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ABSTRACT 

 
 This qualitative research was conducted with Alberta’s Isga Nation, specifically 

Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation and Paul First Nation in central Alberta, Canada. The Isga 

are located in a hub of industrial activity such as oil drilling and development, sour gas 

drilling, coal mining, agriculture, and forestry.  Despite the whirlwind of industrial 

activity surrounding them, the Isga people continue to carry out their traditional 

harvesting activities in and around Alberta, Canadas’ foothills and Rocky Mountains. My 

goal was to better understand environmental impacts and changes in Alberta’s Isga 

Nation. More specifically, I wanted to hear concerns traditional land use harvesters have 

about: i) the decline in the health and abundance of medicines and berries; ii) the state of 

health the waterfowl and other wildlife are in; iii) testimony that industrial activity is 

causing environmental degradation; iv) the health of our lakes and rivers; and v) and 

worries about how the continuation of the Isga way of life will be affected in the future. 

 The methods, or Isga ways of knowing will provide first hand knowledge that the 

Isga are forced to seek areas outside their traditional harvesting territory to seek 

medicines and berries; that the wildlife, particularly moose, are showing abnormalities 

when they are harvested; that the health of the rivers and lakes is rapidly decreasing; and 

that the survival of the Isga way of life is being threatened today.  Moreover, Isga voices 

will illuminate that their traditional territory is rapidly decreasing in environmental health 

and abundance because of oil drilling and development, sour gas drilling, coal mining, 

agriculture, and forestry. 
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SPRING WATER CEREMONY 

 The moon looked like the sun it shone so bright.  Moonlight makes the world look 

so different like an iridescent glow.  It’s hard to imagine that the world has this type of 

beauty and mystery and yet mainstream society opts to stay indoors and watch television 

or shelter themselves from the natural world.  The fall air was so chilly that it made my 

mouth and lungs feel refreshed like natural cool mint.  I heard the slap of the beavers tail 

on the pond and this brought me back to where I was, I had forgotten that I was following 

my dad through the bush looking for moose.  I had forgotten that my feet were freezing 

and sore from walking for hours and as I was working up the courage to tell my dad I 

wanted to turn back but he took off running.  Quickly, I ran after him; he was traveling 

uphill and I didn’t want to lose him.  I ran mostly of out fear that I would get left behind 

and the beaver would bite my feet.  One of my brothers told me if the beaver bites your 

feet he won’t let go and his teeth are so strong that he’ll bite right through your bones.  I 

was not prepared to find out if this is true or not so I just ran.  I caught up to my dad on 

top of the hill and looked downhill and saw several moose running.  I was wondering 

‘how did he know they were here or how did he know there were moose running because 

I sure as heck didn’t see or hear anything’.  In the moonlight I could see the moose 

running through the clear-cut forest at the bottom and I started yelling to my dad to 

shoot.  After we had made our kills my dad and I went down to skin and gut the moose, 

which really isn’t all that fun for me, but it has to be done in order to make sure the meat 

doesn’t get traumatized my dad said.  After we made our offering to Creator in thanks I 

asked my dad “how are you going to haul this all out by yourself’.  He rolled his eyes at 

me and said you should have thought of that before you told me to start shooting. 
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 We were making our way back out of the bush after he covered the moose and 

said he would go get his sister and others that would need the meat to come and help him 

haul them out.  He told me he needed to wash up so we walked back up to the top of the 

hill that we were shooting from and began making our way back down the cut line.  I was 

looking at his feet so I wouldn’t fall or trip then he would laugh at me or leave me behind 

and I would be embarrassed.  One time when I was younger we were deer hunting and I 

was busy looking at everything else daydreaming and I lost him.  I searched for a long 

time for him and I started crying and he popped out of the bush laughing at me saying 

that I would get lost in the forest because I didn’t know how to pay attention or track.  

After that I always paid attention to where I was sounds, smells, trees, everything and 

most of all keep up with his feet. 

 I was starting to get sleepy and tired and he said ‘we’re almost there, let’s rest 

here’.  I sat down and was having some snacks and started looking around us and it was 

like a magic place or something.  The moonlight was shining so bright through the big 

evergreens it was reflecting on the spring water all around us.  It was like all of a sudden 

we were in a different land, it was beautiful and the spring water smelled fresh.  Dad said 

‘you can drink this water it’s clean’.  During that time water in the wild was becoming 

dangerous just like how all of a sudden the forest disappeared when we were chasing the 

moose.   

 Dad took something out of his backpack and I noticed it was a pipe so I humbled 

myself and listened.  He began to speak to Creator in our language after we smudged 

meanwhile I was wondering what he was praying for because I never got to learn the 

whole Isga language because when I was growing up it was bad to speak our language.  I 
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was wishing it wasn’t a bad thing when I was growing up then I could fully understand.  

Then my dad began to speak in English and he told me that he brought me out there 

because I was going away to begin learning how the white man takes care of Ina 

Makoce.  The moose were to feed the people to pray for me, an offering so that good 

spirits and protection would come my way.  I had learned as much as I could 

comprehend during my twenty-one years walking the earth about how my people took 

care of Ina Makoce and now it was time for me to leave home and learn another way.   

The prayers were so that I didn’t get lost and that I remembered the gifts that were given 

to me by my family.  At this time my father gave me something so sacred to our people 

that I was shocked.  Sometimes people wait a whole lifetime and never receive this honor; 

I was given the grandmother Sundance pipe.  Days later I left home for Winnipeg, 

Manitoba to begin my learning journey in environmental studies and this is how I came 

to be here writing this thesis at this time. 
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CHAPTER 1: MITAUDE 

 

Waka Mne Daha Himuno 

Waka1 mne2 daha-himuno3 

Epana4 himuno5 

Otagina-wanino6 

Makoce-wanineh7 

Mitaude8 

Otagina ?omdashga9 

(Potts Sr., P. 1987) 

This song came to my father Percy Potts Sr. in a dream; this prayer song 

illuminates the values of our tribe.  With every song comes a story in my culture. 

