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foreword

Dignity and Power
by Graeme Wynn

In the second half of the twentieth century, enormous technological 
might and great engineering skill were devoted to the construction 
of massive new hydroelectricity generating facilities to power an ex-

panding Canadian economy and satisfy growing consumer demand for 
electrical appliances. From the St. Lawrence Seaway (which was as much 
a power scheme as it was a navigation system) to Kitimat in remote 
northern British Columbia, megaprojects dominated the news as they 
re-confi gured drainage systems, re-ordered landscapes, and re-placed 
people. Celebrated as modern marvels, widely publicized in the contem-
porary media, and quickly incorporated into school textbooks around the 
world as examples of human ingenuity, these projects betokened a new 
era of confi dence in peoples’ capacity to order the world to their pur-
poses. They refl ected a powerful conviction that shaped Canadian eco-
nomic development in the quarter-century after the Second World War. 
Characterized, in general, by political scientist James C. Scott as “high 
modernism,” this ideology is best summarized, in his words, as “a strong, 
one might even say muscle-bound version of the self-confi dence about 
scientifi c and technical progress, the expansion of production, the grow-
ing satisfaction of human needs, the mastery of nature (including human 
nature) and, above all, the rational design of social order commensurate 
with the scientifi c understanding of natural laws.”1

 Early in the 1950s, the largest privately funded construction project to 
that point undertaken in Canada reversed the fl ow of one of the major 
northern tributaries of the Fraser River in British Columbia. Behind the 
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Kenney Dam, in the Nechako River canyon southwest of Prince George, 
an enormous, sinuous reservoir rose and extended a couple of hundred 
kilometres upstream. From its western limit the water plunged nearly 800 
vertical metres – “nearly 16 times the height of Niagara Falls,” the literature 
informs readers – through a 16-kilometre-long tunnel “as wide as a two-
lane highway, drilled and blasted through the coastal mountains,” into 
the penstocks of “a cathedral-shaped powerhouse ... drilled and blasted 
427 metres inside the granite base of Mount DuBose” near Kemano. There, 
eight generators – each producing over 100 megawatts – sent power along 
an 82-kilometre transmission line “across some of the most rugged moun-
tain territory” in the province, to drive an aluminum smelter (that processed 
alumina concentrated from bauxite drawn from British Guiana and Ja-
maica) near the newly built town of Kitimat.2 But even this “marvel of the 
time” was overshadowed when the turbines of the Barnhart and Beauhar-
nois powerhouses on the St. Lawrence began to spin later in the decade. 
They were the second- and third-largest hydroelectric plants in the world 
(behind “Stalin’s concrete pyramid,” the Kuibyshev Dam on the Volga 
River), capable of producing 3,600 megawatts of power between them.3

 In the 1960s these projects had their counterparts in Manitoba and 
Newfoundland-Labrador. Faced with the challenge of harnessing low-
gradient, north-fl owing rivers subject to freeze-up and low fl ow when 
demand for electricity is greatest (during the winter), engineers dammed 
the Churchill River, fl ooded about 1,500 square kilometres of land, and 
redirected much of the river’s fl ow through a 180-kilometre-long network 
of lakes, channels, and rivers into the Nelson River. At the same time, the 
outlet of Lake Winnipeg was dammed to allow better regulation of water 
levels feeding the four electricity generating stations on the Nelson drain-
age. A few years later the government of Canada’s easternmost province 
capitalized on the kinetic energy of another Churchill River, in Labrador 
(which descends 300 metres in approximately 30 kilometres) by blasting 
an enormous underground powerhouse, 300 metres long and fi fteen 
storeys high, out of the rock of the Canadian Shield at Churchill Falls. 
Some four hundred huge transmission towers marching across the north-
ern muskeg carried fi ve million or so kilowatts of electricity from this 
remote location into the Quebec electricity grid, 200 kilometres to the 
south.4 
 Promotional literature and propaganda fi lms touted the benefi ts of these 
developments and boasted that they would have no negative environ-
mental consequences. In retrospect, however, it became clear that their 
human and ecological effects were profound. As Peter Kulchyski, a leading 
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scholar of indigenous affairs born and raised in Manitoba noted, the 
Nelson River, “once a pristine source of life, became silty and dangerous” 
and Native peoples found “logs blocking access to shores; undrinkable 
water; water levels that fl uctuated according to no locally known logic, 
making travel unsafe; interred bodies exposed; islands slowly washed away,” 
in their traditional territories.5 
 Along the St. Lawrence, some 11,000 hectares of land were inundated 
behind the Long Sault Dam; in all, over 9,000 residents were displaced 
by the Seaway project and new settlements were built to replace towns 
and villages fl ooded by rising waters.6 According to the Canadian govern-
ment’s Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, the Kitimat-
Kemano power project proceeded in ways that shocked commissioners 
hearing the details in the 1990s. By their soberly worded account, the lo-
cal Cheslatta T’en people were treated as an afterthought, with com-
pletely inadequate regard for their rights. The government initiated the 
surrender negotiations just as the dam was completed and fl ooding was 
about to begin. The fl ooding began before the surrender. The families 
were told to start moving without assistance the day after the surrender 
was signed. Because of the spring thaw, they had to leave most of their 
belongings behind. The homes and many belongings of the Cheslatta were 
destroyed before most families could move their effects to the new loca-
tion. There was no housing or land provided for families or livestock at 
Grassy Plains (50 kilometres north, where they were relocated) for the 
entire summer. When land was fi nally purchased for the Cheslatta, mon-
eys were taken from individual compensation allotments to pay for it – con-
trary to the Cheslatta understanding of the surrender agreement. The new 
lands were not established as reserve lands, and the rights the Cheslatta 
had enjoyed as a result of living on reserves were lost for many years. 
Graveyards above the planned fl ood level were washed away.7

 Yet there was little contemporary concern about the collateral costs of 
these extraordinary efforts at ecological re-engineering. Omelettes could 
not be made without breaking eggs. Such changes were “a matter of mod-
ern progress and international prosperity.”8

 Like the projects that preceded it, the James Bay hydroelectric initiative 
began with optimism and happy confi dence that great works were under 
way. Described by Quebec premier Robert Bourassa as “the project of the 
century,” when he announced it in 1971, the James Bay scheme was to 
unleash the potential of the underdeveloped north as it confi rmed Quebec’s 
mastery of the brute-force technologies that had enabled so much eco-
nomic development during the 1960s. It would, said Bourassa, provide 

carlson.indd   xiii 7/30/2008   2:22:55 PM



xiv

“the key to the economic and social progress ... the political stability ... 
and ... the future” of his province (see p. 207, this volume).9 According to 
the Bechtel Corporation, the giant engineering fi rm responsible for the 
project, it was “appropriately named La Grande,” because it was “one of 
the largest undertakings ever mounted.” It involved the diversion of sev-
eral rivers in an area to the east of James Bay that was “larger than the state 
of New York.” It would generate “a whopping 10,300 megawatts” of 
power. Millions of cubic yards of fi ll, hundreds of thousands of tons of 
steel and concrete, 70,000 tons of explosives, vast engineering skill, and 
“an enormous amount of determination” were necessary to realize the 
technocratic, political, and ideological dream of completing the modern-
ization of Quebec.10 Altering nineteen waterways, creating twenty-seven 
reservoirs, and spending tens of billions of dollars were, it seemed, all in 
a proverbial day’s work. The territory, which a Hydro-Quebec brochure 
later described as “now being molded to man’s needs,” seemed too remote 
and too vast to warrant much concern.11 Without the necessity of environ-
mental impact assessments, construction of the James Bay access road 
began soon after Premier Bourassa announced the project. Neither the 
indigenous Cree nor the Inuit to the north were advised of the province’s 
plans.
 Yet the road to northern development was not simply paved by Bou-
rassa’s good intentions. To the surprise of the Quebec government, indigen-
ous and popular opposition to the James Bay scheme was strong, effective, 
and almost immediate. In the radical, democratic environment of the late 
1960s, marked by the rise of the counterculture movement, student em-
powerment, the stirrings of popular environmentalism (symbolized in 
Canada by the establishment of Greenpeace in Vancouver), and a broad-
based reaction against the might of what American President Dwight 
Eisenhower had termed, in 1961, the military-industrial complex, there 
was growing suspicion of corporate and government megaprojects.12 Atop 
all of this, in 1969, the Canadian government raised the political ire of 
indigenous peoples across the country by proposing plans to further the 
assimilation of Native Canadians, including the abolition of treaty rights 
and native reserves. Although these ideas were later set aside, they too 
contributed to the changed climate of public sentiment into which Premier 
Bourassa’s James Bay dream was launched. 
 Within weeks of the Quebec government’s establishment of the James 
Bay Energy and Development corporations, fi nancial assistance from the 
Arctic Institute of North America allowed Cree leaders to meet in Mistas-
sini. For some, this marked the beginning of a “process by which the Cree 
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of Quebec ... [came] to see themselves as belonging not just to family and 
village but to a regional ethnic and political unit, to a nation.”13 Before 
the year was out, rising public unease had led to the establishment of a 
Federal-Provincial Task Force on James Bay Ecology, and the beginning 
of work on the social impacts of northern development by researchers in 
McGill University’s Programme in the Anthropology of Development. 
Within a year, Helene Lajambe, a student at McGill University, and others 
had founded the James Bay Committee, a grassroots coalition of hunting 
and fi shing groups, indigenous organizations, and several environmental 
and conservation interests.14 Buoyed by the support, in May 1972, lawyers 
for the Indians of Quebec Association (IQA) fi led for a permanent injunc-
tion against development that would damage Cree land and opened a new 
segment of what Hans Carlson (p. 21, this volume) describes, felicitously, 
as “the spider’s web of words and meaning that clings so delicately to the 
forests of the North.” Granted after months of hearings (well treated in 
the pages that follow), in November 1973, the injunction was overturned 
on appeal a week later. Responding to an offer to negotiate from Premier 
Bourassa, the IQA and the Cree entered a warren of discussion that led 
successively to the formation of the Grand Council of the Crees (separate 
from the IQA) in August 1974, an agreement in principle between Quebec 
and the Cree people shortly thereafter and, in November 1975, approval 
of the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement, a modern-day treaty 
that awarded resource and governance rights, as well as monetary com-
pensation to Native peoples.15

