense of this aspect
of historical work is akin to studying sculpture without having a clue about how stone is carved or
steel is forged.

3. Making histories. Historians use a great many different kinds of sources to assemble information

1. AR.M. Lower, Colony to Nation: A History of Canada (Toronto: Longmans, Green and Company, 1946).
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on the past. Evidence comes in many forms.

4. The current state of historical writing in Canada. The field is rife with debates and disagree-
ments, some of which can look like bench-clearing brawls.

What Is History?

In asking what history is, you must also ask, what is historiography? There is a subfield of history, one in which
all historians have to have some expertise, that deals with the history of history. Historical writing — and the
study of historical writing — is correctly called “historiography,” which encompasses both the doing (the writing
of history) and the reflecting on (the study of history).

In the Western tradition, Herodotus (ca. 484-425 BCE) is considered as the Father of History, but the paternity
of historical writing is not clear-cut, since storytelling about the past is a very old business. Historical writing
in China probably began about 500 years before Herodotus was born, and everywhere human societies have
appeared, there have been sagas and chronicles of some kind. Some of these were done with more literary licence
than others. Brian Thom points out that the oral tradition of the Hul’qumi’num (of the Coast Salish nations) notes
a difference between syuth (true histories) and sxwi’em’ (fables and moral tales). This distinction is made by many
cultures and is important to keep in mind: stories from and about the past take different forms and they do so to
serve different purposes.2 Written and oral histories alike adhere to two basic rules: reliability and verifiability. For
the historian whose goal is to deliver as truthful a tale as possible, these rules are the gold standard for evidence.

Figure 1.1 A fragment of the Book of Documents attributed to
Confucius (551-479 BCE).

If the source is trustworthy, then it’s reliable. Take the example of Bartolomé de las Casas, who was among the
first Europeans in the Caribbean and who spent nearly half a century working as a priest, missionary, plantation
owner, bishop, and colonial administrator in Hispaniola, Venezuela, and Mexico. When he wrote of the vicious
Spanish conquest of Haiti — “My eyes have seen these acts so foreign to human nature, and now I tremble as I
write, not believing them myself, afraid that perhaps I was dreaming. But truly this sort of thing has happened all
over the Indies, and more cruelly too sometimes, and I am quite sure that I have not forgotten.” — we are inclined
to believe him, not least because he wasn’t going to win himself any friends by speaking out.”

Brian Thom, "Coast Salish Senses of Place: Dwelling, Meaning, Power, Property and Territory in the Coast Salish World" (unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation, McGill University, 2005), 81.
Bartolomé de las Casas, History of the Indies, trans. and ed. Andrée M. Collard (Toronto: Fitzhenry and Whiteside, 1971), 121.
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Figure 1.2 Bartolomé de las Casas.

If historians can prove the claims made by their source, that’s verifiability. The best biographies go far beyond the
personal diaries and letters written by their subject and look to other sources to confirm that the subject did what
he or she claimed to have done. Another example, this one drawn from population history, shows some of the
challenges of official documents. Bruce Curtis examined the early days of the census of Canada and found that
Canada West (Ontario) and Canada East (Quebec) counted people differently.4 In the former, people were counted
based on where they actually were on census day; in the latter, they were counted based on where they were sup-
posed to be. This means that Canada East’s census takers included locals who were off working in factories in
other jurisdictions, perhaps in New England. But in Canada West, anyone who was engaged in migrant work —
wandering the countryside and towns looking for a job — or who was a recent arrival in a new town would most
likely be overlooked. Without this bit of knowledge in hand, we might be forgiven for assuming that an official
source like the census would be 100% reliable; however, thanks to local tax records, church registers, and other
documents, we are in a position to verify the official numbers.

Serious historians seek to be both reliable and verifiable, which is why you’ll typically find a torrent of references
supporting a scholarly study. The point is to demonstrate that the writer can be trusted because he or she has done
the necessary digging and cross-checking. As well, studies that are well supported by references say to the
reader, “Feel free to check it yourself and, by all means, use the information I’ve found to further your own stud-
ies.” This reflects another tendency in historical research: the desire to share discoveries. Holding back sources
raises both suspicion and eyebrows in readers.

Researching History

History just never gets old. Or does it? If historians use only verifiable and reliable sources, surely at some point
we should have all the history we’re ever going to need. But a paradox exists about history: it has a stale-date. Our
understanding of the past is constantly subject to change. This makes history open to revision, and its practition-
ers (that is, all serious historians) are sometimes pejoratively called revisionists. There do exist some landmark
studies that stand the test of time, but more often than not conclusions reached by historians a generation or more
ago are subject to a second (and third and fourth) look. Why is it that history is regularly “freshened up”?

New evidence emerges

Sometimes — although rarely — lost documents are found that shed new light on a historical event. For example,
in the article “Reluctant Warriors: British North Americans and the War of 1812,” author E. Jane Errington reveals

. Bruce Curtis, The Politics of Population: State Formation, Statistics, and the Census of Canada, 1840-1875 (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2001).
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previously unexamined evidence from the newspapers of the time that Upper Canadians were not the fearless pro-
tectors of the homeland that they had appeared to be in earlier accounts and in popular my‘[hology.5

More usual is for new evidence to emerge through discoveries made in a different field — say, medicine — that
prove to be relevant to historical studies. It is unlikely that Mary Ellen Kelm could have written Colonizing Bod-
ies: Aboriginal Health and Healing in British Columbia, 1900-50 without the knowledge that medical research
provided toward the end of the 20th century.6 Cross-fertilization of this kind happens all the time, transforming
definitive histories into conditional histories.

Figure 1.3 In this 1896 painting, General Isaac Brock encourages
the volunteer Upper Canadian troops in the War of 1812: “Push
on, brave York volunteers.” Recent research suggests that Upper
Canadian enthusiasm for the war was, in fact, muted.

Ideology matters

Ideologies (i.e., ideas and values that guide our understanding of society and economy and may also drive political
and personal agendas) also affect our perception of history. For example, Ian McKay of Queen’s University in
Kingston, Ontario, has been the key figure in identifying the importance of liberalism in Canadian history, both
as a phenomenon and as a lens through which the past is viewed. (Note that here we are talking about small-1 lib-
eralism, as opposed to capital-L Liberalism, which is associated with the Liberal Party of Canada.) Liberalism, as
a political ideology, places an emphasis on the individual. Whether in the role of consumer or voter or historical
actor, the individual has been promoted as more important to Canadian history and public policy than groups or
sub-nations.

Think about how this can affect our view of Canadian history. If the history of Canada is about the rise of the
individual in a liberal-democratic state (one in which more and more people get the vote and in which rights are
extended more and more broadly to individuals), how does that affect collectivities like First Nations? What about
the experiences of French Canadians who, at various times in their history, have demonstrated a strong predisposi-
tion for being seen as one nation first and as many individuals second? Or how does this ideology of individualism
square with the history of “working-class solidarity”?

After World War 1II small-1 liberal values combined with a moderate form of left-wing collectivism that sought
to enhance the condition of the individual by means of a larger, social welfare state. These ideals of democratic
rights and a social safety net were a formative influence on nearly three generations of historians. In your lifetime
there has been a growing reaction to state-liberalism from the Right. So-called neo-liberalism seeks a return to the
“classical liberalism” of the 18th and early 19th centuries wherein the individual operates in a free market unfet-
tered by government regulation and identity-group rights. The Left continues to provide a critique of liberalism/
individualism, and it is more supportive of collective identities while at the same time subscribing to the essen-
tially liberal view that individual choice in a democracy is non-negotiable. Just because these perspectives exist

E. Jane Errington, “Reluctant Warriors: British North Americans and the War of 1812,” The Sixty Years’ War for the Great Lakes,
1754-1814, eds. David Curtis Skaggs and Larry L. Nelson (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2001): 325-336.
Mary Ellen Kelm, Colonizing Bodies: Aboriginal Health and Healing in British Columbia, 1900-50 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1999).
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happily together in the mainstream does not mean they are not ideologically loaded. Historians writing from any
one of these perspectives will take a different view on the past.

