History Level 3  - Unit 1:  The First Occupants
Notes Parts 1&2 (text pages1-33)
Question:  Who were the First Canadians?  How did they come to settle the area?  When did they arrive?

Many experts believe that the first people to settle North America, actually came from Asia.  About 30 000 years ago, a great part of the world was in an ice age.  Ice ages lower the ocean levels allowing more land to be seen.  As a result of the Beringia Land Bridge between Asia and Alaska, people were able to cross from one continent to the other.

Over the centuries, these people migrated south. In later centuries some of them travelled north and east eventually migrating to what we know today as Quebec.
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Question:  Who WERE the First Occupants?

Before the 1500’s the Amerindians were the only permanent settlers in North America.  As they migrated from their southern hunting grounds, they settled in what we now call Quebec.  They each developed their own language, culture and way of life.  This is how they gradually formed nations.  In our part of North America there were three groups:

Inuit           Algonquin          Iroquois
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Question: How did the First Occupants live before the arrival of the Europeans? (before the year 1600)
The Lifestyle of the Inuit
The Inuit settled the far northern reaches of present day Quebec where the ground remains permanently frozen and there is almost no vegetation.

They were a nomadic people who hunted and fished for their food.  They ate mostly sea mammals like seal, walrus, and small whales.  They also hunted caribou.  The caribou hides were used to make their clothes and the tent covers for their summer homes.  

Daily tasks in the Inuit society were divided between the men and the women.  Men hunted, fished, built homes, made sleds, crafted boats and tools.  The women cared for the children, prepared the food, made the clothing.  The women were the ones to skin the animals killed by the men.  

The Lifestyle of the Algonquin
Before the arrival of the Europeans, the Algonquin nations lived in a very large area that included parts of mid-north Quebec.  They were a nomadic people who survived from hunting and trapping so they needed to follow the herds of animals.  They travelled the lakes and rivers in birch bark canoes.  
Because they travelled so much, their homes had to be portable.  The lived in tents/wigwams which were portable.  

Summer was a time of celebration and weddings.  Nations would meet and take advantage of the rich amount of resources available to them.  In the winter however, each nation went it’s separate way, making their way to a favourite hunting ground to set up camp for the winter.   

The Algonquin society was a patrilineal one.  That means that the family line and possessions were handed down from father to son.  The father was the head of the family and was responsible to feed and protect his family.  Men hunted, made canoes, snowshoes, traded and built the tents.  Women harvested wild food, maintained the household, collected wood, made fires, made clothes and tent covers from the pelts (animal skins) they prepared. 

The political structure of the Algonquin was not very organized.  Because they were isolated in small extended family groups for much of the year hunting, there was little need for a political structure.  There was usually no chief.  
The Lifestyle of the Iroquois
The Iroquois nations were semi-sedentary.  That means for the most part they lived in one area.  They used the land for crops and for hunting.  Once the land no longer produced what they required, they moved their entire settlement to an area that could produce the food they needed for their people. 
Iroquois villages had up to about 1500 people in it.  They lived in structures called longhouses which were shared between several families.  

Their main sources of foot included fish, game (animals hunted) and plants.  The plants the Iroquois either grew themselves or they found growing wild in the forests  and fields. They also produced tobacco that was used in ceremonies, and was an item used for trade with other nations.  

Traditionally, the tasks within the community were divided between men and women.  Men cleared the land, hunted, fished and constructed home.  They also defended the settlement. Women had the jobs of farming, hunting small game, and caring for the children.
The Iroquois society was matrilineal.  That means that all ties went from the mother to the daughter.  Children were considered part of the mother’s clan and took her name rather than the father’s.  When a man married a woman he moved to her family’s longhouse. The village had two chiefs:  one a band council and the other a warrior chief.  They worked together and a consensus (agreement) was needed before major actions or decisions were made.  