 Many factors and innumerable individuals shaped this outcome, but 
the work of journalist and (later) fi lmmaker Boyce Richardson warrants 
brief attention here because it was instrumental in reshaping public aware-
ness of (and sympathy for) the plight of the James Bay Cree. Originally 
from New Zealand, where his career as a journalist began, Richardson 
arrived in Canada in 1954, after working in various capacities in Australia, 
India, and England. By 1957 he was with the Montreal Star. Between 1960 
and 1968 he was the London correspondent of that newspaper and then, 
after a short stint as drama and fi lm critic, became one of its associate 
editors. Between 1969 and 1971 he produced a number of important essays 
on the rising threat of pollution, on Canadian urban problems, and on 
“the emerging Indian.”16 Then he resigned to pursue a freelance career. 
Having spoken out against the James Bay scheme, he was invited, shortly 
thereafter, by the IQA, to make a fi lm about the development proposal. 
By his own account, Richardson knew very little, at the time, of Native 
peoples in Canada, of the circumstances of the James Bay Cree, or of the 
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challenges of fi lmmaking. He accepted the invitation because he held an 
inherent sympathy for “the little guys.” Whatever Bourassa’s rhetorical 
claims for the massive project, Richardson recognized that it would impose 
unprecedented southern demands and massive change on the Cree people 
of northern Quebec. 
 Disappointed by his fi rst impressions of Mistassini, Richardson quick-
ly realized that he was misreading northern circumstances. Common and 
widely propagated views of the Cree as unsophisticated, dependent people 
did not fi t the more complicated, compelling conditions that he encoun-
tered.17 Possessing the journalist’s concern for the here and now, and a 
sharp appreciation of the value of human experience as a vehicle for ef-
fective communication, Richardson utilized visual images and the spoken 
word to convey, with attention-grabbing power, both the vulnerability of 
Cree life ways and “the beauty, harmony, and strength that the Crees found 
in their most natural habitat, the bush.” His fi rst fi lm, released in 1973 as 
Job’s Garden, found its centre in the gentle wisdom of Cree hunter Job 
Bearskin and his wife Mary, to illuminate their “profound understanding 
of the Human role on this Earth.” Technically unsophisticated, it delivered 
a very clear message. For Bearskin (who stood implicitly for all of his 
people in this), the land was a garden, both practically and mythologic-
ally: it provided resources for daily living and served, in an Edenic sense, 
as a place of cultural origin.18

 Job’s Garden was soon followed by Cree Hunters of Mistassini, which 
Richardson co-directed with Tony Ianzelo for Canada’s National Film 
Board. This superbly fi lmed account of a winter season at Sam Blacksmith’s 
hunting camp north of Chibougamau echoed Job Bearskin’s point that 
people, plants, and animals grew and fl ourished together in the “wilder-
ness.” Charismatic and immensely competent in the bush, Sam Blacksmith 
(who died, aged at least 95, as this foreword was being written) evinced a 
simple but profound wisdom and, because the fi lm won international 
acclaim and a large audience, he “became known and respected in many 
parts of the world as a quintessential spokesman for the central values of 
Cree life.” As Richardson refl ected years later on hearing of Sam Black-
smith’s death, he and his friends Ronnie Jolly and Abraham Voyageur, who 
shared his camp in the year that the fi lm was made, “provided a powerful 
demonstration to the outside world of the viability of Cree hunting life, 
and its importance in the scheme of things, natural, human and animal.” 
Indeed, Colin Low, one of Canada’s leading documentary fi lmmakers in 
the latter half of the twentieth century, reportedly argued that Cree 
Hunters “created such an impact as to have brought about a profound 
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change in government policy towards the so-called Indians under their 
charge.”19

