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Sacred stones or cottages lots?
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From Tuesday's Globe and Mail

Silver Falls, Man. — When Caroline Bruyère was last taken by her family to the site of the sacred turtle on the banks of the Winnipeg River, she was a small girl.

Now an elder of the Sagkeeng First Nation and a 62-year-old grandmother, she returned last week for the first time in 50 years.

For the occasion, she put on a ceremonial sky-blue dress adorned with brightly coloured ribbons, sweetgrass and other talismans.

She pointed out the stones that had been carefully placed by her ancestors around the turtle. "To you they're just rocks," she said. "But to us they are grandfathers."
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In the coming weeks, this pristine piece of the Canadian Shield is to be parcelled out and turned into lots for cottages.

It is part of a plan by the Manitoba government, first promised in 2002, to open 1,000 new, affordable cottage lots.

As Ms. Bruyère stood on the hump of the turtle, she said: "We're smack in the middle of where they say they will build. Most likely they will just blow our turtle up."

Her journey last week to Silver Falls, two hours north-east of Winnipeg, was part protest, part spiritual odyssey.

The Anishnabe natives consider the turtle one of their most sacred symbols. The stones placed around the animal represent the incarnation of the spirits of the ancestors.

The turtle's seven parts — head, body, tail and four legs — symbolize the seven codes of life: bravery, respect, honesty, humility, wisdom, honour and sharing.

Ms. Bruyère is one of an increasing number of aboriginals attempting to reclaim her culture and the forgotten secrets of thousands of years of spiritual history.

It is a journey fraught with frustration and setbacks. Much of the oral history has been lost and few, if any, records remain from the old days when aboriginals could be fined or imprisoned for practising their traditional rituals.

"Our ancestors have passed on and they didn't tell us where are spiritual sites were for fear of persecution," Ms. Bruyère said.

As she stood quietly near the turtle last week, she attempted to piece together the dimly recalled spiritual terrain of her childhood.

"I remember being brought here by my aunt and uncle and sleeping in a cabin with mud floors, but I don't remember exactly what we were doing," she said.

Another memory is of dancing at a powwow in the woods. When the police arrived everyone fled, leaving her alone and terrified.

In the intervening years, Ms. Bruyère has mostly lived in Winnipeg, returning only occasionally to her ancestral lands.

But while she clambered among the rocky outcrops and the small, wet clearings near Silver Falls last week, her eyes glowed with youthful excitement as she became aware of other ancient aboriginal petroforms.

There were stones set equidistant in a circle and a sort of a stone ledge — Ms. Bruyère explained it was a spirit chair — surrounded by rocks.

When she saw the detritus of an old drinking party amid some of the spiritual ruins, she tut-tutted: "In a white community it would never happen that people go and party in a church. This is a place of worship and sharing and learning."

Non-natives often dismiss the sometimes vague claims that they are violating aboriginal religious grounds. Unlike European settlers, natives didn't typically clear the land and build imposing churches.

Instead, their places of worship incorporated and augmented natural geographical features. To a white settler, the sacred turtle probably looked like an unremarkable outcrop of granite.

In times past, local officials likely would have ridden roughshod over native objections and worked in cahoots with local land developers.

But today sensitivities among non-natives are more acute.

At Silver Falls, the natives' cause has been joined by concerned local residents and an environmental group called Manitoba Wildlands with wider ecological aims.

The province now appears to be on the defensive.

Provincial Minister for Conservation Stan Struthers said in an interview: "We will never build a cottage development on top of a sacred site. I want to be categorical about that."

Despite such reassurance, opponents of the cottage plan are worried. Their fears were aggravated when they received a letter recently that gave them only one day to submit written objections ahead of a crucial municipal planning meeting on Oct. 5.

Close to Silver Falls is another ancient native gathering place that was developed into cottage lots during the 1990s. Locals say an aboriginal petroform there was swiftly demolished. Today the site is a mess of all-terrain-vehicle tracks.

John Markert, of English and Hungarian descent, has lived in Silver Falls for the best part of 40 years and is campaigning vigorously against the plan. He says opposing the development is more than a native issue. He thinks aboriginal culture is something all Canadians should be proud of.

"We had a meeting and 98 per cent of locals are against this," he said. "You can't just bulldoze a 7,000-year-old culture."

At the site last week, Ms. Bruyère was joined by Mr. Markert and Victor Courchene, an elder who lives on the Sankeeng First Nation reserve, a few kilometres to the north.

He said that if the construction goes ahead, it would be "like a slap in the face for our people.

"They've got to understand that we were the first people in these lands and we must be shown some respect. That's something that should be gotten across to all Canadians."

Ms. Bruyère believes that only if the natives' ancient spiritual sites are protected can their culture rebound and the people begin to recover from the trauma of the whites' settlement of the land.

"When Christianity came to this continent, our spiritual culture was outlawed and we weren't allowed to practise our spirituality. We have become dysfunctional because of that. That's why our people are having such a hard time."

Then, before she left the site of the sacred turtle, she turned and, as though to herself, said: "I'm so happy we can find what our ancestors had and rediscover our spirituality. We're very young at doing this."
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 Jeff George from Union Bay, Canada  writes: 

The writer of this story notes that non-natives are more sensitive today about the cultural importance of some natural sites for native peoples. If this were truly so I suspect that the Manitoba government might have exercised its sensitivity by researching the property in question before deciding to sell it off for cottage lots. Surely a few ads in the local paper asking for feedback from the public regarding the possibility of turning this stretch of the Winnipeg River into a cottage community would have elicited the information contained in the article. And it would have done so at the earliest stage, before a decision to go ahead with the sale had been made.

I see a government that picked a spot for cottage development (I wonder who suggested this particular site), bulldozed ahead with the process and only threw the project into neutral when they realized the strength of the voices opposing them. I see a government that fears charges of political incorrectness more than one that is concerned with the protection of first nations' sacred sites.

It would have been useful to have a little more context to this story. We're told the provincial government wants to create 1000 cottage lots but not now many of those would be at this particular site. We have no sense how much land is available along this stretch of the Winnipeg River. Would it be possible to set aside a square kilometre around the sacred site and still develop some cottage lots in the area? Have there been discussions between the natives and others in the local community about the possibility of developing cultural tourism opportunities around this site? It could be done with sensitivity and respect, with access to the ancient sites controlled by the local band. In addition to boosting the local economy, it could lead to a stronger relationship between natives and non-natives in the community.
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