Other “isms” have had an effect on historical writing as well. Marxism and Marxist historians draw attention to
the economic structures that overlay people’s lives in the past. Environmentalism invites us to look at the history
of the fur trade, resource-extraction industries like logging and fishing, and the fabric of cities in ways that recast
the environment from something that was acted upon to something that has an impact on human actors. Certainly
feminism continues to have an enormous and laudable impact on historical thinking. Theological approaches to
the writing of history are much less in vogue now than they once were, but imperialism (which, for centuries, had
a strong theological and evangelical component) continues to influence the story of the nation-state in profound
and very subtle ways. How scholars see society is one part of this ideological rainbow; how people in the past saw
society — ideologically — is another. It’s complicated, but it’s hugely important in the context of how history is
presented and written about.

Perspectives on what happened in the past may be informed by our concerns in the present, but that’s not the same
thing as saying that the past exists for the benefit of the present. The Maritimes historian George Rawlyk once
wrote that “all historical writing is basically autobiographical in nature.”” That is to say, the history we look for
reflects the interests of our time and is constrained by the ways that our culture thinks. A society that is interested
in the civil rights of women is more likely to ask questions on that topic than one that is not. By the same token,
earlier generations of historians looked to the past for answers to questions that most of us today would not care
to pose. The Canadian novelist William Gibson contributes this view: “The past changes. Our version of the past
will interest the future to about the extent we’re interested in whatever past the Victorians believed in.”" We have
concerns and perspectives that are different from past generations and from those that will be nourished by future
generations. This does not mean, however, that we have a licence to shop around in the past for vindications of
the present. It is in the nature of historical celebrations to claim that it is thanks to historical events that we enjoy
the freedoms that we do today, or that without the fur trade, Canada as we know it simply would not exist. This
is called the presentist fallacy. What if we view our present dimly due to high unemployment, repressive legis-
lation, massive cuts at the CBC, and environmental disaster constantly on the horizon? Would we then say that
these things are the fault of whatever it was that happened 270 years ago or that the fur trade is to blame? Bias
can be okay — we can be biased in our search for evidence of adolescent rebelliousness in early Nova Scotia and
ignore much else that was going on at that time — but we cannot favour one outcome over another and certainly
we cannot favour an outcome in our present.

Methodological approaches evolve

It isn’t enough for a historian to be a bloodhound who sniffs out the rare fact. The historian has to be a capable
and versatile analyst. That means that each generation of historians will find a new way of cracking the code of
the past. The application of good quantitative historical techniques borrowed from statistical sciences has had
a great impact on the telling of history, and has sometimes completely toppled older histories. An example of
an evolving approach is presented in Wendy Wickwire’s article “To See Ourselves as the Other’s Other,” which

G. A. Rawlyk, Ravished by the Spirit: Religious Revivals, Baptists, and Henry Alline (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen's University
Press, 1984), ix.
William Gibson, Pattern Recognition (New York: Berkley Books, 2005): 59.
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makes the case for using oral histories to examine events that took place centuries ago.9 More than 20 years
before Wickwire’s article appeared, Bruce Trigger made a similar point regarding ethnohistory and the study of
the Wendat/Huron First Nation. It is largely thanks to research of this kind that Aboriginal oral traditions have
acquired greater and greater respect and credibility in the courtroom over the last two decades. "’ Further, demo-
graphic historians, especially in Quebec, have devised new ways of analyzing population information held in
censuses, birth and death records, and baptismal and marriage records. The end effect is that history is constantly
being rewritten with new discoveries, new information, new perspectives, and new conclusions. It all makes for a
dynamic field, despite the reputation that history has in some quarters for being dusty, musty, and dull.

Figure 1.4 A page from the “Book of Negros,” which
lists the 3,000 African-Americans who departed from
New York as freed loyalists in 1783. Documents like
this may provide both qualitative and quantitative
evidence to historians.

Key Points

* Historical sources of all kinds are subject to the tests of verifiability and reliability.

» Historical revisions are invited by new evidence and changes in perspectives and methodologies.

Attributions

Figure 1.1
Shujing NCL 1 by White whirlwind is in the public domain.

Figure 1.2
Bartolomedelascasas by Nagypaja is in the public domain.

Figure 1.3
Push on, brave York volunteers by Scorpius59 is in the public domain.

Figure 1.4
2book0706b by Dr Wilson is in the public domain.

. Wendy C. Wickwire, "To See Ourselves as the Other's Other: Nlaka'pamux Contact Narratives," Canadian Historical Review 75, issue 1

(1994): 1-20.
For a detailed discussion of these developments, see Bruce Granville Miller, Oral History on Trial: Recognizing Aboriginal Narratives in
Court (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2011).



1.3 Making Histories

Where does history come from? Historians use a great many different sources to assemble information on the past.
Evidence comes in many forms.

To think like a historian, we must concern ourselves not only with what people did, but also with what they
thought they were doing. In every act that humans perform, however simple or banal, they are looking toward
the future. Nations don’t go to war for the sake of war; they do so to obtain more territory or to secure borders or
to chasten a neighbour in the future. Likewise, individuals make personal choices, such as emigrating or postpon-
ing marriage until they are older, because of how their decisions will “pay out” later on.

Peter Moogk, an accomplished historian of New France, encourages us to develop an deep understanding of past
societies: “If a historian is not immersed in the culture of the time being studied and has not grasped its inter-
nal logic, then that scholar’s reconstruction of past human behaviour will inevitably be superficial and anachro-
nistic.”’ To study history properly, we must creep around behind people in the past and try to look at the future
through their eyes. In order to do so, we must become open to the institutions and instincts of earlier eras and then
consult the detritus and records of our predecessors.

The sources that historians rely upon are grouped under two headings (which sometimes overlap). The first group
is primary sources, which are original materials that come to us directly from people in the past. Diaries, letters,
and reports of government inquiries are good examples of primary materials. The other group is secondary
sources, which generally are documents that examine primary documents and provide an interpretation. Both
types are discussed below.

Primary Sources

Figure 1.5 Primary sources are often held in archives.

Primary sources are often held in archives, and sometimes in museums. (Often the archives are in a museum.)

1. Peter Moogk, "Writing the Cultural History of Pre-1760 European Colonists," French Colonial History 4 (2003): 5.
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Archives may be private or semi-private, but the principal archival institutions in Canada are public and are
organized by levels of government. The National Library and Archives of Canada is housed in Ottawa, every
provincial capital has its own provincial archives, and most cities have one too. Most universities have their own
archives, which are sometimes called “special collections,” and large public libraries very often have a room ded-
icated to primary documents.

In this electronic age of ours, many public archives are available online through Archives Canada. As well,
increasingly, historical photographs and maps are available online. Still, there are times when a visit to the phys-
ical place is called for. It is typically in an archives that historians do the painstaking detective work that leads to
new discoveries about the past.

Exercise: Find the Archives

Wherever You Live, There’s an Archives

The town or city in which you live has one. Local museums usually have some kind of archives or a set of
local records, as do churches, military regiments, schools, and universities. It costs nothing to get into the
archives.

Where is the provincial archives nearest to you? How many local archives are attached to museums? To
churches? Regiments? Take a look at the online catalogue of any one of them. What kinds of things do
they have? Pick a topic — the local breweries, the street on which you live, a home-grown artist you like
— and see what they’ve got.

If possible, drop by and take a closer look. Ask the archivist about the collections. Tell him or her you’re
interested in learning what kinds of materials are collected and what most excites them. Describe in a cou-
ple of paragraphs the assets and, broadly, what makes them important resources for historical and/or com-
munity knowledge.

Finally, share what you’ve found with others. Go to Wikipedia or a community website and add that knowl-
edge.

Reading the Records

Primary documents can get you closer to actual participants in past events, but they are not without problems.
Think about it: Has anyone ever lied or embellished a story in his or her diary? Has there ever been an inquiry
without a political agenda in the background? Have you ever read a letter and wondered if it reveals the writer’s
thoughts or what the writer thinks you will understand by it? Take the Jesuit Relations, for example. These are
reports submitted by Jesuit missionaries in New France to their masters back home. There are many truths con-
tained in them, but you have to keep in mind that the Jesuits who prepared the Relations knew that they would be
read by people who had the power to cut off their supplies or to send them the reinforcements and materials essen-
tial to success. In the reports, were they overly optimistic about the likelihood of religious conversions among the
First Nations? Did they dramatize or downplay daily life? Both?
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Salt and pepper: comparing two paintings

If letters and reports can be duplicitous, what about paintings and maps? Take a look at Benjamin West’s
famous 1770 work, The Death of General Wolfe (Figure 1.6), which hangs in the National Gallery in
Ottawa. Clearly it is a very romantic interpretation of what actually took place in 1759, but what truths
does it reveal ... despite itself?