But first - let me share a piece of our people’s history, orated by my uncle Francis 

Alexis, which describes how my tribe came to settle where we are today.   

                                                
1 Waka – [wah-kah] Creator 
2 mne – [mm-neh] body of water or lake 
3 daha-himuno – [dah-hah-hee-mooh-no] I came from 
4 epana – [ay-pah-nah] singing 
 
5 himuno – [hee-mooh-no] I’m coming 
 
6 otagina-wanino – [oh-tah-gee-nah-wah-nee-no] I’m aware of my spiritual values and 
walking with it or I am a walking spirit  
7 Makoce-wanineh – [mah-koh-ch-eh-wah-nee-neh] while I am here in the natural world 
or while I am on this earth 
 
8 Mitaude – [mee-tah-deh] – my family 
9 otagina ?omdashga – [oh-tah-gee-nah-oh-mm-dah-sh-gah] phrase referring to a lifestyle 
of doing things together or is doing this together 
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The following is a historical oration of how my tribe came to settle where we are today, 

as told to me by my Uncle Alexis  

“My grandfather had a dream about a lake, and he went to his Elders throughout, 

and at that time he told his Elders ‘I had a dream’ and the elders responded: ‘It is 

your dream, that dream was given to you so you have to do something about it, go 

find that lake. And when you find that lake, you come back and get these 

orphans.’ So he came this way, he searched for lake for about three or four years. 

He visited different lakes, then he came around here, he went to Lac Lanon, 

wasn’t the lake he dreamt about. He went to Lessard lake, Lake Isles, Wabamun 

Lake, he went there it wasn’t-it wasn’t there and he, from Wabamun Lake he 

came uh a lil’ bit north and he camped, and he camped one day. When the 

evening came he camped, and early, while he was sleeping, early in the morning 

he heard- he heard some singing, he heard some singing, singing in Stoney. And 

right away my grandfather, when he heard that song he said ‘that’s the song-song 

of our people, that’s my people’s song, I better- maybe they’re up here I’m gonna 

go check em’ out’, so he-he headed towards where the singing was coming from 

and he came upon the lake shore there by where they have the pilgrimage now, 

that’s where he came to the shore. The singing was coming from the lake and it 

was foggy, it was real foggy and he said ‘There must be a island out there or 

something’, so right away he, real fast, he built a raft, he built a raft and then, 

and then he started going towards the singing. And as he got near this rock 

island, the singing got louder, eh, and there was lot of fog around there and he 

said ‘There must be people around’. Finally he landed his raft on the rock island 
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and but the, the singing was still happening but he didn’t see anybody, the singing 

was coming from the rocks. So right away he put his tobacco there, he-he put a 

tobacco there and he offered tobacco and he took out his pipe and he smoked it. 

And after he finished he looked-he looked around, there was no still nobody 

around, there was lot of fog, eh, so he put his bundle together he got on the raft 

and he went back to shore. And when he got back to the shore the sun was coming 

up and the fog started to lift eh, and when the fog started to lift he seen something 

white coming from that rock island and he looked, it was a young lady with white, 

real white hide with fringes and-and she had a bundle. She walked on that lake on 

top the water and when she set foot on the land, that lady she disappeared with 

the fog and-and just like a mist, she-she disappeared too.” (Alexis, F. 2006) 

 Isga Protocol 

 This is the way of our people – how to introduce yourself, your song, and your 

story, to honor your tribe and to celebrate survival. 

“Celebrating survival is a particular sort of approach.  While non-indigenous 

research has been intent on documenting the demise and cultural assimilation of 

Indigenous Peoples, celebrating survival accentuates not so much our demise but 

the degree to which Indigenous Peoples and communities have successfully 

retained their cultural and spiritual values and authenticity.  The approach is 

reflected sometimes in story form, sometimes as popular music and sometimes as 

an event in which artists and story-tellers come together to celebrate collectively - 

a sense of life and diversity and connectedness.  Events and accounts that focus 

on the positive are important, not just because they speak to our survival but 
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because they celebrate our resistance as ordinary humans and because they 

affirm our identities as indigenous men and women.” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 

145) 

In ceremony, we introduce who we are - out of respect to the spirits that guide us.  

Ultimately, remaining within the context of ceremonial Indigenous protocols while 

presenting traditional land use harvesters10 concerns is primary amongst my intentions.  

This will be accomplished throughout this thesis by sharing Isga11 tribal stories, my own 

personal stories, and the songs of Mitaude.   

In the thirty-one years I have walked Ina12 Makoce13 I have tried my best to give 

respect to all things that I consider sacred in some way.  Isga Traditional Knowledge 

holders and Elders14, traditional land use harvesters, ceremony makers, and bundle 

carriers, lifestyles are established as a reciprocal relationship with Ina Makoce.  These 

people hold what is most valuable to our survival as Isga.  We will discover further on 

this trail the essence of Isga and come to understand its many complexities.  Through the 

process of Yusbemakina15 I have had the honor to receive guidance and knowledge from 

this humble group.  It is out of the great respect I have for them that I introduced the 

fundamental nature of this thesis and Isga through a tribal song and historical oration.  