 In the 1970s, Richardson focused on the immediate dangers that hydro 
development schemes posed to patterns of subsistence in the north. Almost 
two decades later, as debate over the development of more dams on the 
Grand-Baleine River intensifi ed, he returned to portray in a third fi lm, 
Flooding Job’s Garden, the sweeping, detrimental effects of hydro develop-
ment upon the environment and upon Cree communities now struggling 
to fi nd a balance between assimilation and the preservation of their trad-
itional values and way of life.20 Each of these three fi lms document, in 
ways that are entirely compelling, patterns of contemporary existence 
among the Crees. They are not beyond critical comment, however. Three 
shortcomings require consideration. First, Richardson’s earliest fi lms 
construct Cree hunting as a traditional practice. This gives them a very 
strong retrospective dimension, despite their of-the-moment currency. 
Yet, by treating customary behaviour as age-old, they render tradition 
static, fl atten the past by denying the possibilities of change and adapta-
tion, and (ironically and surely inadvertently) rob the Cree of agency. 
Second, as Richardson has explained elsewhere, the fi lmmakers shaped 
the picture they portrayed in Cree Hunters (by transporting hunters to kill 
moose and returning the meat to camp by plane, and by fl ying in nails 
that allowed construction of a larger-than-usual hunting lodge).21 Finally, 
the fragments of existence offered by these fi lms fascinate and inform, but 
as Bill Nichols has observed in a general commentary on documentary 
fi lmmaking, “the information never vanquishes the fascination.” It is the 
very “otherness” of indigenous lives that holds the camera and thwarts 
“the documentarist’s urge to move away from the concrete and local in 
order to provide perspective.”22 
 Anthropologist Clifford Geertz has refl ected upon the inherent tension 
between a focus on local detail and the search for larger horizons by draw-
ing a distinction between “inscription” and “specifi cation” – “between 
setting down the meaning particular social actions have for the actors 
whose actions they are, and stating, as explicitly as we can manage, what 
the knowledge thus attained demonstrates about the society in which it 
is found, and beyond that about social life as such” – and it is here, in the 
space opened by this tension, that Hans Carlson’s Home Is the Hunter 
makes its luminous contribution to improving our understanding of the 
complex relationships between people and places.23 Indeed, part of Carlson’s 
purpose in the pages that follow is to think again about the connections 
that link individuals, cultures, and places. In his view every hunter is 
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“embedded both in hunting culture and in physical nature” and, unable 
to separate “cultural self from physical self,” each lives “within a single 
spatial phenomenon that infl uences, but does not wholly determine,” 
his/her actions. This is important because it recognizes the dynamic qual-
ities of cultural life. As Carlson has it: “while various aspects of culture 
(even traditional culture) and environment may reinforce one another, at 
times there is a tension between them that pulls the individual in different 
directions” (p. 20). 
 In the end, Richardson’s and Carlson’s extended efforts to better under-
stand James Bay and its people point in markedly different – but nonethe-
less complementary – directions. Richardson, the journalist, offers an 
historical tableau as he illuminates a particular moment of harrowing 
change. Carlson, the thoughtful scholar, focuses on the past, but like all 
historians, he writes out of a particular time and place and his historical 
inquiries are infl ected by current concerns. “Only by taking the long 
view,” he insists, “do the changes occurring in the present seem under-
standable as something more than blind, unstoppable decline for both 
land and people. Only by connecting the history of the land with what 
is happening to the land today can we fi nd a meaning that will help lead 
to the future” (p. 25). Home Is the Hunter reverberates with a sense of time 
and change and hope, as it displays the knowledge, insight, and wise 
judgment that its author has developed through a quarter of a century of 
thinking about “what lies beyond the spruce trees and the running rivers” 
of the north (p. xxiii). More than this, Carlson’s book echoes one of the 
classics of modern social history, E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the 
English Working Class, in its insistence on rescuing the Cree from the 
“condescension of posterity” (and the fl attening message of the celluloid 
medium) by recognizing both their human dignity and their competence 
in maintaining a rich and distinctive (but always supple and evolving) 
connection with the land through centuries of potentially disruptive 
contact with fur traders, missionaries, bureaucrats, engineers, and other 
newcomers to their territory.24 
 In Carlson’s telling, the story of James Bay and its people “is a prime 
example of the integration and exploitation of remote environments 
within an increasingly global economy and, consequently, within the 
expanding global scope of environmental social justice concerns.” But it 
is much more than this. Concerned to move beyond the story of “wires 
and words” (important though it is) that “integrated this distant region 
into the technical geography of an international electrical grid” as the La 
Grande project moved to completion, Carlson anchors his account in the 
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Cree’s own complex stories about (and understanding of ) their “immemor-
ial phenomenal world,” Eeyou Istchee. These two words, he avers, “don’t 
seem to describe a physical territory so much as a complex relationship 
between land and people, where neither one has control of the other, and 
where “land” means not just ground but all the various beings with whom 
the Cree interact. This is the land in all its totality ... and it involves an 
understanding of all the life that surrounds and includes the Cree.” Com-
plicated associations and interactions – “physical and metaphysical, human 
and other-than-human” – mould place and people together. In this cul-
tural narrative, the land is a web of relationships, Eeyou Istchee, not the 
resource cornucopia or piece of real estate that newcomers saw in the ter-
ritory east of James Bay (pp. 4, 6, 11, 204). 
 These two perceptions – one enshrined in the metaphysical understand-
ing of indigenous hunting peoples and the other in the outsiders’ market-
place narrative of ownership, control, and sovereignty – are the poles about 
which Carlson’s powerful account circles. For centuries, since Henry 
Hudson met Chakaapash on the shores of James Bay, they have been 
central to the long narrative negotiation in which Natives and newcomers 
have been engaged, not only over land, but also over animals, home, 
identity, meaning, and history in this remote territory. By recognizing this 
and by taking the long view, by seeing the changes precipitated by the La 
Grande project as the most recent in a series of adjustments produced by 
Cree-white contact through the decades, Carlson renders the arc of Cree 
history intelligible to outsiders and makes it relevant to the people living 
east of James Bay today. His is an original, and much-needed, synthesis, 
a story anchored in the records of newcomers, fur traders, missionaries, 
scientifi c explorers, and the work of twentieth-century scholars, that offers 
new insight into and understanding of the region and its people. 
 In sum, the message of these pages is that the Cree are a strong and 
adaptable people who have had impressive success in maintaining their 
intimate web of relationships to place – their particular metaphysical nar-
rative – against the stories (and the consequences associated with them) 
that others have told about their land. In the early years of contact, the 
remoteness of this place from centres of European activity and the meagre 
numbers of fur traders and missionaries who ventured among the Cree 
muted the effects of “marketplace” views in Cree territory. Carlson’s per-
spective here is clear and distinct. Rather than pondering the “impact” of 
the fur trade on indigenous society, he tries to tease out the negotiated 
meaning of the trade, to understand how it was understood and talked 
about by people at the time, and how that changed their worlds.25 In this 
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view, the trade cannot be understood in unequivocal terms. It neither 
simply shackled the Cree to the mercantile economy (otherwise known 
as the Hudson’s Bay Company) nor enrolled them unambiguously in a 
partnership with European traders. It was, rather and also, a relationship 
with the land and with other people on the land that was interpreted from 
within a Cree understanding of the world. So, too, in religion. The hand-
ful of Christian missionaries who worked in the James Bay area never 
simply imposed their beliefs upon the Cree. Nor, by and large, were their 
teachings rejected out of hand. Here as elsewhere, interaction produced 
syncretism. “Christianity changed the Cree, [but] the Cree actively worked 
to change Christianity to fi t with the environment and their understand-
ing of it.” European faith gained new meaning “where material need met 
conceptual need” among the people of James Bay (p. 129).
 Late in the nineteenth century, outside pressures on Cree ways of life 
intensifi ed. More people, trappers, bureaucrats, scientists, tourists, “ex-
tractors” all, came into the area from the south to take something (be it 
furs, knowledge, or pleasure) from the region. Sometimes they brought 
devastating diseases among its people. Their cumulative effects were enor-
mous; environmental degradation, sickness, and immiseration undermined 
Cree lifeways and heightened their dependence upon others. More transi-
ent, and less dependent upon the resources and inhabitants of the region 
than Hudson’s Bay Company traders and missionaries had been, the grow-
ing tide of newcomers also interpreted the area as outsiders, creating a lens 
through which the region could be understood from afar. Rooted in an 
epistemology of nature and culture very different from that of the Cree, 
this outside narrative understanding of the region and its inhabitants 
relegated Native peoples to the margins of the larger society’s perceptions. 
This marginalization was reversed to some degree in the second quarter 
of the twentieth century, when the Hudson’s Bay Company, the govern-
ment, and the Cree worked together to establish beaver reserves (that 
revitalized both the population of Castor canadensis and the – somewhat 
redefi ned – hunt). As “conservation and Native cultures became a part of 
popular, intellectual understanding, Cree hunting became more central 
to the narratives of conservation, government action, and academic study” 
(p. 170). But indigenous practices were also fl attened, remarkably quickly 
and effectively, by this process “into the story of a museum piece.” Although 
the hunt of 1950 was conducted on leased land, governed by offi cial regu-
lation, and depended upon maps, monitoring, and counting – and differed 
in all these ways from the hunt of a century before – it was widely re-
garded as an “ancient tradition reborn.” For several of those most closely 
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involved in the beaver reserve program, “Indian practice” was reduced to 
“something essential and ahistorical” (pp. 179, 191). By ignoring histor-
ical change, or at least foreshortening and simplifying it into a story about 
the dramatic disruption of age-old practice by white trappers late in the 
nineteenth century, this view erases precisely what Carlson so deftly and 
convincingly insists upon in these pages: “the historical power of Cree 
hunting and Cree hunters in negotiating with Europeans, and all the 
changes that this negotiation brought – both good and bad” (p. 191).
 This is important. Through centuries of perturbation produced by 
the incursion of newcomers, new ideas, and new technologies into their 
homeland and the construction of new narratives that challenged their own 
conception of Eeyou Istchee¸ the Cree of James Bay have adjusted – and 
changed – to sustain the core of their ancient narrative. In recognizing 
this, Carlson acknowledges the resilience of the James Bay Cree but he 
also marks the roots of their strength, the nucleus of the dignity they 
exhibited when the legal proceedings of the 1970s “took the material facts 
of Cree life and placed them into the very different narrative framework 
of science and progress” (p. 205). Despite all that had gone before, these 
events revealed, in stark and arresting ways, the enormous inherent dif-
ferences in the two sides’ understandings of their worlds and themselves. 
When the judge conducting the hearings against the La Grande develop-
ment asked Job Bearskin (the central character in Boyce Richardson’s fi rst 
fi lm) for his address, he was met with incomprehension. Pressed by the 
court, Bearskin eventually responded, “I have come from what I have 
survived on,” and then, still perhaps somewhat bemused by the question, 
that he was “from this land.”26 For those whose home-place it would fl ood, 
the hydro project was not simply a matter of dams and reservoirs, but (as 
the sometime Grand Chief of the Crees, Mathew Coon Come, noted) “a 
terrible and vast reduction of [their] entire world.”27 Refl ecting on the 
events of the 1970s and the developments that followed, Chief Violet 
Pachanos, the elected leader of the Cree Nation of Chisasibi, observed 
that “the price we paid for being modern is high, a lot higher than anyone 
ever imagined.”28 To read Carlson’s elegant and moving book is to come 
a little closer to understanding what that price, measured not in dollars 
and cents but in terms of human worth, might be, to appreciate the im-
portance of understanding the stories by which individuals and societies 
order experience and act in the world, and to ask whether the histories we 
construct for ourselves help us to remember – or forget?29
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1

Introduction: Why James Bay?

In some truly unimproved natural setting – one well 
removed from the reach, the sights, and maybe especially 
sounds of our wonted culture – surrounded by the 
immemorial phenomenal world, whether trees, ocean, 
or the waves of prairie grasses, a change may overtake us, 
precisely to the extent that we are willing to remain where 
we are and resist what will be a gathering temptation to 
return to more certain comforts. It will not quite be fear, 
but it will be next to this: a kind of existential humility 
born of a sense of all the life that surrounds and includes 
us and that will go on without us. And this is the ground 
of myth – fear or humility and submission to the still 
unfathomed mystery of Life.

– Frederick Turner, 
  Beyond Geography 1

It was while sitting in a canoe in the middle of Coldwater Lake in July 
  of 1982 – my usually talkative bowman strangely silent that day, the 
  rest of the group far ahead – that I experienced for the fi rst time some-