Figure 1.6 The Death of General Wolfe painted by Benjamin
West.

The pepper to West’s salt is The Death of Montcalm by Francois-Louis-Joseph Watteau, painted in 1800.
It, too, hangs in the National Gallery. It shows Montcalm dying on the battlefield, despite the fact that he
died in a surgeon’s home.

Figure 1.7 The Death of Montcalm painted by
Francois-Louis-Joseph Watteau.

N\

Exercise: Paintings as Primary Sources

Portrayals of Historic Events

Compare the above two famous — and canonical — representations of real events with three more:

Figure 1.9 Death of General Montcalm by Charles
William Jefferys (1869-1952).
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Figure 1.10 General Wolfe killed at the Siege of Quebec on
September 14, 1759. (1792)

Now answer these questions.

1. What differences do you see?

2. Who was the intended audience of each?

3. What purpose was each painting meant to serve?
4. Who is in each painting? Who is not?

5. How are those in the paintings depicted?

6. In the end, who do you trust and why?

In order to appreciate and make the most of primary documents, we need to follow some basic practices of critical

enquiry. The questions that follow are ones that you should ask of your sources (even secondary sources) and have

been posed by the historians whose articles and books you will read.

Identify the Source

What is the nature of the source?

You’ll want to know what kind of source it is — a newspaper, an oral history account, a diary entry, a gov-
ernment document, etc. — because different kinds of sources must be considered differently. For example,
you might think about a written description of a fur trade post differently than you would think about a pho-
tograph of one, or you might ask different questions of census data regarding poverty in the 1830s and 1840s
than you would of the recollections of Irish immigrants who arrived in the midst of the 1834 cholera epi-
demic. Knowing the type of source you’re dealing with can help you start to think about appropriate ques-
tions.

Who created this source, and what do you know about them?

Knowing something about who created the source can help you determine what biases they might have had,
what their relationship to the things they described in the source might have been, and whether this source
should be considered credible. Keep in mind that someone doesn’t have to be a famous leader or play a dra-
matic role in history to be a credible source. In terms of understanding the experience of the War of 1812, for
example, the writings of a militia soldier may be as valuable or even much more so than the correspondence
of General Isaac Brock.
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When was the source produced?

Knowing when the source was produced can help you put it into historical perspective. A discussion of slav-
ery in Canada, for example, would obviously be very different in the early 1700s (when most Canadian slaves
were Aboriginals), the 1790s (when John Graves Simcoe, lieutenant-governor of Upper Canada, introduced
an Act Against Slavery), and the mid-19th century (when the “underground railway” was shepherding Amer-
ican slaves north to freedom). If you don’t know when a source was written, you can’t put it in historical
context and understand how it connects to historical events. If you’re using a first-hand account that was
written some time after the events it describes, you might also take into account the passage of time in your
analysis. A record of events produced at the time has the advantage of freshness and a first-hand quality; it
has the disadvantage of a limited horizon and none of the benefits of hindsight. A subsequent reminiscence
or recollection of events may place things in perspective but it will likely lose a sense of the context of deci-
sions and actions and, of course, it is subject to forgetfulness.

Where was the source produced?

Just as it is important to situate the source in time, it’s also important to identify where the source was pro-
duced. If you found a letter describing Acadia, it would matter quite a bit if the letter was written by someone
living and working — or even visiting — the colony as opposed to an official sitting in a chateau somewhere
in France.

Contextualize the Source

What is the historical context for this source?

What was going on in the place and time that the source was created? What significant local, regional, or
global events might this source relate to? You can look for information about the historical context for your
sources in many places. Sometimes sources are packaged along with descriptive information that can help
you contextualize them. You can also consult secondary sources (like this textbook) to learn more about the
time and place in which the source was created.

How were the creators of your document(s) connected to their historical context?

Gender, race, and social and economic class all matter. So does ideological position. An account of the burn-
ing of the Parliament Buildings in Montreal in 1849, for example, will be of value only if you can determine
where the creator stood on the issue of the Rebellion Losses Bill. Was he or she opposed? Was the creator
involved in the arsonist mob that is described in the source? Figuring out how the author of your primary
document fitted into the historical context can help you think more critically and creatively about what he or
she had to say.

Why was the source created in the first place?

You’ll also want to know the motivations of the person who wrote the source, which may be easier to guess
after you know the historical context. Why do you think this source was created? Was it meant to be a pri-
vate document or was it intended for others to view? How do you know? If there was an intended audience,
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who was that audience? Family? The general public? Future generations? What did the creator of the source
intend for that audience to get out of it? Was he or she trying to persuade people to a particular point of view?
Simply recording daily events? Intentionally trying to deceive the audience? Trying to look good in the eyes
of the readers and/or posterity?

Naturally, you’ll want to extract as much factual information as you can from the source. Details are what you’re
after. But documents from the past are tricky and they might contain a surprise or two. What is the balance in
the document between opinion and verifiable fact? Opinion isn’t entirely without value, because you can then ask
why the creator of the document held that opinion. Also, ask what the source is not telling you. What information
might be withheld? Ask yourself what you expected to see that you didn’t? For example, it might seem odd to find
a letter written on July 1, 1867, that makes no mention of Confederation. Was that date not important to everyone
in British North America?

In addition you can look at documents for unintentional messages — revelations of perspectives and prejudices
that they so took for granted that they weren’t necessarily aware they were transmitting them to their audience. An
example is how women are regularly described in historic documents in a vocabulary of dependence and weak-
ness. Finally, be open to being surprised; documents may disclose much more than the facts. It is often only by
confronting the original documents that you may be able to do some justice to the truth of the past .

Just one example comes from the journals kept by the Hudson’s Bay Company’s field officers. These jour-
nals covered commerce, day-to-day life in the posts and forts, relations with Aboriginal peoples, and personnel
issues. The senior clerk at Fort Rupert on Vancouver Island in 1850 recorded in his journal that he was going to
discipline some of his men: “I shall put them in Irons,” he wrote. While that in itself may seem surprising, a look
at the original document reveals even more: it shows us that the clerk’s mental stability was in free fall. He was
so agitated that the word “Irons” is scrawled in letters nearly two inches tall and it is triple-underlined. The nib of
his quill pen nearly tore through the page.2

Figure 1.11 Hudson’s Bay Company trading post (ca.
1800).

CASE IN POINT

The Colonial Advocate was produced by William Lyon Mackenzie from 1824 to 1834, first in Kingston
and then in York/Toronto. Mackenzie was what is sometimes described as a “gadfly”: someone who dis-
comfits the comfortable. His attacks on the Upper Canadian ruling class, which he called the “Family Com-
pact,” were highly provocative and ultimately contributed to the Rebellions of 1837. Even if you know

2. Hudson's Bay Company Archives, Fort Rupert Journals 1 (638), 28 April 1850.
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nothing of 19th-century newspapers, you’ll know that they were highly different from those of today. Who
would Mackenzie be writing for? Literacy was hardly universal in the 1830s. Like all publishers, he was in
business to make money, so you need to ask what and who his market was. Was his combative stance part
of his marketing strategy? The point is that newspaper accounts (then as now) don’t occur in a vacuum.
Newspapers are interpretative documents in that they try — to some extent — to make sense of events
even as they report on them.

Secondary Sources

When historians consult the works of other historians, they are using secondary sources. Overwhelmingly these
are documents that examine primary documents and provide an interpretation. The shelves of libraries are full
of secondary sources, which may come in the form of books or scholarly journals (such as the Canadian Histori-
cal Review or Labour/Le Travail). Every article you read on a historical topic is a secondary source (assuming that
it’s not just pure invention and fantasy). These are sources that filter primary evidence. Sometimes that’s good;
sometimes it’s not. You, as the reader, have to be critically aware of that filter. And keep in mind that the distinc-
tion between primary and secondary is not always clear. For example, let’s say that you’re reading a history of
New France written in 1800. It’s a secondary source that made use of primary documents, but it is simultaneously
itself a primary source, in that it is evidence of how people thought in 1800.