Together, as I mentioned previously, song and story contextualize the spirit of Isga and 

                                                
10 Traditional land use harvesters will be used interchangeably throughout this thesis 
when referring to Elders and others who hunt, trap, berry harvest, and medicine harvest. 
11 Isga – [ee-s-th-ga] how we refer to ourselves in the Stoney language 
12 Ina – [eenah] Mother 
13 Makoce – [mah-koh-ch-eh] in reference to the natural world or earth 
14 Keepers of tradition, guardians of culture, the wise people, the teachers. While most  
of those who are wise in traditional ways are old, not all old people are Elders, and  
not all Elders are old (RCAP, 1996, Vol.3: 527). (Martin-Hill, 2003, p. 13) 
15 Yusbemakina – [yoo-sbeh-mah-kee-nah] phrase describing the process of what was 
learned and taught 
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our relationship with Ina Makoce.  The milieu that created this song and story, and more 

like them, will be revealed further on this path as well. 

 
 FIGURE 1 – Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation traditional land preliminary draft  
 Provided by: Schramm, T. Alexis History Project. 2009. 
 
 Deconstructing Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation 

 I Misty Potts was born and raised on Alexis Indian Reservation #133 in Alberta, 

Canada because the Government of Canada made it illegal for my grandparents to live 

amongst their traditional hunting and harvesting grounds in and around Alberta’s Rocky 

Mountains and foothills (Dempsey, 1979, p. 51).     
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 Ethnographic evidence would describe my nation as North America’s 

northernmost Sioux nation.  Other anthropological terms used to identify our people over 

time have been and often continue to be Stoney, Nakota/Nakoda, Assiniboine, and 

Yanktonai (Parks & DeMallie, 1992, p. 233).  Of these terms, the most derogatory is 

“Sioux”.  The tribe I was born into has recently changed its name to Alexis Nakota Sioux 

Nation; only one word out of the four words is accurate -  “nation’.  Nation refers to “a 

community of people who share a common ethnic origin, culture, historical tradition, 

and, frequently, language, whether or not they live together in one territory or have their 

own government.”  (Wikipedia, 2008)  In order to know where I am going, I must first 

discover where I came from.  Through the process of deconstructing the ethnographic 

evidence associated with the creation of the name Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, I will 

uncover my truth about my nations identity. 

 Alexis 

 Firstly, the Canadian Government imposed the English name Alexis upon our 

Nation during the signing of an adhesion to Treaty Six in 1877 at Edmonton, Alberta 

(Fedirchuk McCullough & Associates Ltd, 1996, p. 44).  Through oral telling and Alexis 

Cultural properties study, it was discovered that “the first band chief to sign the treaty 

(on which his name is given in Cree as Alexis-Kees-Kee-Chee-Chee), told me in 1964 

that before the treaty the Aginas (Alexis) people were always northwest of the North 

Saskatchewan River”. (FMA Ltd, 1996, p. 45)  It was told to me that Alexis-Kees-Kee-

Chee-Chee was a name provided to the Canadian government so as to hide our real 

identity. (Aginas, L. 2009)  This lead me to question why would we ever want to hide 

who we were and I soon learned that our people were a hunted people.  My Uncle Francis 
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Alexis  (2005) told me his knowledge of our travels and I learned that the United States 

government offered five hundred dollars a head for each one of us.  This was due to the 

uprising of our people. In order to survive in the face of this oppression, we followed a 

visionary. I was told of other people in my community that have stories about our 

migration. My Uncle Fred Alexis (2008) recounts how a trading post owner in Minnesota 

assisted our people with travel supplies.  Our ancestor who had this vision and led our 

people to safety was Agha Nazhi  “It means Standing on the Earth, and it’s strong” 

(Potts, 1991, p. 16).  If there were a name to be assigned to our people it should be that of 

this visionary who Creator spoke through and who ultimately saved us.  One of our 

beloved Elders Nancy Potts, who has since passed onto the spirit world, told Dianne 

Meili in an interview “I’ve thought about changing my name, but no one could 

pronounce it”. (Potts, 1991, p. 16) Similar to the name Alexis, I learned my own family 

name Potts “comes from the term Assini-pwat or Stone People.  The old man who signed 

Treaty Six was called Assini-pwat, but his name was recorded as Potts” (Potts, 1991, p. 

16) Therefore, the usage of names found in our community - some of which are Potts, 

Alexis, Mustus, Letendre, and Aginas - as forms of self-identification today reflects the 

depth of colonial policy and the degree to which oppression has become entrenched 

within our Nation.  A solution to this would be to encourage and empower our own 

people to look into their own clans and reclaim and reinforce their Isga identity rather 

than to allow historical evidence created and gathered by western observers to prevail. 

 Nakota 

 The three-sister nation terms Nakota, Dakota, and Lakota all mean ‘friend’ or 

‘ally’.  This is how we, who share similar languages and customs, relate to each other; A 
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Lakota spiritual leader from Green Grass, South Dakota, whom I traveled with for a 

month, informed me of this and that we all, Dakota, Nakota/Nakoda, Lakota, originated 

from the Black Hills at the beginning of Creation. (Lookinghorse, A.1999)  I have yet to 

locate the oral history regarding our Creation as a people - and this is something that I 

would like to do in the future. 

 Sioux 

Of all the terms used to describe our people, there is one word that our educated 

and empowered relative nations have a disdain for - Sioux.  The imposition of the word 

Sioux in order to describe our nation by our own people is another demonstration of the 

oppressive thought imposed on our identity. We no longer rely on the United States and 

Canadian governments to degrade and oppress us; we now do it to ourselves.  For the last 

twenty years ,the Dakota and Lakota Nations have been battling to have the word Sioux 

removed as a way of describing their individual tribes.  There have been several 

resolutions passed by United Tribes Technical College, North Dakota Native Tribes 

Organization and various Native communities in the United States of American to abolish 

the use of the word Sioux.  This is illustrated in a letter from the United Tribes Technical 

College President to the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) dated July 13, 

2005. which requests the removal of the word Sioux when describing athletic teams. 

