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beyond dollar signs. “It’s another vehicle for
preserving our culture. We get to tell our
stories in our own way.”

This message is evident at Mission’s
Xa:ytem (Hay-tem) Longhouse [nterpretive
Centre, of which Battel is the cultural direc-
tor. The centre is built next to Hatzic Rock,
believed by Sto:lo elders to be a “transformer
site,” where three chiefs were turned to stone
for challenging the Creator. Here, archaeolo-
gists uncovered the remains of B.C.'s oldest
house - a wooden dwelling that dates back
6,000 years - as well as in situ archaeological
features that carbon-date back 9,000 years,
making them older than Stonehenge and
the pyramids of Giza, In July 1992, the fed-
eral government officially designated
Xa:ytem a National Historic Site, the first
native spiritual site in Canada recognized in
this manner. The interpretive centre, con-
structed in 1994, features two cedar pit-
houses (a type of dwelling used by the Sté:lo)
as well as workshops in basketry, cedar-mat
weaving and drum-making — and now wel-
comes 15,000 visitors per year, of which
11,000 are school-children,

Heritage concerns also led to the creation
of the U'Mitsa Cultural Centre in the town
of Alert Bay on Cormorant Island, off the
northeast coast of Vancouver Island. One of
the longest-operating and most successful
First Nations cultural facilities in B.C., the
centre was built in 1980 to house potlatch
artifacts taken from the Kwakwaka'wakw
(Kwa-kwa-kya-wowkw) Nation during a
police raid of a potlatch ceremony in 1921.
Forty-five people were arrested and 20 were
sentenced to prison terms of two or three
months. The others were released when
they agreed to hand over hundreds of heir-
looms to the officers, who sold some items
and gave others to the federal government.

The return of the potlatch treasures not
only provided U'Mista’s name (“the return of
something important”) and sparked a gen-
eral trend toward repatriation of First Nations
artifacts, it also spawned a museum and
human resources infrastructure that have
successfully operated for more than two
decades. Today, the centre's repatriated col-
lection of more than 160 masks, headdresses,
coppers, rattles, whistles and other pieces of
dance regalia formsiits central exhibit. Other
attractions include video presentations, an
extensive art gallery and gift shop and pre-
sentations by dance troupes. The facility also
hosts international scholars and supports
researchers in a range of disciplines.




Of course, the cultural
aspect of aboriginal
tourism is not limited to
interpretive centres, In-
creasingly, the province’s
aboriginal heritage is
being integrated into
outdoor adventures.
When Giselle Martin and her husband, Doug
Wright, launched Tla-ook Cultural Adven-
tures in Tofino in 2001, for instance, it was
to offer a West Coast experience as seen
through traditional eyes. “Culture is about
the environment around us. The two can't
be separated. Our stories, songs and family
names are all based on this. It is just as
important as our language,” says Martin.

The focus of the Tla-ook experience is
paddling trips in dugout cedar canoes carved
by Giselle's father, Joe Martin, a master carver
whose vessels are also used by Washington's
Makah tribe in their traditional whale hunts.
The company’s signature trip is a four-hour
outing to Meares [sland. Guests paddle over
fishing grounds and clam beds as guides tell
the history of Martin’s people, the Tla-o-qui-
aht (Clay-kwot). Once on the island, a “wild
grocery hunt” — a study of the plants and
places that make this mystical spot unique -
is conducted. Back on the beach at trip’s end,
a feast of wild salmon, crab or sea urchin,
bannock, seasonal fruit and salads is laid out
for a diverse range of clients, including
seniors groups from Germany and Japan.
Visitors are very curious about Tla-o-qui-aht
legends and stories, says Martin, though
some are sadly informed about contempo-
rary aboriginal culture. “They wonder where
we keep our feathers, bows and arrows, They
ask to see our teepee village.”

Doug Green also combines culture and
adventure with his Cariboo Chilcotin Jet-
boat Adventures, based just west of Williams
Lake, The company offers outings of one to
five days, but its most popular involves a
daytrip down the Fraser River through a pris-
tine, desert-like wilderness that boasts the
largest bighorn sheep population in the
world. “We see 50 eagles a day when the
salmon are running,” says Green, a member
of the Chilcotin Band. Guests receive a crash
course on local history as the boat travels the
Chilcotin River to an ancient salmon fishing
site, where passengers fish with nets in the
traditional way. Next up: a village site’s
10,000-year-old pictographs and an aban-
doned mining camp from the 1858 gold
rush, where guides dig a firepit and cook

(top) Haida Heritage Centre, Qay'linagaay; Clarence Louie, Nk'Mip Cellars, Osoyoos.

salmon caught that day. The fish is served
with First Nations foods such as bannock
and, if it's in season, hushum, a dish made by
whipping soapberries into a light froth. “We
call it Indian ice cream,” says Green.