Making Sense of the Past

Teodoro Agoncillo, a historian of the Philippines, captures in a few lines what most historians know (and often
say):

There is a great similarity between legal evidence and historical evidence. The only difference lies in the fact that in legal
evidence it is the judge who determines whether the account of a witness is acceptable or not... The historian is prosecut-
ing attorney and defence attorney and the judge all rolled into one, and [she or he] is the narrator and the interplreter.3

This is why historians say that the facts cannot speak for themselves. Our responsibility is to cross-examine the
facts and to lay out clearly what they reveal. As the great British historian E. H. Carr wrote in the middle of the
last century,

The facts speak only when the historian calls on them: It is he who decides to which facts to give the floor, and in what
order or context. It was, I think, one of Pirandello’s characters who said that a fact is like a sack — it won’t stand up till
you’ve put something in it. The only reason why we are interested to know that the battle was fought at Hastings in 1066
is that historians regard it as a major historical event. It is the historian who has decided for his own reasons that Caesar’s
crossing of that petty stream, the Rubicon, is a fact of history, whereas the crossing of the Rubicon by millions of other
people before or since interests nobody at all.!

3. Teodoro A. Agoncillo, Talking History: Conversations with Teodoro A. Agoncillo (Manila: De La Salle University Press, 1995).
4. E. H. Carr, What is History? (London: Penguin, 1961): 11.
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Figure 1.12 E.H. Carr, British historian.

Events and personalities to which we apply importance are a matter of choice. If we want to tell the story of New
France from the point of view of the French, that’s one perspective; if we decide, however, to tell that story from
the point of view of the Wendat (on whose territory New France impinged) that will be a very different history. In
other words, history doesn’t exist independently of the human imagination: it is something that is created.

Key Points

* Historical sources fall into two categories: primary (original documents produced by people in the
past) and secondary (interpretative documents produced by people who made — and make — use of
primary sources).

Attributions

Figure 1.5
Fondos archivo by Archivo-FSP is used under a CC-BY-SA 3.0 license.

Figure 1.6
Benjamin West 005 by Alexander Shatulin is in the public domain.

Figure 1.7
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Figure 1.8
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Figure 1.9
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Figure 1.12
E.H. Carr by Themightyquill is in the public domain.



1.4 The Current State of Historical Writing in Canada

It’s one thing to know about some of the key events in Canada’s history; it’s another to know a thing or two about
how our history came to be written.

Part of the challenge is defining what constitutes history. For example, it is often said that Canada is a young coun-
try without much history. A response to that claim is that Canada is actually a few years older than the modern
states of Italy and Germany. Doing so, however, is to fall into the trap of thinking that a constitution defines
a country and its history. Others point out that the existence of New France stretches back to the early 1600s
(which makes Canada quite a bit older still) and before that there was not much going on in the way of settlement.
But that perspective writes off entirely the Aboriginal, pre-contact experience. In response, some people argue
that the history of Canada is limited to the literate societies in Canada, and before the arrival of Europeans there
existed only illiterate societies. In other words, they argue that no written record = no history.

This viewpoint is not defensible. In Britain, historians of ancient times don’t fold up their tents when they get
into the pre-Roman past. If they did, nothing would have been studied about Stonehenge, for example. The lands
that have become Canada are littered with burial mounds, old fortifications, petroglyphs and pictographs, ancient
foot trails, bison pounds, and fishing weirs. Intertidal fishtraps in Comox Bay on Vancouver Island have been car-
bon-dated to at least 800 years before the present; their scale and design are both staggering and beautiful. Oral
traditions, moreover, punch a hole through that artificial barrier erected between the colonialist past and that of
pre-contact times. This territory that we call Canada has so much history that the greatest challenge is how to
organize it and understand it.

Figure 1.13 Fishing weirs like this one from the Cowichan River
(ca. 1866) were built by Aboriginal peoples across Canada long
before contact. Wood, a readily available building material in
northern North America, was used far more widely than stone,
but it leaves less evidence behind. [[.ong Description]

Careless and Wrong: Nationalist Histories

What most people think of as the “proper subject of history” is the story of regimes. And certainly it is easy —

19



1.4 THE CURRENT STATE OF HISTORICAL WRITING IN CANADA - 20

and meaningful — to think of historical periods associated with different political organisms. Whether it is New
France, Nova Scotia, or Wendake (the Huron Confederacy), each administrative era imposes certain structures on
its people and their lives. Harbours get built, systems of land ownership (individual, family, collective) are rec-
ognized and sometimes imposed, alliances with neighbours are forged and broken. The little things — the things
that mark the course of a lifetime — are also associated with regimes. Think of practices associated with reaching
adulthood, marriage, burial, and mourning. Spiritual and religious authority has to reside somewhere, even if it
is in a common set of non-institutionalized beliefs. And when regimes change, all those practices can be lost. Or,
conversely, their preservation becomes a fundamental creed of the survivor population. In any event, history’s
focus on governments, empires, and nation states has a long pedigree.

In Canada the business of establishing a legitimate country with something like a national identity depended on
the writing of national histories. The 20th century witnessed a parade of classically trained historians based in the
oldest anglophone universities (University of Toronto, McGill, Queen’s), developing powerful narratives of the
epic of New France, the Conquest, the Loyalists, the rise of liberal-democratic processes, and the achievement of
Confederation. George M. Wrong (1860-1948), Donald Creighton (1902-1979), and J.M.S. Careless (1919-2009)
were key figures in this phase of Canadian historiography, and all were based in the Department of History at the
University of Toronto.

Figure 1.14 George MacKinnon Wrong.

This National School approach was essentially small-c conservative in its ideology, Anglican in its creed, and
mostly capital-C Conservative in its politics. There were regular challenges from the Left, particularly in the
1930s, but few other historians enjoyed as much influence. Certainly feminist challenges were almost impossible
with the absence of women in any university history departments. The situation was even more parlous for non-
Whites, non-Christians, and non-nationalists. The National School only began to face serious challenges in the
1960s, by which time there was growing dissatisfaction with it in academic circles.

Generation Gap: The New Social History

The rise of the baby boom generation brought to universities huge numbers of young Canadians who were con-
cerned with the histories of working people, non-Whites, and women. The topics of race, class, and gender — for-
merly untended — scrambled to the top of the historian’s agenda. The rise of multiculturalism — as a fact and as
an official policy — facilitated further the growth of layered histories of ethnicities, each of which had a thing or
two to say about gender and social class. As well, the Canadian regions and provinces found they had tales to tell
that were either subsumed within the larger national narrative or ran in very different, sometimes contrary, direc-
tions. National History School, by contrast, gave centre stage to the accomplishments of elite groups, political
leaders, industrialists, and big media. Their representatives in the pages of history books were, of course, all but
100% males and equally white. Their representatives in the history departments of Canadian universities tended
to be drawn from the same demographic. Then the ground rather suddenly shifted.
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Figure 1.15 Simon Fraser University (top left), the University of
Victoria (top right), the U.S. Civil Rights Movement (bottom
left), and Florence Bird, Chair of the Royal Commission on the
Status of Women, 1967-70 (bottom right).

The baby boom generation witnessed the creation of a new cadre of universities. In the western half of the
country alone a half dozen appeared: Simon Fraser University and the Universities of Victoria, Calgary, Leth-
bridge, Regina, and Winnipeg. Each of these became crucibles for new approaches to the field. The civil rights
movement in the United States, protests against the war in Southeast Asia, the rise of second wave feminism, and
the appearance of what became known as the New Left influenced campuses across North America and beyond.
While the Quiet Revolution was underway in Quebec, English Canada was undergoing significant intellectual
and cultural challenges as well." In the field of history all this played out in challenges to the National History
School and took the form of the new social history. A rising generation of historians turned their back on themes
like nation building, railways, and political biography, and produced scores of books on the history of labour,
women, immigrant experiences, and Aboriginal peoples. New thematically oriented scholarly journals appeared,
such as Labour/Le Travail, Urban History Review, and Histoire Sociale/Social History, and these were joined by
regional historical journals like Acadiensis and BC Studies.