“Sioux" is not a name that the Lakota and Dakota peoples of the Great Plains 

ever called themselves; it is generally considered a corruption of a French word 

meaning "little snake". The word we use to describe ourselves, "Lakota", or in 

another dialect, "Dakota", means "ally", or "friend". The Lakota and Dakota 

peoples are not "honored" by use of the name "Sioux", it is a despicable nickname 
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and is equivalent to African-Americans being referenced by any of a number of 

terms that are entirely in disrepute today.” (Retrieved November 27, 2008 from: 

http://www.uttc.edu/news/speech/080505_01.asp) 

The disdain for the word Sioux comes from it origins.  I remember being in a class with 

Indigenous people from across Canada and one man asked me if I knew what Sioux 

meant.  Being a proud woman I smiled and said that’s what my people are called. This 

man was from the east and at that time he told me how the word came about and that his 

people were insulting us at that time.  I didn’t believe him so I checked for myself and 

learned through a number of people that he was telling the truth.  Generally, there are 

variations of the same explanation but the common traits of the story are as follows: 

“The name Sioux was created by the French, who abbreviated the Algonquin 

compound, nadowe ("snake") plus siu ("little"), spelled Nadouéssioux, by which a 

neighbouring tribe, the Ojibwa or the Ottawa, referred to the Lakota/Dakota. This 

term was meant as an insult, but today the Federal Government of the United 

States has applied this name to represent all of the Lakota people.” (Retrieved on 

April 22, 2009 from: http://www.knowledgerush.com/kr/encyclopedia/Sioux/) 

 The uncovering of this truth about the word Sioux is not in any way meant to 

insult or disempower those who are still in the process of reclaiming their heritage, but 

only offer to evidence that western research and terminology offer much debate, 

miscommunication, and inconsistency regarding the identity of North American 

Indigenous peoples.  
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 Through the Eyes of the Western Researcher 

 There are many who have observed, documented, and written about the great 

“Sioux” uprising and migration, and my people as a whole.  While many were United 

States army soldiers, trading post owners, church clergy, and historians in the English 

language - none of them were actually interwoven into the fabric of the society of the 

people they were studying and writing about.  During my research, I have found many 

books, transcripts, and diaries that read as though they are studying an animal; perhaps, it 

is because that is how they viewed us.   For example, at the outset of the book The 

Assiniboine, we were described in the following manner: 

“Superstitious, lazy, and indisposed to thought, they make no attempt to improve 

themselves in any way.  Neither are they anxious that others should teach them; 

consequently they are far more behind the other tribes even as regards their own 

savage manner of life.  This will receive further explanation.  They do not think 

the Great Spirit created them on or for a particular portion of country, but that he 

made the whole prairie for the sole use of the Indian, and the Indian to suit the 

prairie, giving among other reasons the fact that the buffalo is so well adapted to 

their wants as to meat and clothing, even for their lodges and bowstrings.  To the 

Indian is allotted legs to run, eyes to see far, bravery, instinct, watchfulness, and 

other capacities not developed in the same degree in the whites.” (Denig, 2000, 

pg.3) 

Because we would not change who we were as a people and continued to maintain our 

belief system we were seen as “undeveloped”, “uncivilized”, and obviously 

“uneducated”.  On the contrary we developed our culture and beliefs to survive on the 
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prairie, were civilized enough to respect creation and to live in peace and harmony with 

the prairie and one another, and were educated enough to develop a matrilineal clan 

system of governance.   

 My peoples have been studied intensively over the last two centuries – subjects 

that vary from adornment to food to sleeping arrangements in the teepee.  When 

traveling, I visited the Crazy Horse monument in South Dakota in the US and found a 

book that detailed how to conduct a Sioux Sundance ceremony.  Needless to say, I was 

appalled and felt it was bad luck even touching the book so I did not take a second 

glance.  It is important to note that the historical western research I have discovered 

during this research regarding the Sioux has not emerged from any communication in the  

Siouan languages.  If western researchers could not hear the words of the people, they 

could not fully understand our ancestors, which is perhaps another reason why we have 

been described in the aforementioned manner.  The same people that observed us as lazy 

and superstitious are the same people who have documented and published our tribal 

migrations and have dubbed us with the names, Stoney, Assiniboine, Yanktonai, and 

Sioux. We should therefore question their research and motives since the research largely 

conducted while land was being appropriated and while genocide was being conducted 

upon the indigenous tribes of North America.  Rather than further delving into the 

semantics created by this western research, it is instead important to look into our own 

tribal stories and songs in order to reclaim and empower the identity given to us by 

Creator. “It is time to decolonize our relationships with our neighboring nations, and it is 

time to decolonize our relationship with the Canadian state.” (Simpson, 2008, p. 14) 
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 Introducing The Isga Nation  

 The aforementioned inconsistencies regarding our identity reinforced my need 

and desire to look to my own Indigenous research methods of oral history and storytelling 

that still thrive within my own nation.  As many from my community have searched for 

answers to the identity question, I have learned that two common threads exist: that my 

people traveled from northwestern Ontario’s Lake of the Woods area and from Minnesota 

during the hunting of our people by the U.S cavalry and that we have always spoken and 

still speak Isga.  (Alexis, F., personal communication, 2006)  Therefore, our identity has 

been with us all our lives and we were made to believe otherwise as western education, 

research, and methodology was imposed upon us;  prior to colonialism, we self-identified 

through family clans, bundle carriers, and matriarchal lineages as identified by Late Elder 

Mel Paul.   