Green ferries a lot of European clients,
particularly Germans, who harbour a keen
fascination for the Canadian West and
aboriginal culture. Apparently, the last gener-
ation of German children grew up believing
Indians - not cowboys - were the good guys.
This belief was fostered by German author
Karl May, who wrate novels for youth about
the plight of the North American Indian that
spawned the development of what were
called Indian and Western Clubs across
Germany. The clubs, in turn, celebrated
Plains-style Indian life, teepees and powwows.
For First Nations in Canada, this fascination
has translated into a viable market for cultural
products, especially in tourism.

The spirituality and art of First Nations
culture is hugely popular among non-native
Canadians as well, because “they fill a need,”
says Haida expert and anthropologist George
F. MacDonald, author of Chiefs of the Sea and

Courtesy Halda Herltage Centre al Oay'llagaay, (bottam) Brian Sprout

Sky and Haida Momumental Art and president
of the Bill Reid Foundation, “North Ameri-
can culture is so heterogeneous, and is look-
ing for roots, which is partly why British
Columbians are strongly supportive of First
Nations culture. It's a sense of wanting to
identify with the region through viewing
indigenous art and culture.”

Outdoeor adventures
may comprise the
majority of B.C.'s 200
current aboriginal
tourism initiatives, buta
handtul of pioneering
B.C. bands are focused
on large-scale tourist
initiatives that generate long-term economic
benefits. On Graham Island in the Queen
Charlottes, for example, six massive totem
poles tower over the new $26-million Haida
Heritage Centre at Qay’'llnagaay (Kay-al-na-
guy). Built around the island’s Haida Gwaii
Museum at the old village site of Qay'lina-
gaay, or “Sea Lion Town,” on the edge of
Skidegate, this striking glass-and-cedar com-
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plex will open in June 2007. [ts ocean-facing
cedar longhouses will house a carving shed,
canoe house, performing arts theatre, restau-
rant offering traditional Haida fare, gallery
displaying contemporary and travelling
exhibits and a teaching centre where emerg-
ing artists can hone their skills. As well, the
Bill Reid Foundation plans to send its entire
collection of the Haida master’s works to the
museum for the first 15 months of its open-
ing. And soon to follow: Qay'linagaay Lodge,
a resort specializing in adventure tourism,
including guided kayaking, boat tours to
Haida heritage sites, sightseeing and nature
tours, as well as sports and freshwater fishing,
The entire development is anticipated to
draw more than 10,000 additional visitors to
Haida Gwaii each year.

This June will also see the launch of the
world’s only First Nations theme port in
Campbell River. Owned by the Campbell
River Indian Band, the floating concrete Wei-
Wai-Kum Cruise Ship Terminal will host four
visits from the 700-guest Regent Seven Seas
Marirer in 2007. Disembarking passengers
pass through a Canada Customs building
designed like a traditional bighouse, then
exit into a covered walkway lined with tents
decorated in aboriginal artwork that house
arts, crafts and traditional foods. Passengers
will have their choice of more than 20 local
excursions, including fishing, kayaking,
wildlife tours and dance performances
offered through As Wild as You Like Adven-
tures, a travel agency jointly owned by the
band and Campbell River Tourism.

An even more ambitious development
now dominates the landscape outside Cran-
brook. The $41-million St. Fugene Mission
Resort features a swank 125-room hotel with
conference facilities, a casino and an 18-hole
championship golf course set against the
backdrop of the Rockies, Purcells and St.
Mary’s River, But beyond its impressive scale,
the enterprise has deeper meaning for the
seven tribes of the Ktunaxa (k-too-nah-ha)
Nation. The casino’s centrepiece - 25 deluxe
suites above the main floor lobby — was con-
structed from the remains of the first resi-
dential school in Western Canada. The 1910
St. Eugene Mission “instructed” 5,000 chil-
dren from the Ktunaxa, Okanagan, Shuswap
and Blackfoot Nations before its closure in
1970. The resort also has a cultural compo-
nent: an interpretive centre that displays
artifacts and details of the history and
mythology of the Ktunaxa, as well as an arts
and crafts cooperative. Including B.C.'s first




native-operated casino, the four-season resort
employs 250 people, 25 per cent of whom
are from First Nations. In addition to boost-
ing the tourism industry in the B.C. Rockies,
the resort is also helping diversify the local
economy, weaning it from its dependency
on mining and logging while producing
$13.6 million annually in tax revenues.