thing that until then I thought of as simply a fi gure of speech: deafening 
silence. Part of it was being in the middle of a large northern lake where 
we were alone – alone in a way that is hardly possible most places – and 
part of it, too, was the weather. There wasn’t a breath of wind to riffl e the 
water, and the air pressure was falling, dulling the crispness of the world. 
Low pressure, which usually brings sounds from far off – a dog barking 
in the distance, birds high up in the forest trees, a decrease in the psychic 
size of the world that marks the impending rain – that day brought only 
an absence of sound. The world was all of a sudden unimaginably im-
mense. I had the sense that sounds should be coming to me from across 
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the water, but all that came was a quiet that made me want to clear my 
throat, whistle, hum a tune – just for the ludicrous reassurance that I could 
still hear some noise. It was both disturbing and exhilarating, and we sat, 
both of us, I think, experiencing the same feelings. I don’t know what 
it was that made us break the moment – not fear, I don’t think, though 
something equally human – there were no words that I can remember, 
just a seemingly simultaneous decision to pick up our paddles and be on 
the move. Maybe we both lost our nerve at the same time, but the splash 
of the blades in the water and the thump of the paddle shafts against the 
gunwales was comforting. The movement was comforting too.
 What we experienced that day, I think, was the bush – the land in some 
of its totality. That’s the only way to describe it, for the bush is a presence 
in James Bay, it is manifest and obvious in its size and reality. There’s no 
avoiding it, even if you travel, as we did, with a good supply of food and a 
radio for communication and safety. I don’t want to portray the bush as a 
harsh place, though it certainly can be at times. I’ve spent many summers 
there but only a little time in the winter, and I have to rely on the stories 
of those who know, and on my own imagination, to understand the work 
needed to traverse that country in the snow and cold: hard work, involving 
a fl ow of energy from the land, focused through human activity and put 
back into the land in the act of living; hard work, too, involving a fl ow of 
im agination, focused through human culture, and fi tted to the world in stor-
ies of people and place that explain the immensity that I glimpsed. It’s the 
land that I want to investigate in this book – not simply the environment, 
but that larger presence manifest in that silence on Coldwater Lake.
 The Cree name this land “Eeyou Istchee,” which is translated most 
often as “The People’s Land” but refers to more than simply the phys ical or 
political occupation of this northern region – important though these are 
to the Cree today. Sometimes it seems as though “Eeyou Istchee” would be 
better translated as “The Land’s People” as this pushes against the inherent 
notions of ownership and control present in the usual translation. The 
words don’t seem to describe a physical territory so much as a complex 
relationship between land and people, where neither one has control of 
the other and where “land” means not just ground but all the various 
beings with whom the Cree interact. This is the land in all its totality, I 
think, and it involves an understanding of all the life that surrounds and 
includes the Cree.
 And so while I want to look at Frederick Turner’s “immemorial phe-
nomenal world,” I don’t believe that it’s the fear that he references that is 
the grounding of the story of the land that I want to tell (at least, I want 
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to believe that it isn’t). His notion of humility provides a better way of 
seeing the land as it offers an acknowledgment of the futility – maybe the 
irrationality – of human hubris, and this resonates with what I know about 
the worldview of the Cree people who live on the land in James Bay. The 
fear, I think, comes from another place, a non-Native place, and, oddly, 
perhaps it comes from our cultural perception of the humility, the hope in 
the land, that is so central to the Native hunter’s perspective. The hunter’s 
humility seems quaint to us. The sense of hope that the hunter cultivates 
scares us, too; it scares us because we don’t dare to believe in it, knowing 
as much as we think we do about the material world that surrounds us. 
And we do know so much about this world and its makeup. The sheer 
weight of that “rational” knowledge demands a faith of its own, which, 
in many ways, drives away hope in anything else. These are the seeds of 
fear and hubris in our modern world that so disturb the Cree and other 
Native peoples. I have been affected by that hope in the land, even as it 
challenged me that day twenty-fi ve years ago and still confuses me today. 
James Bay has taught me that hope makes some sense, that we ought to 
pay it some attention, and that maybe there is another “rational” way of 
understanding this northern land. If there is a larger, philosophical reason 
for telling this story, then this is it. 
 This is a story about Cree hunters and their relationship with the land of 
James Bay, but it’s also the story of how James Bay has become integrated 
into the rational vision and economy of North America and how local 
energy and imagination have been challenged – not lost – in the process. 
Both the energy fl ow and the imagination are important here. A very real 
part of James Bay’s integration has involved the disruption of local energy 
fl ows through the environment; this has been the primary economic link 
with the South. For thirty-fi ve years, Quebec has been developing hydro 
power in the bay, and now megawatts of power are generated where falls 
of water once shook the earth around them. Energy once spent in sound 
and natural motion has been transformed into the hum and crackle of 
electricity, siphoned off to the South, and the power in these places that 
once moved the human imagination has now been lost. Their ability to 
thunder in the heart is gone, and for every unit of energy that is gained 
in this process something less tangible is certainly lost. The power and 
the noise are now in our control, are being controlled for our needs, and 
here is the major social/environmental reason for telling this story.
 James Bay is a prime example of the integration and exploitation of 
remote environments within an increasingly global economy and, con-
sequently, within the expanding global scope of environmental social 
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justice concerns. Like so many places around the world, James Bay is a place 
where our desire for resources has disrupted environments and the local 
cultures that depend on them. The reshaping of the landscape in order to 
extract energy from this remote region is, in part, an environmental issue, 
but it has a signifi cant cultural component as well. In reality, there are few 
environmental concerns that do not involve concerns about people too, 
and, as I look at culture and environment in these pages, it is with this in 
mind. We can learn meaningful lessons from events in northern Quebec, 
but we will have to think carefully about how culture and environment, 
past and present, are linked in both our words and our actions. Much 
land has been fl ooded, but more has been changed by the introduction 
of multiple and massive high-tension lines across the landscape and by 
the network of roads that transport logs to the South just as the wires 
transport electricity. These things have changed the way people can think 
about their land as well as how they can use it. The Cree hunter, who does 
not know what loggers have done to his land, arrives on his trapline with a 
sense of foreboding that was unknown in the past. The Cree mother who 
is told that methyl mercury from decaying plants beneath the new waters 
has poisoned the fi sh receives a warning that may save her body but that 
jeopardizes her faith in a traditional food supply that, for millennia, has 
fed her people both physically and spiritually. All of this calls into question 
our use of James Bay for our own needs – our alteration of culture and 
nature – and makes clear the importance of investigating the long history 
of this land.2