“There was a clan mother with each bunch, and that clan mother would look after 

the younger women that had the babies, young children, she’d talk to them and do 

what she’d do.  They’d always go for help and they’d listen to her.  If that was 

still today, if that clan mother survived in her beauty today, we wouldn’t have no 

fuss “ (Retrieved May 24, 2004 from website: 

http://www.alexisnakotasioux.com/default.aspx?ID=4-0)  

Elder Mel Paul indicates that the loss of the clan mother system within our nation has had 

a negative socio cultural impact on our identity.  The role of the clan mother and women 

is one of many important topics pertaining to the loss of indigenous knowledge and 

identification systems within our nation that will be further mentioned throughout this 

thesis. 
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 As a nation, I learned that our journey has been long and fraught with death, 

disease, and displacement based on survival and fear; yet, today we strive to maintain our 

identity as Isga.  Oral history surrounding our travel northwest has been consistent 

through our generations.  This recounting of our oral history is made possible by the 

determination of a small society of Isga within the Alexis Reserve that have refused to 

compromise their true identity in order to accommodate assimilation.  It is important to 

note that these people were not only outcast by mainstream society but also in many 

cases by their own tribal members who refused to acknowledge their own Isga identity.  

Often the shame of one holds towards their own tribe is a symptom of the residential 

school system: set up by the Canadian Government to civilize and assimilate the Indians 

through abusive tactics. 

“The one thing that has maintained the survival of Indian people through 500 

years of colonialism has been the spiritual bonds that keep us together.  When the 

colonizers saw the strength of our spirituality, they tried to destroy Indian 

religions by making them illegal.  They forced Indian children into white 

missionary schools and cut their tongues if they spoke their Native languages.  

Sundances were made illegal, and Indian participation in the Ghost Dance 

precipitated the Wounded Knee massacre.”  (Adams, 1999, p. 169) 
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FIGURE 2 - Alexis People circ late 1800’s Photo Courtesy of the Glenbow Museum. 

 The stories referring to the origin of my people varies within my tribe. Lyndon 

Aginas recounts the story told to him by his grandfather regarding our tribes’ travels: 

“during the big wars in the US when our tribes were being put into reservations 

down there and were being threatened to be exterminated by the governments, 

our nation in particular ran north of the border.  Staying there for a while the 

chief of the tribe, his son had had a dream of a place where there’s a nice 

beautiful lake and there’s drums playing and he had a dream of this place and 

they were trying to find it.  They checked out many lakes, north of where we are 

now, towards Assiniboine, then they dropped further west towards Whitecourt, 

and they couldn’t find the place so they went down south, they came to a place 

called Chip Lake, it wasn’t the lake they were looking for.   Soon they came 

across this lake, they were camped there at night and they heard drums out in the 

middle of the lake and it dawned on him.  He said “this is the lake, the lake I’ve 

been dreaming of “ (Aginas, L., 2005) 
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This story recounts the main event that lead to my Isga tribe occupying the area in and 

around the rocky mountains and foothills in what is now the province of Alberta; where 

we currently reside and continue to carry out our way of life. 

 There are various communities spread across southern Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 

Montana, and Alberta who speak a similar dialect to the Isga people of my community.  

They are identified as Yankton-Yanktonai, Assiniboine, and Stoney in the following map. 

It is often told that at one time we were all one big tribe and traveled west from the east 

while some clans stayed in areas along the way to make their homes (Alexis, F. 2006) 

 
FIGURE 3 – This map shows the placement of dialect groups on current reservations in 
the United States Midwest and Canadian prairie provinces.  (Retrieved on May 7, 2009 
from: http://www.inext.cz/siouan/sioux-dialects.htm) 
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Where do I fit in?  

 One of these communities is our brother community Paul First Nation located 

approximately 20 km south of Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation on the Wabamun Lake in 

Alberta.  Paul First Nation is linguistically and culturally a more diverse community than 

Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, as they are comprised of not only Isga people but also 

Saulteaux and Cree.  In conducting this research, I sought out the stories of the Isga 

people of Paul First Nation as the ways and beliefs of the Isga are different than those of 

the Cree and Saulteaux and I wanted to remain consistent.  The community of Alexis 

Nakota Sioux Nation and Paul First Nation are closely related, and during the signing of 

Treaty 6, we were separated.  Late Elder Mel Paul reflected on this during his interview 

for another cultural properties study: 

“That old man, he came out west, and he came.  They say Ed knows that story 

really good.  Ten years to look for this lake.  And it’s not Lac Ste. Anne at all.  

The priest gave this lake that name.  So anyway they came around here and that’s 

where they settled.  Ten years later, five years later, I think, they went back over 

there.  That’s when the Nakoda people come.  And on the other side of the 

badlands, Drumheller, there was a camp out there, in the wintertime going out to 

spring.  That’s when the chickenpox hit.  Eight families survived out of a whole 

tribe.  But they couldn’t bury them, they couldn’t keep up because they were 

dying, dying, dying.  Little children, men, women, they were just dying of the 

chicken pox.  But eight families survived.  And the leader of that bunch said, once 

we get past them badlands, we’re okay.  It was getting warm now.  They roamed 

up way up north, around Vermilion, Red Water.  The Indians named it Red Water.  
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GF?: What is it called?  

Mel Paul: [stoney] Red Water River.  They were roaming around in there.  They 

went further west.  Fort Saskatchewan.  The next stop was St. Albert, it had an  

Indian name.  Spruce Grove, Stony Plain, and those hills north of Stony Plain, it’s 

called the hills.  And then finally, out here.  That’s the Nakoda people, they were 

living in that in Wabamum.   One part of the tribe came this way because they 

liked this lake.  All of them were supposed to come, but some stopped over there.  