The decision to turn this icon of a sz
period in B.C. history into a powerful
nomic engine was intentional. As Sophie
Pierre, chief of the St. Mary’s Indian Band of
the Ktunaxa Nation notes: “As we worked to
finalize this project, we were continually
guided by the vision of one of our elders,
Mary Paul, who said in 1994 that it was
within the St. Eugene Mission that the cul-
ture of the Kootenay [ndian was taken away,
and it should be within that building that
it'’s returned.”

Pierre, a past recipient of the Order of
British Columbia, has served continuously
on the Ktunaxa/Kinbasket Tribal Council
(KKTC) since 1978 and is recognized for her
innovative approach to business. The resort’s
unique ownership structure is just another

xample. Funding for the project was ini-
tially the sole responsibility of the KKTC, but

(left) St. Eugene mission, outside Cranbrook; (right) Tla-aok four-hour
outing to Meares Island.

in 2005 the council ent
ship with the Samson Cree Nation of Alberta
and the Mnjikanig (Mi-jick-aning) First
Nation of Ontario under the title of SEM
Resort Limited Partnership.

Another First Nations economic partner-
ship will figure prominently in the 2010 Win-
ter Olympics. To celebrate their role as First
Nations hosts, the Squamish and Lil'wat are
developing the Sea-to-Sky Cultural Journey, a
cultural and historical asset that will have a
lasting legacy for the province, The project’s
linchpin - the $30-million Squamish Lil'wat
Cultural Centre — will open in October 2007

1into a partner-

on a high-profile site in Whistler’s Upper
Village. Housing a wide array of exhibits as
well as live performances, tours and training
programs, it is expected to draw up to 125,000
visitors a year by its third year of operation.
Combined with the cultural centre is a pro-
gram to embed traditional symbols of the host
nations, such as the paddle, rz and bear,
into road signs along the Sea-to-Sky Highway
from Vancouver to Whistler. The signs will be
linked to a network o
located at scenic, hi
nt points of interest along the highway.
The 2010 Winter Games are bound to
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raise the profile of aboriginal tourism in B.C.,
but sustaining the industry’s momentum
will require successful implementation of
ATBC's blueprint. And that depends on ade-
quate funding: $3 million per year in the first
three years of the strategy, an initial stage
that will be spent on training aboriginals on
the opportunities presented by tourism in
the province. “We have to first focus on
building an awareness of tourism as a career
option,” says ATBC chair Brenda Baptiste,
“Our young people have to know that
totrism can be more than a summer job.”

Baptiste, the director of marketing and
development for the Osoyoos Band's Desert
Cultural Centre, says that the creation of the
centre was a “catalyst for rediscovery”
among band members and taught her that
the greatest strength of a project like this is
the way “it builds the cultural fabric of the
community.” The ultimate value of an inter-
pretive centre is not the number of tourists
it brings in, she says, but its ability to help
retain heritage and increase self-esteem -
particularly among youth.

Chief Louie is even more forthright. “Join
the real world. Go to school, or get a job,” is
his mantra for aboriginal youth. “Indian time

"North Amer

can culture

§ S0 heterogeneous, andis

looking for roots, which is

partly why British Columbians
are strongly supportive of

First Nations culture.”

\ s

doesn’t cut it.” His hard-line approach may
not endear Louie to everyone, but the 44-
year-old has been chief of the Osoyoos Band
for a remarkable 22 years. And it's not a hered-
itary position — he has been re-elected 11
times. That's because under the direction of
the Osoyoos Indian Band Development Cor-
poration (OIBDC), which Louie created in
1992, his tribe has become a model of eco-
nomic self-reliance for First Nations across
North America. Between 10 tribally owned
businesses, the 432-member band generates
annual revenues of $13 million, a remarkable
accomplishment considering the revenues
aren’t gaming-related. All told, the band con-

tributes $40 million a year to the local econ-
omy. And, this past winter, OIBDC expanded
its empire to include part ownership in
Mount Baldy, an existing ski centre in the
area. This too is a milestone, as no other First
Nation has ever owned a ski resort,

Of course, aboriginal tourism is not a
panacea for all of the problems faced by First
Nations. But it has tremendous potential to
address employment and economic needs
within communities. Done pr()perly, it sup-
ports First Nations' aspirations for self-deter-
mination and reflects land-use planning,
cultural, economic and employment goals.
It can also serve as a vehicle for recovering
what was once thought lost and for preserv-
ing cultures that struggle to survive as tradi-
tional ways of life disappear. Ironically, the
opening of First Nations communities to
outsiders, once feared as the road to ruin,
may be the key to healing and revival. As the
Osoyoos Indian Band’s corporate motto
boldly states: “In Business to Preserve our
Past by Strengthening our Future,” @

© insider travel

for contact info on the tourism initiatives in this
article and other aboriginal destination options,
see bcaa.com/beadventures,
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