History Wars

The old order of historians didn’t stay quiet about these changes. As the politics of identity gained ground, some
scholars began to systematically criticize the fracturing of the historical vision of the country’s past. Fragmen-
tation of the story into smaller identities, they argued, didn’t enhance opportunities to learn a broader range of
histories, it undermined the ability of Canadians to learn a common, core story about themselves. By the 1990s
the so-called history wars were fully underway. A leading figure in that conflict was Jack Granatstein, a graduate
of the Royal Military College of Canada and a distinguished historian based at Toronto’s York University. For-
eign affairs historians like Granatstein were particularly disturbed by the rise of histories of sexualities, women’s
experiences, counter-nationalisms, First Nations, and many others — all of which appeared to undermine the pos-
sibility of a shared national past. Granatstein sniffed at social history as so much “housemaid’s knee in Belleville”;
needless to say, social historians and feminists were outraged. The CBC television series The Valour and the Hor-
ror (1992), about three significant battles in World War II, became a lightening rod for this debate, one that even
found its way onto the floor of the Senate. Six years later Granatstein would publish Who Killed Canadian His-
tory?, a polemical attack on the “fragmenters” within the academy. The provocative title of his book tells you a
lot about how desperate the defenders of conventional approaches had become. What that cohort longed for was a
singular story of “our great nation,” one that everyone — more or less — could agree to, one that new immigrants
to Canada could learn as part of the fitting-in process.

Indeed, the multitude of voices that were being heard and broadcast in the 1990s on the subject of Canadians’
past was cacophonous. Early in this century, however, a growing trend toward interdisciplinary studies marked

. On intellectual and cultural changes in English Canada in these years, see José Igartua, The Other Quiet Revolution: National Identities in
English-Canada, 1945-71 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006).
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the beginning of the process of synthesis. Ruth Sandwell, a historian of education at the University of Toronto, has
addressed the tensions between fragmentation and synthesis in the classroom. She has observed that “history edu-
cation in the schools has moved away from a much narrower vision of citizenship education as explicitly patriotic
narrative.” This opens up opportunities for historians to use their specialized knowledge — even in the narrowest
of subfields — to contribute to undergraduate knowledge and social good by focusing on “a disciplinary under-
standing of what history is and what it does.”” Rather than build “citizenship” around a history of prime ministers
and wars, the key is to “convey the kinds of historical understanding that scholars are suggesting ‘the people’
need in a pluralist democracy.” University of Western Ontario history professor Alan MacEachern takes this a
step further, In his article, “A Polyphony of Synthesizers: Why Every Historian of Canada Should Write a History
of Canada”, he challenges historians to attempt synthesis to develop a national history — even if it comes from
a fairly small fragment of the larger field. One of the most difficult specialties that nevertheless holds out much
promise for a new perspective on the story of Canada would be a very broad history of childhood.”

Nothing, of course, stands still for long. The innovators of the 1960s and 1970s have themselves been eclipsed
by new approaches. The most advanced and promising of these deal with environmental history. There is possi-
bly no avenue of historical enquiry that is quite so interdisciplinary. Environmental history was once mainly about
animals and nature; now it is more concerned with what we think of as nature and how that notion has changed
historically. Where it was once informed heavily by geography, lately it has become more influenced by philoso-
phy. One understanding of environmental history is provided by Jan Oosthoek, formerly a professor at Scotland’s
University of Stirling in What is Environmental History? [ YouTube].

2. R.W. Sandwell, "Synthesis and Fragmentation: the Case of Historians as Undergraduate Teachers," Active History. Accessed January 4,
2015, http://activehistory.ca/papers/rsandwell/.
3. The work of Neil Sutherland on English-Canadian childhood is outstanding as is Robert McIntosh's, but a national synthesis is still needed.
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Key Points

Every generation writes its own history, in part, because:

» Perspectives change.
» Sources for historical analysis change.

» Methodological approaches evolve.

Attributions

Figure 1.3
Salmon weir at Quamichan Village on the Cowichan River, Vancouver Island by Themightyquill is in the public
domain.

Figure 1.14
George MacKinnon Wrong?2 by Materialscientist is used under a CC-BY 4.0 International license.

Figure 1.15

SFU Tour by kardboard604 is used under a CC-BY-NC 2.0 license (first); On Golden Pond by Nick Kenrick is
used under a CC BY-NC-SA 2.0 license (second); Civil rights movement: 1964 march on washington by Aude is
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1967-70 by Harry Palmer. This image cannot be used for commercial purposes without Mr. Harry Palmer’s per-
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Video 1.1
What is Environmental History? by Jan Oosthoek is used under a CC-BY 3.0 Unported license.

Long Descriptions

Figure 1.13 long description: A wooden fishing weir stretches across a large stream. Sticks are tied close together
facing down to make a barrier and are attached to a long log which spans the width of the stream to trap fish.
[Return to Figure 1.13]



1.5 Summary

The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.

— L.P.Hartley (1953)

Writing history does not take place in a vacuum, nor is it a straightforward process. There are issues associated
with cause and effect that have not been considered here: questions regarding what actually can be known, the
extent to which one may draw lessons from the past, and so on. Two things may be said for certain by way of
advice to an undergraduate beginning the study of Canadian history:

1. Just because a community or nation is small or young doesn’t meant that its history is unimportant. This
statement isn’t made as a special plea in the face of grand national histories written by British or American
scholars. Those great sweeping, heroic accounts are essentially a licence to engage in more sweeping and
not-so-heroic escapades. Our story is not that of our leaders; our story is ours, and it matters. One may learn
a great deal from a careful study of an 18th-century Newfoundland outport, a textile mill in Victorian
Ontario, or a single tenement building in 1860s Montreal. Likewise, the experience of the Plains Cree over
200 years of commercial interaction with Europe reveals a great deal about adaptability and human agency.

2. Good history requires heavy lifting. Historians commit years of their lives to research in archives and
libraries trying to produce something worth reading. None, however, would absolve you of your responsi-
bility to read closely, criticize, and analyze. Is the evidence convincing? Do the right witnesses make it to
the stand? Are the right questions being asked? You have our permission and you have a responsibility to
read the material as if it matters.

Canadian history isn’t one story; it is many. This chapter has reviewed some of the basics of studying history with
the hope that it will open you to the possibility of different understandings of the past. What the British writer L.P.
Hartley had to say about history is true and valuable. When you travel to other countries you try not to judge or
to impose your frame of reference too rigidly on people who do things differently and for reasons you might not
easily perceive. In that spirit, welcome to a history that you may claim as your own regardless of how exotic it
may appear to be.
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Key Terms

archives: Collections of original documents, including print-based objects like personal letters, official
reports, journals, newspapers, maps, government papers, and so on. Archival collections may also include
photographs, music (in a variety of forms), and textiles. Technically, your own collection of original mate-
rials is an archive but, for the purposes of history courses, archives are official repositories that may or may
not be open to the public.

baby boom generation: Individuals born in the post-Depression era of the 20th century. Low nuptial and
fertility rates began to recover as early as 1937 in some parts of Canada and the rates continued to rise
through the Second World War, accelerating until the early 1960s.

civil rights movement: In the United States, a movement principally in support of improved legal and
civil rights for African-Americans. The movement is regarded as running from 1954 to 1968. It produced
other movements associated with demands for rights for other groups that had historically faced prejudice
and systemic marginalization.

collectivities: Groups of people who identify as part of a social body that may or may not correspond to a
political unit. For example, First Nations peoples may identify collectively as First Nations, as opposed to
(or perhaps in addition to) their identity as Cree or Mi’kmaq. French Canadian identity very often exists
independent of (and sometimes in contrast to) a larger bicultural Canadian identity.

demographic historians: Historians of population trends and mechanisms.

environmental history: The history of human interaction with natural and human-made settings. The
environment may be a pristine one or an urban context. In some cases it is a study of how human activity
impacts the environment (and vice versa); in others it studies the idea of the environment and how that
concept changes over time.

environmentalism: A philosophical interpretation of human interactions with the environment. May also
refer to an activist movement and critique regarding the negative impacts of those interactions.

ethnohistory: A branch of academic studies that bridges anthropological and historical approaches, ethno-
history is principally concerned with non-European societies.

feminism: An analysis of power relations that posits the existence of systemic barriers to equality between
humans based on sexual identity. Feminism calls for a program of political and social action aimed at
improving the conditions of females.

historiography: Historical writing and the study of historical writing.

ideologies: Ideas and values that guide our understanding of society and the economy and may also drive
political and personal agendas.

imperialism: A philosophical position that encourages the extension of one nation’s/empire’s power over
other, subject peoples. May take the form of colonialization, military conquest, or a campaign of propa-
ganda and ideas.

interdisciplinary studies: Academic approaches that combine traditionally separate disciplines, such as
biology and history.