Over there, now it’s Ironhead, that new golf course called Ironhead, and the rest 

here.  What we heard here, they used to tell me that, at that time, my grandmother 

was small when they were first coming and they were sick and they ended up with 

already grown girls.  That’s when the credence was passed, in Edmonton, Fort 

Edmonton.  The leader here was a Nakoda Indian, ... so they couldn’t write that in 

English, but they asked the Cree interpreter, what does that mean.  And they told 

him and then the Cree interpreter said and the Indian agent said, Oh, I think I got 

it.  I think it’s xxx? 165.  I think xxx? 167  Alexis was there, that’s  

what they say.  I don’t know, there’s lots of stories flying around and there’s so  

much mixture.  Anyways, they never found a cure for the chicken pox.   

Otherwise there was a whole bunch of big tribes coming at that time.  What 

happened is that the medicines, they couldn’t get the medicines, or maybe they 

ran out through the winter to get over the chicken pox.  And they, after the treaties 

were signed, we stayed here, Wabamum Lake, Ironhead, the tribe stayed over on 

that side.” (Retrieved May 24, 2004 from website: 

http://www.alexisnakotasioux.com/default.aspx?ID=4-0) 
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 Today the lakes we refer to, in the Isga language, as Wihne Mne16 and Waka 

Mne17 are now called Wabamun Lake and Lac St. Anne respectively.  I have close family 

ties with both the Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation and the Paul First Nation as my parents 

have roots in these communities.  My mothers’ matrilineal family is called Alexis from 

Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, and her patriarchal family is Bearhead from Paul First 

Nation.  My fathers’ matrilineal family is called House as his mother was adopted into 

Paul First Nation and Cardinal from Beaver Lake, and his patriarchal family is called 

Potts from Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation.   

 The small society of Isga who refused to compromise their identity throughout 

our travels have given me many gifts and teachings to respect and trust Ina Makoce and 

Waka; built on a foundation of love.  As a child I learned through working with my 

hands, listening, not questioning, observing, accepting and trusting that I was being 

guided properly - hunting, singing, dancing, and through ceremony. Today I am still 

learning.  More importantly, I learned through the stories and actions of Elders who 

visited our home and were a significant part of our life such as the Late Elder Mel Paul.   

“He used to wake up early in the morning and go visiting his relatives sharing 

stories and songs about our people and telling us what is going to happen in the 

future. Elders like him used to stay all day playing with the kids, showing us how 

to do things properly, like the teachings of the drum and ceremonies. His passing 

was a great loss to our people, for the things he taught us. We fed him, gave him 

tobacco or snuff, hunted for him; this was not considered payment or trading like 

                                                
16 Wihne Mne – [wee-hnay-mm-nay] looking glass lake 
17 Waka Mne – [wah-kah-mm-nay] creators lake 
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the white man says because he did not expect anything in return. It was just the 

way it was, our lifestyle. I miss him a lot, he was one of a kind” (Potts, D. 2005) 

 
  FIGURE 4 – Elder Mel Paul &Potts Family at Lac St. Anne   
  Pilgrimage    
  Photo courtesy: Lac St. Anne, Alberta 
  Left to right front: Late Elder Mel Paul, Percy Potts Sr., Daisy Potts  
  Left to right back: Eva Potts, Misty Potts.  

 I have chosen to study environmental issues because the survival of the Isga ways 

that our Elders like Late Mel Paul and Late Nancy Potts spoke of needs to become a 

priority.  Ultimately, this thesis identifies the concerns traditional land use harvesters, 

bundle carriers, and ceremony makers of my Isga Nation regarding Ina Makoce.  More 
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importantly, through this thesis I argue that the preservation and survival of everything 

Isga is directly affected by the health of Ina Makoce. 
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CHAPTER 2: ISGA WAYS OF KNOWING - YUSBEMAKINA 

 I feel it is essential for mainstream society to understand which lens I, as the 

researcher and writer look through. It is therefore paramount to understand Isga ways of 

knowing and our own indigenous methodologies.  Timothy Begaye summarized the 

importance of indigenous ways of knowing, learning, and teaching in his ‘Red Pedagogy 

Native American Social and Political Thought’. 

“We need to look no further than among our own people and in our communities 

and recognize the value of the knowledge and ways of knowing that have been in 

place long before the current mainstream concept of education as we know it.  

The Native American classroom existed in the natural environment and in 

contexts wherever children could be found.  They learned through experience-by 

testing, exploring, learning, and trial and error.  The Native American child did 

not have one teacher but many, and each was responsible for a particular lesson 

or discipline.  So, by the time the child reached adulthood, he or she was learned 

in ways taught by family and clan members-a diverse education.  Teaching and 

learning naturally happened in a contextual environment and across all 

disciplines.  Native American people have long practiced the expression that it 

takes a village to raise a child.” (Grande, 2004, p. vii) 

I am fortunate to be one of those children raised by a village - subject to the diverse forms 

of teaching from various clans within the Isga Nation.  Firstly, I acknowledge that the 

teachings, I was subject to throughout this research, were built upon relationships that 

began with my birth and that continue today.  Without the type of understanding and 

appreciation that my teachers for me, and I for them, the information I encountered  
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would not have been made available to any other researcher.  Secondly, I was asking for 

something special in this research, a part of them, awakening a spirit within them - and it 

is my duty to take responsibility for that by presenting Isga ways of knowing and their 

concerns in the most respectful way possible.  I am a custodian of knowledge: knowledge 

that my teachers have entrusted me to share with mainstream society in the hopes of 

healing Ina Makoce.  Lastly, they have trusted me for this reason only; that I will filter 

the knowledge I encountered in these interviews through Isga values when presenting the 

research to mainstream society.  The knowledge filtration process is pivotal to this 

research as  “some important work is related to theorizing indigenous issues at the level 

of ideas, policy analysis and critical debate, and to setting out in writing indigenous 

spiritual beliefs and world views” (Tuhiwai-Smith, 1999, p. 143) 