 In addition to what we extract, what we bring into the region is also 
transformative. This is maybe best seen in the introduction into the James 
Bay region of fossil-fuel technologies. Like most places on the earth now, 
James Bay is full of engines and furnaces that ease people’s lives but that 
also change their relationships with the land around them. There is no 
doubt that technology changes our perceptions of the environment and 
that travelling at 100 kilometres per hour in a truck or on a snowmobile 
potentially allows a sense of power and separation, a sense of hubris, that 
is not possible in a canoe or on a sled. Engines have a sound that breaks 
the quiet of the bush, they speak out and comfort humans by assuring 
them that they can still hear something familiar. In their own way, they 
are telling a story about all of us; or maybe it’s better to say that they are 
pushing people towards changing the story they tell about the land. Theirs 
can be a harsh guttural sound, a Greek chorus behind a new narrative 
– adding emphasis, maybe heightening emotions – feeding technological 
hubris to narratives of people’s place in the environment.
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 Technology has the potential to do all this, although, for a long time, 
the James Bay Cree have maintained themselves through many narrative 
and technological encounters. Some of our stories, like our technology, 
are old news now, so simple formulations of the ways that technology 
brings environmental and cultural change are of little value. Some of those 
changes were forged into the knife blades and metal pots that Henry 
Hudson traded near Waskaganish, in 1608; others were embedded in the 
Cree-language bibles and prayer books produced by John Horden and his 
fellow missionaries in the nineteenth century. There are analogies here for 
the present, but these phenomena were in large part domesticated, even 
indigenized, by the Cree and were added to traditional culture even as that 
culture changed. So care is needed in defi ning the nature of change.
 That said, the new stories that are recited to the metre of modern tech-
nology may be different from the old stories – harder to domesticate – 
because these stories and technologies function so closely together. These 
are the stories that, as Marx pointed out, redefi ne the world as commod-
ity, not simply as raw material for production, and that allow technology 
a free reign. They abstract nature into manipulable pieces that can be 
ordered, harnessed to human need with the aid of modern technology, 
and sold. These two aspects of our culture also work together with the 
stories of sovereignty, an advancing Canadian jurisdiction over the Can-
adian Shield and the Arctic that began in the late nineteenth century and 
came to maturity after the Second World War. The North is resource-
rich and is the economic foundation for a nation – two nations really, for 
the sovereignty inherent in “Maître chez nous” is also important to under-
standing James Bay history. In the 1960s, the fl owering of Quebec nation-
alism and the assertion of Québécois control over their economic and 
cultural lives changed the world both inside and outside the St. Lawrence 
Valley. And the Québécois, more than any others, have carried both new 
technologies and new stories onto the lands of the Cree. More than any 
others, they have also tied this region to the global marketplace, and all 
this marks today as a new period in James Bay, albeit one connected to 
other historical processes occurring on this continent.
 And here is a fi nal reason for telling this story. Much of North America 
was transformed by the combined power of the Christian, yeoman narra-
tive, with the economics and technology of proto-capitalist and capitalist 
agriculture, but this cultural package came up hard against the rocks and 
muskeg of the Canadian Shield. On Cree land, hunting and its narrative 
remained dominant, interacting with the world outside but remaining 
internally defi ned for centuries, until this new package of stories and 
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technology arrived. Rapid and dramatic change came to James Bay not 
with the mere arrival of white fur traders, or even later with Anglicans and 
Roman Catholics and their application of certain aspects of Western nar-
rative culture, but only with the combined power of modern technology 
and narratives about people’s place on the land. The Cree, like other 
Natives in the past and many other people around the world today, are 
dealing with these combined forces. So James Bay is an important part of 
our modern environmental awareness, but it can also teach us something 
important about the meaning of our cultural expansion on this continent 
both in the past and in the present.
 These are the larger issues that I want to cover as they relate to James Bay, 
but before I do that I want to engage briefl y with my own personal history 
with the land as it has a great deal to do with my interpretation of larger 
events. In canoeing through this country my companions and I were lucky 
enough to be guided by hunters who had been born in the bush and who 
had been raised there before the massive intrusion of outsiders and their 
technology. On my fi rst trip our guide was Daniel Blacksmith, on future 
trips it was Charlot Gunner. It is to these men that I owe a great part of 
the inspiration to write in the fi rst place, and part of what I perceived that 
day on Coldwater Lake has to do with them. I make no claims to writing 
this from the Cree perspective (I genuinely hope to see that story written 
someday); rather, I am writing this as a white American who caught a 
glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye while travelling up there 
and who has attempted to understand the great quiet that he sensed on 
the land and also the quiet sense of place that struck him in watching the 
grace with which Daniel and Charlot move through the bush. I don’t use 
the term “grace” lightly as I see the tinge of romanticism there, but the 
word works for me, freighted as it is. There was a sense of connectedness, 
of selfl essness in relation to their surroundings that made the bush that 
Daniel and Charlot moved through a different place from the “wilderness” 
that I traversed. It would probably be better to say that they were moving 
through a different story – one that was intimately connected with that 
great quiet.
 I went north at fi rst to fi nd a wilderness and to live out some very ro-
mantic images that I had in my head from reading fur trade stories. The 
fur trade, for all the revisions that have been made of it, is still one of the 
great epics of North American history, and my imagination was captured 
by the sweep of that story – the grand adventure, as I saw it. I suppose 
I found some of what I was looking for, but it became clear to me very 
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early on that for those Cree trappers this was not a wilderness, not an 
adventurous re-enactment, not a scenic getaway from the world to the 
south. This was a present-day world that was whole, self-contained, and 
internally defi ned if you were in tune enough to understand it. I was not 
that bright. All I can say is that I caught a glimpse of something and that 
I have spent quite a while trying to fi gure it out, trying to see it as a part 
of the modern world.
 In 1982, my fi rst impression of Mistissini Post – one of the then eight 
Cree communities in the region – was not positive: it seemed like a squalid 
little town on the edge of the forest, and I was anxious to get out of it. I 
didn’t understand then that all of the Cree villages were in the process of 
rapid transformation due to the massive hydroelectric project that had 
been started on the La Grande River. I was disappointed in the Hudson’s 
Bay Company trading post, which looked like any hardware store back 
home; I was disappointed with all of the motorized canoes I saw on the 
beach (the Cree boy waterskiing behind one of them was almost more than 
I could take); I was just disappointed. I had a story in my head – one that 
I am more than a little ashamed of now – and this place was not living up 
to my expectations. My expectations, of course, had come from stories 
about the past, from the belief that the Cree had been unaltered by the 
passage of time; and this was not so different from my perception that 
the region’s environment, “the wilderness,” had not changed either. Both 
of these were serious errors.
 When we left the village and began to travel along the eastern shore of 
Lake Mistassini, things were more like what I had expected. The bush, 
hardly unchanged from time immemorial, at least gave that impression. 
It was the cultural juxtaposition of that which I expected and that which 
I didn’t expect that continued to confuse me. Daniel had a profi ciency in 
the woods that I admired greatly. He used the traditional crooked knife 
(mogedagen) to carve everything from axe handles to ladles; he also carried a 
radio (today it would be a satellite phone) to talk to his wife when he could 
get reception. The cognitive space here was as vast and as confusing as was 
the silence on Coldwater Lake, and it was even harder to put into words, 
particularly since I was expecting to fi nd some kind of mythic Indian in 
the forest primeval. I continue to have these experiences up North, sitting 
in a traditional tent listening to someone speaking Cree on a cellphone 
and hearing the occasional reference to some professional hockey team 
or Hollywood movie. I have learned to laugh at the irony that my mind 
insists on creating out of those moments. It really is all in my head.
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 Over the course of seven summers I had the opportunity to travel more 
in the region – far to the north along the Arctic Ocean, too – and to con-
tinue to ponder the world up there and its relationship both to the world 
I had expected to fi nd and to my own world back here at home. This book 
is largely my attempt to fi gure out that relationship, though it is more than 
that too. I came very quickly to care about the Cree and their land. I have 
been compelled to try to speak to them through this story, though I am 
sure that Charlot and Daniel will never read it. I fi nd myself enmeshed 
in a conversation with this place that makes me want to tell about it, and 
this seems all the more pressing to me since Quebec has, this last January 
2007, announced the beginning of the next phase of hydro development 
in James Bay. This time it will be the Rupert River that will be dammed 
and its energy harnessed to the power grid. This will bring another wave 
of environmental and cultural change to the region, and I am involved in 
it not only because of my relationship to the region but also because of 
my relationship to the northeastern electrical grid. Hydro-Québec wants 
to generate more power to grow the Quebec economy; it also wants to sell 
some of it to me for my computer, lights, and woodshop. The electrical 
ligaments that tie the regions together are important and so, too, are the 
intellectual sinews that will continue to bind cultures even more closely 
together. We need to think about the meaning of all of this not only 
from a material, environmental point of view but also from a cultural, 
even metaphysical, point of view. If the resources of James Bay are going 
to be a part of our world, then so are the people who live there and their 
worldviews. We need to engage all of this as best we can.
 So for me, discussing current issues also means coming to grips with 
our past cultural interactions and the fact that we have still not fully 
integrated Aboriginal peoples and their land into our own history. My 
hope in meditating on James Bay is not only to identify some of the many 
environmental issues but also to raise some of the related cultural issues 
that linger in our relationship to Aboriginal peoples everywhere. I even go 
as far as to hope that I can offer something that will help to identify some 
solutions to these issues. There is something in the Cree story, as I have 
been able to put it together, that goes right back to that day on Coldwater 
Lake, to the humbling sense brought on by the immensity of the bush, 
and the hope that lies out there still.
 I’m aware that I am taking on a responsibility in speaking about the 
Cree and their land. This has the potential to be useful, although there 
is no assurance of that. I’ve talked a lot about the lessons that James Bay 
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can teach us and what we need to consider, but, if we are not careful, this 
use of their land and their history has the potential to be just as exploita-
tively extractive as has our resource use. The words of Kiowa writer and 
philosopher N. Scott Momaday seem appropriate here to emphasize this 
potential danger: the storyteller, he writes,

is he who takes it upon himself to speak formally. He assumes responsibility 
for his words, for what is created at the level of his human voice. He runs 
the risk of language, and language is full of risk – it might miscarry, it might 
be abused in one or more of a thousand ways. His function is essentially 
creative, inasmuch as language is essentially creative. He creates himself, 
and his listeners, through the power of his perception, his imagination, his 
expression. He realizes the power and beauty of language; he believes in 
the effi cacy of words.3

I am creating something in language here, in my own language, and 
Momaday’s words remind me to keep in mind that other story of the 
land, the one that is not in my language – the story I believe our guides 
were moving through and that I believe is still very much alive in James 
Bay. His words push me to try to fi nd a way to incorporate that story’s 
presence into my own, even if I don’t understand it in all its complexity. 
They also continue to remind me that this is not the only story that can 
be told, it’s simply the one that I am capable of telling.4

 As I touched on above, when the Cree speak of their land they mean 
more than just the ground on which they stand, the land that can be 
mapped two-dimensionally and scattered with cadastral lines to show 
property, jurisdiction, even sovereignty. What they mean by land is the 
entire multidimensional web of beings that occupies eastern James Bay: 
people, animals, plants, earth. So their story is one of place but also one 
of the complicated relationships – physical and metaphysical, human 
and other-than-human – that have shaped land and people together. The 
land is full of their names, their stories, their personal memories about 
these relationships, and all of these inhabit the remembered earth. These 
narratives, even if they remain something of a mystery, a linguistic and 
symbolic world that we are as unprepared for as we are to make our liv-
ing by hunting on the land of the bay, become a responsibility for anyone 
who wishes to speak about the Cree and their land. The responsibility is 
to remember that these stories are not curiosities but, rather, have past 
and present meaning on the land.5
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 In 1492, this continent was not only demographically robust but also 
imaginatively and narratively robust, and the latter is relevant to the way 
that the past led into the present. In James Bay it was Cree words and 
stories that formed part of the geography that was the local environment, 
a place where hunting defi ned the Cree world, where humans and other-
than-humans lived together in the reciprocal gift exchange of the hunt. 
And, most important, those stories continued to shape historical events 
even when, in the seventeenth century, the region became connected with 
the economy and discourse of European peoples.6 I say “connected with,” 
not “overshadowed by,” because European stories did not fl ourish on the 
land there any more than did English wheat. All that the English brought 
became part of James Bay’s geography and needs consideration, but not 
as the dominant force that shaped the history and environment of James 
Bay as it exists today. In the specifi c events and chronology of its history, 
James Bay is different from many places where Europeans came and stayed; 
however, in that James Bay today demands more than an understanding 
of what was brought there from the outside, it is just like other places.7

