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Kemess North - Tse Keh Nay Pipe Ceremony Speech Finally Made Public

Tse Keh Nay Territory -- The Tse Keh Nay announced today that the opening pipe ceremony statements made by Chief John French at the Kemess North hearings will finally be made public.  Chief French performed the pipe ceremony in the four sacred directions and made the speech on October 30th in Prince George as part of the opening for the Kemess North Environmental Assessment Hearings.  The Tse Keh Nay gave rare permission for the pipe ceremony to be recorded but it was not included in the public transcripts for the hearings because somebody decided it was "ceremonial" and was
not part of the proceedings.  At Tse Keh Nay's request, the EA Panel has agreed to include the speech on the CEAA web-site.

In the pipe ceremony the Tse Keh Nay called on their ancestors to help protect a sacred mountain lake northwest of Prince George. Northgate Minerals wants to destroy the 6km-long pristine mountain lake.  The company will build a 90m dam and turn the lake into a contaminated waste dump to hold over 740 million tons of waste from their proposed Kemess North mine.  The Tse Keh Nay are completely opposed to the destruction of Duncan Lake which they call "Amazay", meaning "Little Mother".  The lake is named for being the lifeblood and well-spring for their culture in the area and is also a caribou calving ground.

The Tse Keh Nay are in the joint federal-provincial Environmental Assessment under protest.  As Chief French announced in the ceremony:  "We must become more important, our people .. because this is not our way.. I'm sorry, but we just can't be a part of destroying Mother Nature.  These talks should have never have started in the first place. There is nothing that would make this right."

The Tse Keh Nay are also protesting the EA process which was designed without a meaningful role in the decision-making by the First Nations and has been hampered by lack of consultation.  The First Nations note the recent successful court challenge to delay the Dene Tha Environmental Assessment hearings due to lack of consultation and say they are seriously considering a court challenge.  "The Chiefs agreed to honour our invitation to the Panel to come to Kwadacha next week but after that, all bets are off", stated French.

During the opening ceremony Chief French sat in a circle with Tse Keh Nay Elders and youth on the floor in the conference room at the Coast Inn of the North.  At the end of his speech he invited the Panel and representatives from Northgate to smoke the pipe with him.  Here are some of Chief French's comments from the opening pipe ceremony speech:

"Money, it can be good, it can be bad.  When you destroy a whole nation to make money, it is not a good thing.  You're stealing the spirit of people.  It's no different than Williston Lake [where the Tse Keh Nay were flooded out to create a hydro dam]. things aren't all right. I ask the Creator every day, "Why do my people suffer more than the people that destroy Mother Earth?  We are just poor little Indians out there.  You guys got millions of dollars.  Your value of life and my value of life are two different things.

"You see our people drunk along the street. That's all the people want to see.Yet no one ever takes the time to think how we got there. A guy like me here today is art to most of you, maybe a joke to some of you.  I am not art.  I am a human being.  This is who I am, this is how I pray.this is no show, my friends.  This is who I am.My spirit carries the pipe with the name that comes from my territory, right where I am.

"There was things set up within government back then that took our language, took our spirit, took our way of life, took our rolling land that we used to roam on, and stuck us on a little tiny reserve. It is sad being a leader. It is one of the saddest jobs I've ever done. I don't understand the concept of keeping our people down, that you've tried to keep broken for 200 years, and to tell them, 'No, you need to be proud. You need to figure out who you are. You need to go back to our old ways and figure out who you are, and then generate this new world.'"

The Only Way to Fill the Void

"You see, our people have suffered for a long time. Our own people today misunderstand that. There is a big void in their lives that they try and fill with drugs and alcohol, and other things out there.  A lot of you people have that same problem, whether you know that or not, there's a void there, because when you connect on your fast, you connect with your purpose here on earth, and that is the only way you will fill that gap within yourself.  Some never will...I spent 15 years running from it, and I've wasted 15 years.

Better Off White, but Proud to be Indian

"A lot of things happened to our people.  We are stuck into little tiny reserves.  We lived all over the country, with millions of acres, and there is a little tiny reserve that we're stuck into.  How is that?  How do I explain that to these kids. There is a reason why they're here:  They're proud.  They're not supposed to be Indians anymore, but they're proud little Indians because I am, because know who I am and I know who my spirit is.  You see, you will never get rid of my spirit, and you will never get rid of their spirit once they find their spirit. We will always be here. It's really tough for me to look at my little guys right there, because I know when they connect to their spirit, in their name, when they go sit on the mountain and fast and they look down in the water, they will see the reflection of themselves in that water. I have to look at them and tell them, "You would be way further ahead if you were a white person, you'd be way ahead, because it's a tough battle as an Indian.". I know if I told him right now, "Forget about being an Indian and be a white person," he'd be way ahead.  He would be. The system is all designed for that.

"There was an agenda way back then, and there's still an agenda today.  The quicker we were not Indian, the quicker you could get the land, the quicker you could get the resource.  The quicker it all goes. There's a reason why they took the language out, did all those things. But do you know what?  We're going to come back, because we have a system and we're going to climb back. Our stories, everything, comes back to us, things you guys have no idea about."

I believe pride is when I lay down and I see that my job is done.  The only thing I want at that point in time is to hand over clean water and clean air for these kids, on their land where their ancestors were. They are a part of that land out there.
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