  While completing these interviews, the research took on a life of its own with the 

traditional land use harvesters leading me in a direction I had not anticipated.  I have been 

told stories, taught songs, shown sacred places and been counsel to an array of concerns 

from bad water quality to contaminated animals to the ultimate destruction of our 

traditional territory and way of life.  At times it has been overwhelming and disheartening 

to hear what was happening to us through the eyes of our traditional land use harvesters 

and when it came time for me to write it was very difficult because to me everything I 

had been told and had witnessed is important.  As well, I had a lot of trouble trying to fit 

our Isga worldview in the space that I thought I was given academically to write this 

thesis.  I sat with it for months and finally asked for assistance with my thoughts.  At this 

time, a longtime friend, Leanne Simpson told me “it is up to you to make the space for 

Nakota knowledge.” (Simpson, L. 2008)  Up until that point, I had not realized this was 



Page 31 of 107 

an option and I began to look for a place where my ideas and thoughts were parallel 

because it was a valid question for me.  Has anybody written about the way I have 

learned all my life? How has this learning ultimately brought me to this research table?  

When I began my literature search I found that I could identify with Linda Tuhiwai-

Smiths words:  

“Methods become the means and procedures through which the central problems 

of the research are addressed.  Indigenous methodologies are often a mix of 

existing methodological approaches and indigenous practices.  The mix reflects 

the training of indigenous researchers which continues to be within the academy, 

and the parameters and common sense understandings of research which govern 

how indigenous communities and researchers define their activities.” (Tuhiwai-

Smith, 1999, p. 143) 

 I found this to be true for me as the methodological approach that I applied in 

obtaining interviews for this research revolved mainly around ceremony, hunting, and 

cultural gatherings.  Indigenous practice governed how, who, where, and when I 

conducted interviews.  For example, during the main ceremonial season, spring, I did not 

conduct interviews but rather worked at and participated in the ceremonies.  In another 

instance, during a summer campout I waited until an Elder was done making her dry 

meat, which took days, before she was prepared to participate in an interview.  I have 

identified these processes and practices, these Isga ways of knowing. 

 Isga Knowledge Systems 

 There are many facets to Isga ways of knowing; it is like a spider web where one 

aspect, practice or procedure can affect the rest of the web.  While many of us only learn 
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a portion of this web of knowledge we all work together as a whole, contributing our 

specialized knowledge to the whole of the Isga Nation; we work to keep the web of 

knowledge together. 

 As it stood, not only had I learned through the western method of conducting 

interviews and listening to environmental concerns for this research, I learned primarily 

through our own indigenous methodology; Yusbemakina.  Yusbemakina is an organic 

living phrase in the Isga language pertaining to processes, experiential learning, and 

spiritual understanding rather than holding a definitive meaning in the English language; 

an attribute that is characteristic of many Indigenous languages.  This was clarified for 

me during my interview with John Snow Sr. during the winter of 2005 at his residence 

where he advised, “our words are related to nature they are not objects.  In the English 

language they name the objects but ours is living things.”  (Snow Sr., J. 2005)  To 

describe the Isga language would be a dissertation in and of itself therefore for the 

purpose of this thesis I will only state that it is part of the process of Yusbemakina when I; 

Participate in ceremonies; Sing songs at cultural celebrations; Listen to stories; and 

Practice everyday land based activities with traditional land use harvesters.  At this time, 

I will introduce the how the fundamentals of these four main processes and how each 

contributed to identifying environmental impacts and changes during this research. 

 Ceremonies 

 As the singers begin the first song, I know everything about this small piece of 

land that I am sitting on.  I look at the trees, the trails, the fire and the teepee and I feel 

as though for those few hours I have left behind everything of the manmade world and am 

sitting with the spirits.  Everyone around the circle is familiar to me as we have all been 
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coming here since birth four times a year and are now attending with our own children, 

nieces and nephews, we are no longer the children laughing and playing outside but the 

adults praying and dancing inside.  We are not afraid because this is a principle of life; 

we are in a natural rhythm with Ina Makoce and the spirit world.  We all understand and 

accept that one day we will be coming to this place as the spirit when it is our time and 

we are not afraid because this is a natural process that we have followed for thousands of 

years much like the instinct of migrating animals to return to their habitats seasonally.  It 

is understood and accepted that we are not disconnected or exempt from what happens 

within Ina Makoce; living this principle of life required in ceremony is the foundation of 

our worldview.  

 
 FIGURE 5 – Isga traditional feast at Rat Creek, Alberta August 2009 
 Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 

 While I cannot explain or write about what happens in ceremony or ceremonial 

processes that occur within the Isga Nation, I can certainly express the feelings and 

thoughts that I have while in the ceremony.  I have been taught that it is not the Isga way 
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to capture a living process such as ceremony.  (Alexis, S. 2006)  This is something I had 

always innately known, as it would be very difficult to sit and explain the intrinsic value 

we hold for ceremony and what constitutes a ceremony.  Therefore, I will discuss some 

of the elements within ceremony that affect our social and cultural fabric.   

 When we are in ceremony, we are with the spirits and guided by them, as we 

inherently know that all life created by Waka18 is invoked with a spirit.  We learn this 

fundamental lesson through the processes conducted at ceremonies much like other North 

American indigenous nations such as the Anishinaabe. 