 Momaday again points the way in his own telling of Kiowa history. 
With his inclusion of personal as well as documented ecological and even 
mythological events, he pushes the reader to feel the weight of multiple 
ideas, even if they cannot be completely understood or assimilated within 
the framework of our expectations of what history should be. All the words 
created around a people are meaningful for him, all of them function to 
shape the historical events that involved Natives and non-Natives. Sig-
nifi cantly, too, he demands a consideration not only of people and their 
words about each other but also of nature and our various cultural and 
personal relationships to it. The individual, he tells us in an often-quoted 
line, “ought to concentrate his mind on the remembered earth. He ought 
to give himself up to a particular landscape in his experience, to look at 
it from as many angles as he can, to wonder about it, to dwell upon it. 
He ought to imagine that he touches it with his hands at every season 
and listens to the sounds that are made upon it. He ought to recollect the 
glare of noon and all the colors of the dawn and dusk.” For him, the land 
is sacred, invested with human meanings and actions that supersede any 
economic or political defi nitions of it.8 Momaday’s words are quoted so 
often because they resonate. They echo within my own desire to consider 
more carefully the role of environment and human culture in James Bay; 
they also echo in modern Native demands for the inclusion of their per-
spectives in our dealings with them over land and resources.9
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 This centrality of both land and language, I believe, means conceiving of 
the Cree and James Bay before contact as a self-contained environment of 
work and words into which Europeans entered in order to trade, proselyt-
ize, and inquire. As Europeans worked to survive, they worked to change 
this environment, though they never reshaped James Bay exclusively in 
their own image: for centuries, they did not have the numbers or power 
to even try. As in so many other places, in James Bay European modes of 
subsistence were not immediately successful, and newcomers were thrown 
back on Native subsistence. Unlike in other places, in James Bay European 
methods never fl ourished and Europeans continued to be bounded by the 
hunter’s work and, increasingly, the hunter’s words. I think it is important 
here to consider that, while the larger history of contact between Natives 
and Europeans illustrates how dramatically European work and words 
reshaped the Native world, nowhere did this happen without a period of 
cultural discourse and negotiation over the meaning of both. James Bay 
offers a protracted example of this important phase. Whereas in other 
places periods of negotiation lasted only a generation or two, in James 
Bay they were much longer, which is rare if not unique.
 We struggle with these periods of negotiation that often occurred in the 
distant past and that linger tentatively in unclear and incomplete records, 
with the result that their meaning within the larger history suffers. In this 
regard, the Cree experience offers a different perspective on the larger 
process of contact for Native peoples and on their place in the histories of 
North America. For centuries before the Cree mounted the stage of law 
and politics, outsiders worked within a Cree context that maintained its 
local relevance. This is vital: the Cree remained imaginatively robust over 
a huge geography for hundreds of years, and outsiders moved through that 
story of the land. The far more radical changes that came in other places, as 
Europeans adapted the environment materially and conceptually to their 
own ends, may also help to bring into focus more recent events in James 
Bay, though the process of paradigmatic change is not a fait accompli. In 
other words, what’s going on today should look familiar in many ways, 
but because of a very different history, the end result is anything but a 
foregone conclusion, either for the Cree or the land.10

 Seeing the huge and lasting landscape of Cree narrative allows us to 
conceive of Native culture spatially and to acknowledge that there are still 
Native environments in every part of North America – vastly reduced in 
size though they may be – and that Native peoples continue to resist the 
wholesale imposition of Western narratives upon themselves and those 
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places. Part of this resistance is political, and it is worth remembering 
Momaday’s words here: narratives like this one are potentially dangerous 
in that they represent a powerful aspect of Western politics, and histories 
are, after all, inherently political and have not often worked in the favour 
of Native peoples. Historical narrative is probably vital to the Cree in 
their new legal and political relationship with modern Canada, however, 
as they now fi nd themselves in the midst of the same negotiations over 
sovereignty and rights as do other Natives in Canada and the United 
States. Yet, while it is important to interpret the historical path that led 
to Eeyou Istchee as a semi-sovereign entity, at the same time it is also 
important not to confl ate Cree politics and Cree culture: they are not the 
same thing. The larger defi nition of Eeyou Istchee is still the most import-
ant: it is more than a government, or lines on a map, or even a nation (as it 
is defi ned in Western political terms). Thinking about the Cree’s narrative 
landscape allows us to range much farther than that.11

 More to the point, this spatial way of thinking about narrative and 
culture allows us to get at questions about the processes of cultural inter-
action, which I think need to be fl eshed out more before getting to the 
actual historical events. This way of thinking helps us get at questions like: 
What did it mean for widely divergent cultures to come together as they 
did all across the continent? How did the interaction between these very 
different peoples change them and the land over time? How, in fact, did 
they interact as people, and how do they continue to interact within the 
political and economic structures of the modern world? What should be 
created at the level of our historical narratives and what are the respon-
sibilities in writing down the history of a people and their landscape? At a 
more personal level, how should my perception of the vastness of the bush 
as well as the other different ways it is perceived be incorporated into the 
story?
 Maybe we can begin to answer these kinds of questions by looking at 
the relationship between human culture and stories. This relationship is 
central to my way of seeing the process of contact in James Bay because, as 
philosopher David Carr points out, all people are striving for the position 
of storyteller in their own lives, in the lives of constituent groups, and in 
the lives of other peoples. And, as he says, “we must go even further and 
say that it [narrative] is literally constitutive of the group.” By extension, it 
is also one of the primary ways that groups interact. In this competition 
of stories, “culture is contested, temporal, and emergent” for anthropolo-
gist James Clifford, and “representation and explanation – by insiders and 
outsiders – is implicated in this emergence.” So individual people – insiders 
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and outsiders – speaking into a narrative space constitutes one of the ways 
that culture is created, maintained, and altered. And environment is central 
to this emergence because vital modes of living and working in nature are 
always wrapped in words and explanations. We negotiate not only over 
how to use nature but also over defi nitions of natural and unnatural, the 
underlying meaning of nature in our lives, and the relative human position 
in the hierarchy of nature – again the physical and metaphysical. This is 
never truer than in the relationship between Natives and non-Natives, 
where land is the chief subject in that contested emergence both in the 
past and the present.12

 But seeing the history of a land as a negotiation over meaning has the 
potential to get very abstract and rarefi ed, and it’s important to remember 
that, by defi nition, environments are also specifi c places that must be ca-
pable of sustaining physical bodies as well as the more abstract cultural soul. 
There are dynamic tensions here – between individual needs and cultural 
expectations and between physical nature and storied environments – and 
these create the kinds of forces that also drive historical change. These are 
the forces that shaped James Bay, and, in thinking about culture spatially 
and narratively, I want to see not only how the Cree moved back and forth 
between their land and the islands of European culture at the trading posts 
but also how European cultural artifacts, both material and intellectual, 
were integrated into the act (and meaning) of hunting. Equally import-
ant, I want to see those traders, missionaries, scientists, and government 
offi cials who moved out into the bush and who depended on their own 
ability to integrate themselves to some degree within the Cree narrative 
in order to survive in James Bay. Thinking about language spatially in 
relation to individual human action allows us not only to take up the 
idea that the meaning of words buttresses our use of particular places but 
also to stay grounded in the fact that use is the foundation of meaning. 
Language is certainly heuristic: its form predetermines what we see and 
how we interpret it. But these observations and interpretations are then 
put into practice in the physical world, reshaping it and our modes of 
observation and interpretation. In many ways, the Cree were prepared to 
meet the challenges of the last thirty-fi ve years through their prolonged 
history of environmental and cultural negotiation with Europeans within 
their own physical and heuristic geography: a place where hunting – in its 
largest sense – fed bodies and soul.13

  This interpretation comes fi rst and foremost from the heart of the con-
tinent and the history that we have written about it. It comes from a place 
apart, from Native America – a place that Euro-Americans hardly know 
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because we do not know the languages and the narratives that would enable 
us to locate ourselves there. Historian Calvin Martin argues provocatively 
that Europeans and their generations have never in fact reached this Na-
tive America, landing instead on a dark and bloody continent that was 
the product of their own fecund imaginations rather than on the island 
riding on the back of a great turtle (where Natives had lived for millennia). 
Trapped within our own cultural expectations and discourse – what he 
refers to as the ontology of fear – we have never grasped the Native reality 
that spanned the continent. This is a foundational idea for me, and Mar-
tin, as always, rightly reminds us to remember Native consciousness and 
language as integral to our history. However, I wonder if, in one respect, 
his analysis is not anachronistic.14

 Forgetting Native reality seems a present danger – a point of valid self-
criticism – far more than it was a danger for those who actually stepped out 
onto this continent fi ve hundred years ago. It is important to remember 
that, in one way, narrative is an act of remembering; it can also be an act 
of forgetting. No matter what they said or wrote afterwards, no matter 
their forgetfulness, those fi rst Europeans entered into both the material and 
narrative realities of Native America. They contacted a powerful concep-
tual reality, an intellectual tradition that challenged what they understood 
about the world. It was only when they re-entered European space – if 
they chose to do so – that they began the process of communication and 
interpretation to which we have access in the written record. The history 
we tell is in some respects the continuation of a narrative process that goes 
back almost as far as contact, and this poses a clear danger for those Natives 
about whom we are writing. Will our history be an act of remembering 
or an act of forgetting?15