Marxism: An ideology and mode of analysis associated with the 19th-century German philosopher, Karl
Marx. This body of theory argues that political and social relations in the past and present are determined
principally by economic structures. As an ideology it argues for changes to productive relations that will
result in greater equity and the end of social class barriers.
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p

multiculturalism: Both a phenomenon (that is, the relatively equitable co-existence within a community
of people from distinct cultural traditions) and a policy (i.e., one that embraces diversity). There were,
therefore, multicultural communities in pre-Confederation Canada but multiculturalism only became
widely supported in the post-World War II era.

National School: Sometimes called Nationalist History or National History School. Refers to accounts
of the past that emphasize the growth and evolution of the nation-state as the proper focus of historical
studies, as opposed to social or economic relations.

New Left: A political movement in the 1960s and 1970s that opposed the U.S. action in the Vietham War
and supported the civil rights movement. Influential on university campuses at mid-century, the New Left
had an impact on historical and other academic studies.

new social history: A school of historical studies that drew attention to race, gender, and social class as
defining features of historical experience, new social history developed a view of past societies from the
“bottom up.”

oral histories: Non-written accounts of events in the past. These can be accounts provided by contempo-
raries of the events they describe or part of an oral tradition, which suggests a multi-generational account
that is preserved carefully in the retelling. Oral histories are particularly important in the study of non-lit-
erate societies.

presentist fallacy: The belief that the events of the past are directly responsible for conditions in the pre-
sent. Presentism often ignores intervening events. It also tends to thank the past for positives (such as
current freedoms) while it seldom holds the past accountable for liabilities (such as a lacklustre economy,
continuing struggles over equality, etc.).

primary sources: Original historical resources, such as diaries, letters, and government inquiries.

quantitative historical technique: Many historical methods take advantage of statistical sources rather
than (or in addition to) qualitative sources like diaries and personal letters. Tax ledgers, census manuscripts,
land surveys, and many kinds of church records provide enough information for us to work toward aggre-
gate knowledge of people in the past.

Quiet Revolution: A political and social phenomenon in post-World War II Quebec that saw the power of
the clergy and conservative elements eclipsed by a liberal-nationalist movement.

revisionist: A historian who re-evaluates history and revises it based on new understandings. As a critical
term, “revisionist” is sometimes used to describe historians who change histories for political purposes.

second wave feminism: Associated principally with the 1960s and 1970s, second wave feminism focused
on systemic discriminations in domestic and public environments, calling for equality in pay/treatment in
the workplace, an end to sexism, and legislation to protect women’s reproductive rights.

secondary sources: Documents that examine primary documents and provide an interpretation. Historical
studies of past events are, by definition, secondary sources.

Short Answer Exercises

1. Where do you encounter historical messages? Stretch out your antennae for one day and make a
list of every time history is invoked or you are instructed on some aspect of the past.

2. Whether in a classroom or otherwise, how many times during the day do you encounter this thing
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called “history”? How is history being used in those encounters? Is it to confirm something you
already knew or believed? Is it being used to change your mind about something?

3. Historical research involves a careful assessment of sources. What criteria are the historian’s
standbys?

4. Many factors ensure that the historical record will be revisited on a regular basis. Name a few of
them.

Suggested Readings

1. Gordon, Alan. “The Many Meanings of Jacques Cartier.” In The Hero and the Historians: Historiogra-
phy and the Uses of Jacques Cartier. Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010.

2. Greer, Allan. “National, Transnational, and Hypernational Historiographies: New France Meets Early
American History.” Canadian Historical Review 91, no.4 (December 2010): 695-724.

3. Kealey, Greg S. “Harper and Non-History.” Labour/Le Travail (May 2014): 213-215.

4. McKillop, A.B. “Who Killed Canadian History? A View from the Trenches.” Canadian Historical
Review 99, no.2 (June 1999): 269-300.
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PART 2

Chapter 2. Aboriginal Canada before Contact



2.1 Introduction

When does the history of Canada begin? If we think of Canada as a political entity, then we will offer up one
kind of answer (although, in all likelihood, we won’t agree at the outset on the answer). If we think of Canada
as a space roughly defined by our current borders and as a stage on which humans perform, then the answer is
necessarily going to take us as deeply into the past as we can go.

Having taken on the question of how do we know what it is we think we know? in Chapter 1, this chapter tackles
the challenge of pushing back the frontier of history. Generations of students learned that the moment of con-
tact between Europeans and Aboriginal peoples in the “Americas” marks the end of pre-history in this hemisphere
and the beginning of the historical period. But that perspective has changed.

Learning Objectives

» Explain the various interpretations, scientific and religious, of the origins of indigenous peoples in
the New World.

» Describe the political, cultural, and social differences between the major eras of the pre-contact peo-
ples of Canada.

* Describe the political, cultural, and social differences between the groups of the major regions of
Canada.

* Identify the great empires and confederacies of the pre-contact Americas.
* Locate the many different peoples of what is now Canada and its borderlands.

* Describe the different language groups, the different economic orders of the northlands, and their
interconnectedness.

» Argue critically against notions of “pan-Indianism” and speak to the advantages enjoyed by Aborigi-
nal societies in the absence of European contact.
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2.2 History without Archives

The idea that the Americas have no history before the arrival of Europeans derives mainly from the apparent
absence of a written record. European, Middle Eastern, and Asian civilizations evolved highly bureaucratic and
centralized administrative functions based on the ability to write things down. The influential Canadian economic
historian, Harold Innis, described the impact of writing on the building of empires in his 1951 book, The Bias of
Communication. He argued that there are two kinds of communications: time-biased and space-biased.

+ Time-biased media seek to transcend time. They are heavy and durable, such as clay and stone. They have a
long lifespan but they do not encourage the extension of empires. Think here of ancient Egypt or Sumeria
as examples. Innis associated these media with the customary, the sacred, and the moral: they’re heavy on
gods and proclamations, light on detailed instructions. Time-biased media facilitate the development of
social and economic hierarchies. They also favour the growth of religion and the hegemony that religion
imposes on secondary institutions, such as education. For Innis, speech is also a time-biased medium.
Speech, in the form of oral culture, can be passed down from generation to generation, yet does not encour-
age territorial expansion. Oral culture is concerned with preserving values and traditional knowledge. Oral
cultures emphasize their past and create a collective society rich in tradition, ceremony, and custom.

» Space-biased media, conversely, seek to obliterate physical boundaries. They are light and transportable and
can be transmitted over distances. They are associated with secular and territorial societies and facilitate the
expansion of empire over land and sea. Paper (and papyrus) is an example of space-biased media: it is read-
ily transported, but has a relatively short lifespan since it degrades and can be easily destroyed or lost. Writ-
ing, closely linked with paper, is also an example of a space-biased media. Writing emphasizes the present
and the future, and is not localized like oral culture. Writing is grounded in technical knowledge and facili-
tates the growth of states, political authorities, and decentralized institutions."

Many societies — perhaps most or even all — combine elements of both kinds of media, but they also privilege
one over the other. Europeans in the 1400s had space-biased media at their disposal, in the form of writing. This
gave them the power to pass instructions across long supply lines that wrapped their way around Africa and across
the Atlantic. It gave their delegates the ability to devise documents that assigned “ownership” to lands they’d just
encountered. And it was the very embodiment of their belief system, bound up in the form of the Holy Bible.