Trading was used by the Iroquois.  Since they lived by the rule of subsistence, they would trade surplus good with other nations.  Once the Europeans arrived in the 1600’s, they traded with them also.
The Amerindians and their relationship with the Environment

The Amerindians had a common view of the world around them.  They believed that all

Things were special (or sacred) and that everything fit into what they called a Circle of Life.
The Circle of Life included all the elements of the universe whether they were living or non-living.  They believed that everything had a soul and that humans were no more important than any other living or non-living entity on Earth.  There was no “I’m more important than you” attitude from the Amerindians.  

The Amerindians only took what they needed from nature.  They did not over-hunt.  They did not clear cut forests.  They respected nature and wanted to keep everything in balance.  When they did hunt, they used all parts of the animals.  

An interesting fact that led to much misunderstanding between the early European settlers and the Amerindians in the early 1600’s was the idea of land ownership.   The early Europeans believed that owning land was important and that it showed wealth and power if you owned land and other expensive things.  The Amerindians did not view ownership as important.  Infact, they did not believe in ownership at all.  
Social Behaviour of Amerindians

Because the Amerindians did not believe in ownership, they shared what they had amongst all members of their community.  They had no need and no desire to accumulate “stuff”.  The Iroquoian clans shared everything.  Even things they received when they traded with other clans.  
The idea of reciprocity was a key value in the Amerindian culture.  This means that if you receive a gift you voluntarily give something in return. The idea here was to make sure that you gave a gift that was even better than the one you received.  This caused misunderstanding between the European settlers and the Amerindians.  
In their relationships with each other, most people in the Amerindian nations looked at one another as equals.  Equality was a value that was in many parts of their lives.  Women and men had “jobs” within the family/nation/band.  Each job was important….so each was looked at with equal value.  No one was more superior to another. 
Children were raised differently than the European children.  Amerindian kids had freedom to experience whatever came their way.  Rules and punishment were not part of their culture.  They learned much of their way of life by imitating the adults around them. Boys learned from the men.  The girls learned from the women.  

From the above examples, we should be able to see how the Amerindian culture valued equality and how it ran through many parts of their daily lives.  
How did the 16th century Amerindians express their spirituality?

Mythology of the Amerindians was a way for religious values and customs to be passed from one generation to the next.  They were stories shared orally to teach.  These myths often helped to explain why something was the way it was.  For example, why the sky is blue.  Another example might be why a certain clan down the river is our arch-enemy.  

The 16th century Amerindians were a very spiritual people.  They followed an animistic religion, which means they believed that all things had a spirit.  (things that occurred naturally in nature)

The shaman was a healer and a keeper of stories for the band/clan.  The shaman could be a woman or a man, but it was this person who helped people understand their dreams, treat the sick and pass down the mythologies through storytelling.  

Dreams were an important part of Amerindian culture and spirituality.  The Amerindians believed that a dream was something important – something to be listened to  It was a way for the soul to reveal secrets and desires to the person and one way for the spirits to communicate with a person.   

A vision quest was an important event in a boy’s life.  It was what marked his passage from boyhood to adulthood.  The boy would leave the village on his own and head out into the wilderness.  He would bring nothing with him.  The quest, or challenge was for him to survive, pray and purify his soul.  He waited for contact from the spiritual world to guide him.  

Ceremonies were common in the Amerindian culture.  They were the main way that the Amerindians expressed (showed) their spirituality.  The goal of a ceremony was to contact the spirits often to ask for favours of great harvests or success at war.  (and many other things)  In the Algonquin ceremony for hunting, the hunters would take amulets with them.  This would be like us putting a rabbit’s foot in our pocket for luck today.  In Iroquois communities much dancing, singing and drumming occurred during these ceremonies. 

Elders were very important in the Amerindian society.  They were held in great respect and were viewed upon as the wisest in the village.  They were considered “guardians of the collective memory.”  They were often consulted by the band councils and chiefs or by heads of families for guidance when a big decision had to be made.  
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