 Culturally and historically we have certainly and wilfully forgotten Na-
tive reality – in many respects we have actively worked to erase it – but 
those early travellers entered that reality and had to learn to navigate and to 
partake in the environment that they found here in North America. They 
had to do this in order to survive. This is one of the larger lessons of James 
Bay history: Native narrative reality meant material survival in the form of 
food from the land. Martin is quite right in casting this Native American 
narrative reality in concrete and geographical terms, but room should be 
made to differentiate between both the experiences of individ uals who 
entered the cultural space of Native people, and how those experi ences 
were later interpreted within a European narrative space. Narrative spaces, 
as well as material spaces, are part of the equation, and the histor ical chal-
lenge of Native America is, to a large degree, its continuing existence as a 
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narrative place apart. Contact was not so much a moment in time as an 
ongoing process through which two culturally different peoples began to 
live with and speak to and about one another.16

 All of this discussion of cultural and environmental negotiation, con-
necting cultural space to physical nature, comes together because, as I have 
said, the negotiation was and still is largely about the land, that web of 
relationships the Cree defi ne in opposition to our understanding of real 
estate. The land was what the Cree went to court to protect when Quebec 
began to develop the region in 1971, and they continue to try to protect 
it in their current negotiations with Canadians. This is what all Native 
peoples are struggling to maintain: the use and understanding of their 
lands. The negotiation of these narrative spaces continues as the Cree try 
to work within the legal, political framework of the West. This framework 
is inherently tied up with historical and cultural writing; thus it is clear 
that to write responsibly is to write about the past with the realization 
that one’s words have power in the present. Most ominously, because it 
challenges some of the ways that we have defi ned Native cultures, what 
I want to say about Cree hunting and its relationship to the land has the 
potential to miscarry. So here I want to be particularly careful.
 The historical facts are that Cree hunting in the twentieth century was 
not the same as Cree hunting in the nineteenth century and that Cree 
hunting in the nineteenth century was not the same as Cree hunting in 
the past. Hunting in the twenty-fi rst century will no doubt be different 
still. But are historical change and cultural continuity mutually exclusive? 
This is the dangerous political question raised by the way in which many 
Native histories are told. Often there is a tacit assumption that the older 
practice is always somehow “more Native” and that if Native people have 
moved away from that older practice then they have somehow forfeited 
their ability to defi ne their environments and their rights on the land. 
Many anthropologists see this as an old and outmoded concept, but it 
continues to have popular and political currency. And it gets reinforced 
when histories do not connect the Native past with the Native present, 
thus leaving the impression that “real Indians” dwelt in the former. Sadly, 
this is an idea that has taken root within Native culture too. I’m reminded 
of the words novelist Leslie Silko puts in the mouth of the old shaman 
Betonie:

They always think the ceremonies must be performed exactly as they have 
always been done, maybe because one slip-up or mistake and the whole 
ceremony must be stopped and the sand painting destroyed. That much is 
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true. They think that if a singer tampers with any part of the ritual, great 
harm can be done, great power unleashed. That much can be true also. But 
long ago when the people were given these ceremonies, the changing 
began, if only in the aging of the yellow gourd rattle or the shrinking of the 
skin around the eagle’s claw, if only in the different voices from generation 
to generation, singing the chants. You see, in many ways, the ceremonies 
have always been changing.17

Describing a continuity in cultural daylight on the changing landscape 
of history, as Momaday rightly asks us to do, will help to dispel the idea 
of changelessness that I carried with me when I fi rst went north. So will 
a focus on the land and on telling the story into the present, taking care 
to connect both to recent events.
 My own initial disappointment with Mistissini eventually led to my 
questioning the roots of the popular belief in the static nature of traditional 
cultures. I was naïve when I fi rst went north, but I was not completely 
ignorant of culture as a concept. I think, though, that I saw cultures as 
discrete, as naturally separate from one another, and I believed that Native 
cultures had only been contaminated by Western culture. This in some ways 
hearkens back to American anthropology’s original mission to “preserve” 
traditional cultures (which, after contact, were seen as fading away), and it 
was fed by my assumption that all the modern things I saw in the village 
had either been forced upon the Cree or were indicative of some cultural 
lapse on their part. I think my misunderstanding of culture can also be 
explained by my inability to process the myriad ways that culture has been 
explained to the public in the years since anthropology moved away from 
the preservationist model. As anthropologist Clifford Geertz somewhat 
wryly points out, with regard to defi ning “culture,” anthropology “seems 
to have asserted almost everything at one time or another.” Structuralism, 
functionalism, Freudian analysis, semiotics – all of these and more have 
been used as foundational criteria for understanding human culture. Not 
surprisingly, this has left a somewhat confused picture.18

 In looking at James Bay, this confusion coloured my thinking for quite a 
while. Just as on my fi rst visit to the North, the historical record continually 
presented me with a picture of cultural complexity that challenged static 
notions of culture. The mythic Indian and the forest primeval are not to 
be found there either. It wasn’t until I came upon Edward Sapir’s criticism 
– made in the early twentieth century – that, in general, anthropological 
approaches only think “of the individual as a more or less passive carrier 
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of tradition or, to speak more dynamically, as the infi nitely variable actual-
izer of ideas and of modes of behavior which are implicit in the structures 
and tradition of a given society,” that I found some room for what I was 
seeing in the record. Sapir’s criticism indicates that defi nitions of culture 
leave no room for individuality and no mechanism for changing Native 
traditions other than through the forced imposition of outside ideas. The 
Geertzian conviction “that men unmodifi ed by the customs of particular 
places do not in fact exist, have never existed, and most important, could 
not in the very nature of the case exist,” seems true enough; but it is 
individual people who make and modify cultures, and this is a historical 
process. What I have come to see is that, with regard to our understanding 
of Native history, the concept of culture has come at a price.19

 The concept of culture has helped us to reinterpret Euro-American 
records in the light of anthropological evidence and methodology, thus 
enabling us to gain new understandings of the Native past and activities 
such as hunting. Anthropological studies of Native peoples have dis covered 
threads of culture that run back to a time before white contact, and this 
has allowed a rethinking of the often pejorative descriptions of Natives and 
has given new meaning to their historical actions.20 This has allowed us to 
fi nd meaning in Native words and actions that those who recorded them 
saw only as savage and meaningless. But our reliance upon anthropology’s 
tools has limited our thinking insofar as anthropology is not centrally 
concerned with explaining change over time. It is not that anthropology is 
ahistorical (this is a common complaint about the discipline and it is one 
that I do not share); rather, it is that its concentration on group behaviour 
has led to a totalizing understanding of culture that resists explanations 
of historical change that, so often, come down to individual choice and 
action.21

 I am not suggesting that we impose our modern legal and political under-
standing of the individual as a near-sovereign entity onto past cultures, 
but, in order to understand changes in traditional Native hunting in James 
Bay, it is important to see individuals. I want to rethink the relationship 
between the individual and culture, and here, I think, is where Geertz’s 
focus on “particular places” becomes important to understanding culture 
(just as, earlier, place was important in understanding narrative). Place 
implies a local geography, a local environment, and it implies individual 
people fi tting into place in some specifi c and divergent ways. Individuals 
are cultural in all the ways that anthropologists have described, true enough, 
but they are also Homo sapiens, units of human biology in a physical world 
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in which they have to make their living. Individual hunters, then, are 
embedded both in hunting culture and in physical nature, and, because 
they cannot separate cultural self from physical self, they live within a 
single spatial phenomenon that infl uences, but does not wholly determine, 
their actions within it. Historical change is explained because, while vari-
ous aspects of culture (even traditional culture) and environment may 
reinforce one another, at times there is a tension between them that pulls 
the individual in different directions. Thus, Native cultures were changing 
long before the coming of Europeans, but these changes were exacerbated 
in situations where individuals entered into another cultural environment, 
as happened with contact in places like James Bay. The proximity of 
heuristic geographies offers new avenues for individuals by presenting 
them with alternatives to their own cultural space, and these individuals, 
depending on their abilities and desires, can move between environments, 
testing and changing one space with objects and concepts from the other. 
This may result in direct changes within the cultural environment, and 
whereas goods and ideas must be internally communicated (in all the ways 
mentioned above), they may also be internally redefi ned in the language 
of the environment within which they are occurring. In other words, 
people may understand change without having recourse to outside im-
position. Signifi cantly, if it happens slowly enough, change may not be 
seen at all. All of this requires relative parity in cultural strength, of course; 
however, as I have noted, this was the case in James Bay for a much 
longer time than it was in many places.22

 So rather than defi ning individuals as separately infused with cultural 
consciousness – computers programmed with certain software – and 
also inhabiting physical nature, it is better to see them as moving within 
cultural environments that are materially and narratively tied together by 
the presence of those individuals who are constantly negotiating among 
themselves. We see clearly that culture makes it possible for humans to 
survive individually in nature, but we should also see that the individual 
human makes it possible for culture to exist in nature. Individuals survive 
because culture gives them the tools and concepts they need, but culture 
recreates itself within individuals through their ability and willingness 
to communicate with others both inside and outside the group (i.e., to 
continue the narrative) and their ability to feed, clothe, and reproduce 
themselves. Individual humans, then, are the nexus of culture and nature 
and are the engines of historical change within both. Here the meaning 
of culture connects with the meaning of narrative, and both relate back 
to the lands of James Bay.23
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 Culture may have determined what was proper for the Cree hunter 
to eat, but it did not determine his need to eat. Nor could it predict or 
determine what would happen when culturally acceptable food was absent 
or was simply the more desirable option to an individual Cree. Individuals 
made different choices on these kinds of issues and then narrated those 
choices to others in an attempt to fi t those actions within the framework 
of common understanding. While Cree hunting remained important for 
survival, it also remained the context of a larger cultural negotiation. Fur 
traders particularly became part of this context because the fur trade in 
James Bay was bounded by the realities of hunting food. Two very differ-
ent systems of consciousness, both of which were internally coherent, met 
one another in the similar physical hunger of individuals. These individ-
uals helped feed one another, all the while narrating and negotiating the 
meaning of words and signs. And this continues in a different way today 
as the Cree deal with their recent integration into the Canadian national 
consciousness.24