Indigenous peoples in this hemisphere had time-biased media, which put them at a disadvantage in many
ways (which we’ll explore in Chapter 3). But the important point is that they did have media; they had a written

1. The Libraries and Archives of Canada, Old Messengers, New Media: The Legacy of Innis and McLuhan. Accessed January 5,
2015, http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/innis-mcluhan/030003-1030-e.html.
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record, which the Europeans chose to ignore or attempt to destroy where it challenged their own media. Oral tra-
dition was, as well, disregarded and disrespected by Europeans and, from the 19th century on, attacked in schools
and in the courts. Consequently, it is a generally, and wrongly, held belief that the Americas (as we’ve come to
call them) had no historic record. In truth, writing, media, and historic accounts were widespread.

The Archive of Place

One of the barriers to appreciating the depth of history in what is now Canada is our commitment to the notion of
the country being “new” in the so-called New World. In fact, human occupation of the northern half of this con-
tinent began at least 14,000 years ago and probably much earlier. That is a long time indeed — long enough for
any group of people to establish a profound relationship with their location, with their place. This is no less true
of the indigenous peoples of Canada than it is of the peoples of the Steppe, the Gobi, the Orkneys, or Melanesia.
Places themselves are a record of memory, most of which is accessible only to those who know how to read it.

In his study of British Columbia’s Chilcotin Plateau, The Archive of Place, William J. Turkel describes the com-
plex of grease trails of the region. This was the extensive system of footpaths carved out of very challenging
terrain in order to facilitate communication and commerce between the west coast and the interior plateau. They
were called grease trails because of the trade in oolichan grease (a fish oil) that was ported on the backs of hun-
dreds of freight-bearers over hundreds of kilometres. Turkel writes,

For the people of Ulkatcho, as for their Aboriginal neighbours throughout the Chilcotin, memory is everywhere anchored
in the landscape, along the grease trails and rivers, of course, but also in the meadows and forests between. For them,
there is not a single trail that connects the Fraser [River] with the [Pacific] coast or that unites provinces east and west;
rather, there is a dense, lived mesh of trails and a cyclicity and seasonality of travel.”

Each trail, with its multitude of markers, rock cairns, and boundaries signifies to its reader a history of commerce,
conflict, stability, and change. In societies with a strong oral tradition, these are stimulants to memory. They act
just as a series of volumes on a shelf might.

Across Canada, there are many places similarly invested with meaning and symbols, in many forms. Lobsticks,
for example, show up across the country:

Aboriginal inhabitants of the boreal forest would shape a tall and conspicuous white spruce or pine tree by “lopping”
most of its branches off. Branches that strategically pointed in the right direction would remain. The top would bush out
in a tuft, making it easy to spot. Nearby trees were cut and hauled away, leaving the lobstick in rather lonely splendour.
Lobsticks were used in many ways, both practical and symbolic. They were often signposts, chosen and designed to mark
trails, portages, and pathways through the boreal forest, berry patches or hunting grounds. °

Figure 2.1 Petroglyphs found near
Peterborough, Ontario.

2. William J. Turkel, The Archive of Place: Unearthing the Pasts of the Chilcotin Plateau (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2007 ), 109.
3. Merle Massie, "Lobstick: Canada's next symbol?" ActiveHistory.com, http://activehistory.ca/2012/10/lobstick-canadas-next-symbol/.
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Figure 2.2 Petroglyphs near Bella Coola, in Nuxalk territory,
British Columbia.

Rock paintings (pictographs) and rock carvings (petroglyphs) are other visible records of storytelling and mean-
ing, and a reminder of the long-term human occupation of Canada. These traces of memory are found in many
parts of the country. Less durable examples of record keeping include the winter counts maintained on animal
hides and other surfaces by several plains nations, especially the Lakota, one of the Sioux nations. Totemic illus-
trations — on poles, house faces, tipis — often announce clans and lineages, implicitly another record of past
events.

The Written Record

Aboriginal written records — of a kind that compares more completely with those of Asia, Europe, and Africa —
abounded in Mesoamerica. The Mayan civilizations in particular advanced writing to a point where it included
glyphs (symbols for things or people) and syllabics (symbols that represent a sound or, indeed, an entire word).
The work of the Mayans rested on the foundations established by still earlier civilizations in the region. Their
neighbours and successors, the Aztecs, had their own similar written form of communication.

Scrolls written by Aztec authors and scribes from the period both before and after the arrival of Europeans are
known as codexes, or codices. Mayan codexes also exist, although many from both nations were destroyed
by Spanish invaders who regarded these remarkable forms of writing as highly suspect, because they believed
“the word of God” was written only in Latin, not Nahuatl, let alone hieroglyphics.

Figure 2.3 Maya glyphs in stucco at the Museo de sitio in
Palenque, Mexico.

Figure 2.4 An example of
Yucatec Maya writing, ca.
11th-12th century CE from
Chichen Itza, preserved in the
Dresden Codex.

The nearest equivalent or comparable script known in Canada are the birchbark scrolls prepared by members of
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the Anishinaabeg nation. Some scrolls found in a cave near Burntside Lake in Quetico Provincial Park, Ontario,
near the Minnesota border, have been carbon-dated to the mid-16th century. It is likely that they first appeared in
the proto-contact period if not the pre-contact period. The scrolls vary in size and shape: most are about 30 cen-
timetres wide and up to 1 metre long. Some show signs of binding and indexing. Images and symbols are drawn
on the soft inner surface of the bark and sometimes darkened in black, red, or blue. The subject matter ranges
from the banal to the sublime, from simple instructions and maps to spiritual tales and lessons. A secret or at least
semi-secret medicine society called Midewiwin was responsible for preserving and reproducing scrolls as they
became more fragile or at risk from missionaries and colonial administrators. For that reason, these documents are
often called “Midewiwin scrolls.”

The Oral Record

As Innis observed, societies that write on stone but not on paper are more likely to be time-biased. One of the
qualities of such cultures is that they are well suited for a strong oral tradition. Certainly these societies move
around, but overwhelmingly they move within cycles and retain a deep attachment to a particular locale. They
gather annually, in some cases to exchange goods, seek marriage partners, determine group responses to threats
or opportunities, and indulge in oratory. Without exception, European observers in the earliest days of contact
(and, in some areas, much later as well) commented on the oratorical skills of Aboriginal speakers. Whether in the
longhouses of the Haudenosaunee (Five Nations Iroquois) or the seaside camps of the Mi’kmaq, Europeans wit-
nessed the fruit of a long tradition of storytelling that paid close attention to the core elements of a tale, preserving
its integrity while allowing for personal style. To be able to tell a familiar tale well and with panache was highly
valued among Aboriginal societies. This included “true” stories of history.

Some 50 years ago, when Bruce Trigger was preparing his landmark two-volume history of the Huron/Wen-
dat, The Children of Aataentsic, he demonstrated the value of what came to be known as “ethnohistory.”4 This
included extensive and critical use of the oral tradition which, of course, meant working very closely and respect-
fully with Aboriginal peoples, especially elders. Many years later, Wendy Wickwire demonstrated how the oral
tradition — whether living or transcribed years ago — passed the historians’ tests of reliability and verifiability.
Comparing the oral record of the Nlaka’pamux with fur trader and explorer Simon Fraser’s written account of
contact in 1808, she found both remarkable similarities and revealing differences.5 After 1492 and for the next
500 years “Old World” epidemic diseases raced back and forth across the Americas, leading to demographic dis-
asters, which in some communities, ruptured and even broke the chain of the oral tradition. This was the worst-
case scenario but fortunately, many pre-contact accounts continue to be nurtured.

s !

Audio 2.1

This sound clip is of Aboriginal voices retrieved from the late 19th century, specifically, the Nlaka’pamux
Dance Song (recorded by Franz Boas).

Bruce Trigger, The Children of Aataentsic: A History of the Huron People to 1660 (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press,
1987).

Wendy C. Wickwire, "To See Ourselves as the Other's Other: Nlaka'pamux Contact Narratives," Canadian Historical Review 75, issue 1
(1994): 1-20.
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http://opentextbc.ca/preconfederation/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2015/01/Dance_Song_of_the_Thomp-
son_River_Indiansl.ogg

Perhaps still more remarkable has been the survival in the oral tradition of accounts of megafauna, includ-
ing a giant beaver that non-Aboriginals understood to be a mythical creature. We now know the stories
about gargantuan beavers are true: their skeletal remains have been found throughout Canada, some of
them measuring 2.5 metres in length and indicating a body weight of as much as 100 kilograms. These
massive rodents became extinct about 10,000 years ago, and yet recollections of their existence appear
to have been passed down orally across thousands of generations. The lesson of this scrupulous research
seems clear: if you want to know something about the history of Aboriginal peoples you might try listening
to Aboriginal historians. A further lesson for Canada as a whole would be to value storytellers more highly.

The Archaeological Record

A further method of reaching into the pre-contact past is by digging it up — literally. Archaeology, as both
a science and a school of thought, has evolved a great deal since its emergence in the 18th century. Since
that time, it has become increasingly systematic, thorough, and technical. What is called the archaeologi-
cal record contributes a great deal to current understandings of human experience in what is now Canada
and elsewhere in the Americas.

Keep in mind that archaeology originally developed as a technique for studying earlier and long-gone
Mediterranean societies like those of classical Rome, Greece, Egypt, and the lands stretching east from
Syria through the Euphrates Valley. Its application, too, to sites in Britain and France (e.g., Stonehenge and
the Ardéeche caves) did not involve any local, living populations. In Europe, the archaeological study of
more recent societies is usually described as historical archaeology. The modifier “historical” is, reveal-
ingly, not consistently used in North America when it comes to the study of Aboriginal peoples. In the
late-19th century, however, much ethnographic work was described as “salvage ethnography,” in that it
was presented by its Euro-Canadian practitioners as an effort to “save” evidence of an extinct people,
despite the fact that those people were living just down the road. An archaeological dig on Sto:lo or Mon-
tagnais territory occurs in close proximity to people whose lives are, in point of fact, continuations of the
stories being excavated.

As Trigger has pointedly observed, the “ethnohistorian normally depends upon documentary evidence that
was produced not by the people” who are being studied, “but by representatives of a radically different cul-
ture.” This is important to keep in mind when assessing the archaeological evidence. It is isn’t just that an
authentic Aboriginal record presents special challenges — because an authentic historic record of any kind
does — but that the “view from here” is impeded by sources and perspectives offered up by contempo-
raries and scholars whose perspectives may be entirely different from and at odds with that of indigenous
people. In short, archaeology is a filter, not a crystal-clear lens; interpretation and analysis is a necessary
part of the science.

Key Points

» The dearth of a written record does not mean there is no record at all.




2.2 HISTORY WITHOUT ARCHIVES - 36

* Oral traditions and histories are as reliable as written primary sources. They are subject to the
same tests of verifiability and reliability.

* The archaeological record can complement the historical record and advance historical theo-
ries.

Attributions
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Figure 2.3
Palenque glyphs-editl by Kwamikagami is in the public domain.

Figure 2.4
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2.3 The Aboriginal Americas

The telling of Aboriginal history in Canada often begins with a discussion of human migration routes into the
Americas, which reflects the long-standing misperception that was held by Europeans that Aboriginal societies
were primitive, usually migratory, and unlikely to have been in the Americas for very long before the 15th century.
This misperception, of course, served European empires in the Americas very well because it justified the dispos-
session of native peoples from their lands.

Twentieth-century historians and archaeologists worked hard to remedy this situation and to magnify the many
Aboriginal voices that said, in chorus, that they had been here “since time immemorial.”

Occupying the Americas

Human occupation of the Americas is itself a complicated tale. However, there is general agreement among schol-
ars that modern hominids were hereabouts some 12,000 to 14,000 years before the Present Era (BPE).

Dating Systems

There are several dating systems and conventions used by historians. The one most widely used in Europe
and the Western Hemisphere is based on the Christian dating system of marking years based on the year of
Christ’s birth: BC, meaning “before Christ” and AD, meaning anno domini, or “in the year of our Lord.”

Another is before the Present Era (BPE), which arose from the use of radiocarbon dating and uses Jan-
uary 1, 1950, as its baseline. Therefore, 10,000 years BPE equals 10,000 years before New Year’s Day,
1950.

Recently the Common Era (CE) and before the Common Era (BCE) have become more widely
used. These two terms align exactly with the Christian system, dividing time approximately 2,000 years
ago.

Some Christians object to the BCE/CE system as an attempt to secularize the use of BC and AD; some
non-Christians retort that BCE/CE is just the Western and Christian system in disguise, imposing itself on
other cultures for further generations. This debate makes it clear that dating is neither scientific nor espe-
cially logical — it is cultural.

It is perhaps worth mentioning that the most precise calendrical system in the Western Hemisphere origi-
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nated with the Zapotec and Olmec societies and was subsequently refined by the Mayan culture. It consists
in part of a long count that begins on August 11, 3114, BCE.

For convenience, BPE is used in this text when referring to events occurring more than 4,000 years ago; it
is most commonly used by archaeologists in conjunction with radiocarbon dating — a means of determin-
ing the age of organic materials by measuring the amount of radioactive decay of carbon-14 in the material.
Otherwise, BCE and CE are used as they are most likely to correlate with what you will read elsewhere.

Scientists and archaeologists hold several theories regarding the origins of Aboriginal peoples in the Americas.
By far the oldest and most widely accepted of these theories is the Bering land bridge migration model. This
theory posits that during the last ice age (approximately 50,000-10,000 BPE), humans were able to migrate from
Siberia to Alaska over land. Evidence suggests strongly that for as many as 100,000 years, sea levels were much
lower than they currently are and the Bering Strait — the body of water that separates Siberia from Alaska
— was an open plain of land and glaciers (which scholars call Beringia). During a period of several millen-
nia, about 10,000-14,000 BPE, as many as four distinct migrations are thought to have occurred over the land
bridge. People migrated from Siberia, Eurasia, and coastal Asia, following the megafauna of the Pleistocene (to
about 12,000-11,000 BPE).

7 O

Figure 2.5 The separation of Siberia from Alaska about 10,000
years ago can be seen in this short GIF from the American
National Climatic Data Center. (Click on the map if using web
version of book.)

The greatest supporting evidence of the Bering land bridge theory is the extensive homogeneity of the North
American Clovis culture, so named for the archaeological site in New Mexico where it was first identified. The
Clovis people were long considered to be the first to inhabit the Americas. Archaeologists theorize that the Clovis
came over the land bridge and down a glacier pass to the east of the Rocky Mountains sometime between 12,000
and 11,000 BCE, eventually spreading through much of North America and into South America. Everywhere they
went, Clovis people littered their camps and settlements with stone tools and weapons that bear some trademark
features and suggest close cultural links.

A second theory focuses on Pacific sea travel. The coastal migration theory suggests that some people arrived in
the Americas by following the coast of Asia and Beringia, down the western shore of North America, all the way
to South America. The coastal migration theory is bolstered by the fact that the rich marine environment would
have supported maritime people well. Travel by boat would also be much faster and easier than the route over-
land, thus allowing people to spread throughout the Americas much more quickly. The most compelling evidence
supporting this model comes from archaeological sites in South America that predate the North American Clovis
sites. Sites like Monte Verde in Chile date to 14,800-12,500 BCE; Taima-Taima in western Venezuela dates to
13,000 BCE. These two sites contradict the notion of “Clovis first.” However, there are far fewer archaeological
sites that support the coastal migration theory compared to the Clovis sites; there may be more but, due to rising
sea levels in the intervening millennia, the coastline of the Pleistocene era now lies under the Pacific Ocean. Bar-
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ring breakthroughs in submarine archaeology, further evidence of earlier coastal migration at the source is lost to

us.

Although the two theories might seem to be at odds with each other, most historians and archaeologists now accept
that both are probably correct, and that human migration to the Americas occurred over a very long span of time,
over land and by sea. It is, however, important to note that conclusive evidence in support of either theory contin-
ues to elude us; these are still hypotheses only.

What is almost certain is that — however they got here — the original human inhabitants of the Americas came
from Asia. Genetic evidence strongly supports this: mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) and DNA haplogroups show
evidence of multiple migrations from Asia, starting at about 30,000 BPE.' There are two important points to note
in this regard:

1. There is currently no conclusive archeological proof of human existence in the Americ