 If we begin by trying to see the spider’s web of words and meaning that 
clings so delicately to the forests of the North – so often invisible except 
in the diffuse light of dawn – then we get a sense of the scope and the 
longevity of this hunter’s landscape. In 1914, as a concrete example, white 
travellers on the Rupert River came upon red marks painted on a large 
rock by the river; they were glyphs, signs of an older Cree world, and were 
clearly something outside of Western understanding. The simple explana-
tion given on the spot, that they were “the Devil’s Marks,” is important, 
but so is the fact that the paint was fresh and clear, part of an ongoing 
cultural discourse, literally written on the land – a thread of precontact 
narrative that some individual Cree were still using to negotiate their 
place in the world in the early twentieth century. These marks expressed 
a cultural knowledge about hunting on the land that continued to medi-
ate cultural and political power in the region between whites and Cree as 
well as among the Cree themselves. This is part of the history of the James 
Bay environment, and its power must shape how we view the European 
alternatives that were carried to James Bay, beginning in the seventeenth 
century.25

 All of this is to say that words form – or should form – part of the 
connecting tissue that binds individuals to the land that sustains them. 
This is part of the power and the effi cacy of the words of which Momaday 
speaks; it is the meaning of change for Silko’s Betonie.26 The play between 
narratives and their material partners makes it possible to believe in the 
creative power of words because the Cree engaged them so fully, bending 
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them to their needs and adapting them. The Cree show us something very 
important with regard to how we think about contact with Europeans. 
This does not deny the potentially disruptive, even destructive power of 
narratives’ claims to objective truth – particularly the narratives of religion, 
economics, and politics. The Foucauldian connection between offi cial lan-
guage, knowledge, and the imposition of political power will be important 
to James Bay in the end, but only after centuries of cultural interaction 
within Cree narratives, the most dominant of which is the narrative of the 
hunt. The hunter’s narrative is still being used and adapted.27

 At this moment the Cree and James Bay have undergone thirty-fi ve 
years of dramatic cultural and environmental change. Many of these 
changes have not been for the better, but nothing in the history of the 
region indicates that this trend need be permanent. Nothing in the history 
of the region indicates that change, as such, need be a problem for the 
Cree – only specifi c changes. Defi ning the historical context of change 
and continuity seems particularly pressing in light of these recent events 
in James Bay. The Cree past needs to be connected clearly with the Cree 
present in a way that takes the Cree environment into consideration. This 
is because, when the Cree today appear in court, or at a press conference, 
or in front of government offi cials, they are continuing a long negotiation 
with white culture, and they are trying to explain the meaning of a long 
cultural narrative about the lands of James Bay. They are trying to explain 
their environment to us and, in doing so, are attempting to maintain some 
control over it.
 Again, within the larger understanding of Native America, change has 
often been forced, but it has occurred spatially, and Native cultural en-
vironments still exist everywhere. For the Cree, forced change has occurred 
not only in the form of fl ooded lands but also in the form of conceptual 
changes that were brought to the unfl ooded lands. Through treaties, the 
Cree have gained a great deal of political control over their villages, but 
they have lost a great deal of their historical ability to defi ne the lands of 
the region within their own narrative. The problems in James Bay today 
come not only from material alterations to the land but also from altera-
tions to the cultural narrative of hunting that, in the past, was meaningful 
for everyone. This is a process that connects them with the larger story of 
contact, just as the details of Cree history add texture and colour to the 
story of that larger event.
 Signifi cantly, it was only when political and economic need, along with 
technical ability, made it possible for Quebec to apply a purely outside nar-
rative directly to the lands of James Bay that change became so disruptive. 
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This is the last lesson of James Bay: European economic activity could go 
on for centuries within a largely Native narrative space; the missionary 
narrative could be controlled and made useful within the material reality of 
the hunt; an outside narrative of ownership, control, and sovereignty could 
exist apart from James Bay even as the hunt and its narrative continued 
because the lands of James Bay were deemed not useful. Only when these 
narrative lines converged was the effect revolutionary. The signifi cant as-
pect of this story is the increasing scope and power of an outside narrative 
understanding of the region and its environment. This is an understanding 
that was created within a non-Cree epistemology of nature and culture, 
and it is one that came to challenge the Cree in 1970 and that continues 
to threaten what philosopher Pierre Bourdieu calls a “dispossession of the 
instruments of symbolic production” in James Bay.28

 Over the last thirty-fi ve years, numerous studies have been carried out 
in James Bay. Environmental impact studies have looked at changes in 
ecology caused by fl ooding tens of thousands of square kilometres of land 
and rerouting major rivers. Sociological studies have looked at how the Cree 
have been affected by increasing numbers of outsiders (brought in by the 
new roads), by changes in diet, and by drugs and alcohol. Few would ques-
tion the connection between environmental change and cultural change, 
but little has been done to show how they have worked together, how they 
are really part of the same process of change, and how they are part of a 
much longer process of change both locally and globally. At the same time, 
many have romanticized the Cree hunter and the bush, choosing to ignore 
change in an attempt to hold on to an image that fi ts well within our own 
notions of environmentalism and wilderness preservation (an image that 
omits our own part in this story of change). All of these perspectives fi t 
into a larger picture that involves not only the environmental and cultural 
issues of the present but also all those of the past. So while I’ve spent a 
great deal of time in recent years reading historical records (Hudson’s Bay 
Company documents, Anglican missionary documents, and any others I 
could fi nd that related to the Cree and the lands of James Bay), and while 
I believe there’s an important story in the region’s past, the importance 
of the present and of staying focused on the land – that great complexity 
that, in the North, still bounds people’s lives – cannot be separated from 
historical inquiry. This was brought home to me on a recent winter trip 
made in reaction to the announcement of the Rupert River Project.
 I went North because I wanted to see what was going on and to hear 
how people were talking about it. I arrived in a steady snowfall in the vil-
lage of Chisasibi, just as school was letting out and people were driving off 
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to pick up their kids. All the four-way stops were backed up six or seven 
cars deep (another of those ironies – rush hour at, quite literally, the end 
of the road). Chisasibi is the biggest of the nine Cree communities and a 
creation of the La Grande projects. In 1980, the old fur trade community 
on Fort George Island was in the path of the newly increased fl ow of the 
La Grande River, and fear of erosion led the government to relocate the 
people to this new place along the south shore of the river. It was one of 
those forced relocations all too familiar in the Canadian North, and I know 
from talking to people that, among the older generation, a great deal of 
sadness and bad feelings continue to be associated with this move. For the 
Cree who lived through it, there is a sense of dislocation that will likely 
never go away; and for the younger generation there is a break with the 
past – a dislocation in their history as well as their geography. The past 
is now another place, and while they can visit the island and tell stories 
about their lives there, it will never again be a truly living place.
 I went to the band offi ces to introduce myself and to ask some questions 
about the dams and how the land is doing now. I had already received a full 
dose of the Hydro-Québec version of things that morning while touring 
the hydroelectric facility, and I wanted to hear the other side of the story. 
I was a stranger there, and the people I knew in town were away, so those 
I met were understandably wary about who I was and why I was asking 
questions. I knew it was unfair of me to drop in unannounced, but for a 
few minutes there were a half-dozen of us standing in the hallway and a 
couple of people began to express their unhappiness with the Rupert River 
project, saying that they wanted it stopped. When I told them that I’d like 
to stop it too but that the Grand Council had told those of us from the 
South to stay out of it this time, one young man reminded me that there 
was still free speech in the world – “for a little while longer anyway.” He 
made a point of telling me that he still used the word “if ” when speaking 
about the Rupert diversion: the thing does not have any physical reality 
yet, and he will not grant it any narrative reality either. But I saw that 
many people were very tense; starting yet another fi ght did not appear to 
be universally popular.
 In the following pages I want to think about the past and present of 
James Bay in relation to the hydro dams that have already been built but, 
more important, in relation to the dams that were started in the summer 
of 2007. It had been seven years since my last trip, and though I’d been 
warned, I was still astounded by the changes that are happening within 
the Cree communities and out in the bush due to our use of their land. 
First, I drove everywhere I wanted to go, something I could not have 
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done even fi ve years ago. And of course, as I travelled, I saw all the other 
changes that made the roads necessary. Logging is going on all over, and, 
for the last fi fteen years, clear-cutting has been a much bigger problem 
than fl ooding. The Cree communities are changing so fast that it’s hard to 
know where to begin to tell the story of how all these changes came about. 
But in order to understand them one has to go right back to the land itself, 
back to the human interaction with the land that has been going on for 
so long. Only by taking the long view do the changes occurring in the 
present seem understandable as something more than blind, unstoppable 
decline for both land and people. Only by connecting the history of the 
land with what is happening to the land today can we fi nd a meaning that 
will help lead to the future.
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