“It was during these lessons that youths came to learn about the manitous – their 

origin; presence; dwelling places; services and purposes; and kinship with all 

living beings, including plants, Mother Earth, animals, and human beings.  The 

manitous were just as much a reality as were trees, valleys, hills, and winds.  It 

was in these sessions that young people learned that Kitchi-Manitou infused 

everything and everyone with manitou like attributes and principles that imparted 

growth, healing, character, individuality and identity.” (Johnston, 1995, p. xx)  

The reference Johnston makes to Kitchi-Manitou is parallel to our Isga reference to 

Waka.  As well, he speaks of manitous in the same manner as I do of life invoked by 

spirits within our Isga worldview. 

“Men and women felt the presence of the manitous all around them.  Human 

beings had to comply with the natural laws of the world, and although they were 

subject to no other men or women, they had to abide by everything else and could 

not make anything comply or conform to their wishes.  They were among the least 

                                                
18 Waka pronounced wah-kah is in reference to Creator or the great spirit 
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of the creatures of the Earth and were dependant on the manitous’ goodwill.” 

(Johnston, 1995, p. xxi) 

In order to conceptualize the uniqueness of traditional land use harvesters concerns when 

referring to environmental changes it is essential to subject yourself to the spirit of 

ceremony and life in their entirety.  Ceremony is the foundation, beginning, and end of all 

creation from the Isga perspective. 

 Songs & Storytelling 

 In one sitting with my father, he recounted 31 songs in part or full.  Along with 

those songs came all sorts of stories - whose family each song came from and how they 

lived.  Some songs were love stories, funny stories, spiritual experiences, and some were 

sad stories. Nevertheless, I learned and continue to learn to call spirits and about the 

social and cultural basics, clan teachings, history, and spiritual elements of my Nation 

through the songs and stories my father holds.  Songs of the following songs were and 

still are the soundtrack of my life. 

Ina Makoce 

Ina Makoce umani wanino 

I live walking on Mother Earth 

Pah hozha cha toogay ha obinoh 

The red pipe is ahead of me 

Chiwa gah nay osthoda nazhi poh 

All the people are standing and praying 

(Potts Sr., P. 1977) 



Page 36 of 107 

 This is a grand entry19 song sung at powwows20 composed by my father Percy 

Potts Sr.  It is a social prayer song, the people dancing and listening are hearing us call to 

Waka, honoring the circle of many tribes by identifying ourselves with pride. We follow 

the way of the red pipe and we come from Ina Makoce. 

 
  FIGURE 6 – Grand entry at Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation powwow  
  Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2008 

 When I sat and asked my father how I could intellectualize how we learn about 

Ina Makoce through songs he told me the following: 

“Percy Potts: It is innate in you so you will have a hard time looking at it in terms 

of academia; singing runs through your blood and is something you would have a 

hard time putting into intellectual terminology because you feel it right. 

                                                
19 For the purpose of this thesis the definition of grand entry from wikipedia will be used 
which states that: A pow-wow session begins with the Grand Entry and, in most cases, a 
prayer. The Eagle Staff leads the Grand Entry, followed by flags, then the dancers, while 
one of the host drums sings an opening song. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pow-wow) 
20 For the purpose of this thesis the definition of pow wow from wikipedia will be used 
which states that: A modern pow-wow is a specific type of event where both Native 
American and non-Native American people meet to dance, sing, socialize, and honor 
American Indian culture. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pow-wow) 
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Misty Potts Sanderson: Yes this is the trouble I’m having, well how would I tell 

the world that singing is an important part of learning about Ina Makoce. 

PP: It’s all there from the beginning, it’s a very simple concept with intrinsic 

value, it is the medium that we use to communicate with the spirits and how the 

spirits communicate through us; it’s all there, songs tie it all together, ceremony, 

hunting, medicine picking, it all comes from the same place. When the people 

hear prayer singing they know that it is not you they are hearing, it is something 

speaking through you.” (Potts Sr., P. 2009) 

The concept of spirits speaking through us to communicate as a process of learning about 

Ina Makoce is in accordance with what we would describe as natural law21.  Singing and 

storytelling as Isga ways of knowing have the following impact: 

“The human being with its soul can reach another, and this is part of the 

connectedness that runs through the universe.  The connectedness is like a great 

reservoir that nourishes all things, in a sense, a universal delicate connecting 

system of spiritual capillaries.”  (Turner, 2003, p. 23) 

Singing and storytelling as Isga ways of knowing require the teacher and learner to be in 

the experience because, 

“Telling or singing the story is a vital way to access the power, to pass it from 

one person to another.  Music and drumming and dance do this, as does the word 

itself, when expressed in a full state of experience – when being in the 

experience.” (Turner, 2003, p. 23) 

                                                
21 Natural law teachings are about the relationship and balance of life that occurs between 
Waka, Ina Makoce, spirits, and all forms of life and will be discussed in further detail in 
Chapter 3. 
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 Singing, storytelling, and learning through doing are the ways I have learned the 

greatest lessons throughout my life therefore these are the methods that I applied in 

acquiring the knowledge I was privy to during this research.   

“For many indigenous writers stories are ways of passing down the beliefs and 

values of a culture in the hope that the new generations will treasure them and 

pass the story down further.  The story and the story teller both serve to connect 

the past with the future, one generation with the other, the land with the people 

and the people with the story.”  (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 144) 

 I have been doing this thus far through interweaving my own story, Ina Makoce 

Daca Yusbemakina, with the stories and concerns gathered from the Isga Nation during 

this research endeavor. 

 
  FIGURE 7 - Daisy Potts drying moose meat in Anselmo, Alberta 
  Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 
  

 Land Based Learning 

 My niece is seventeen years old and my nephew is fifteen.  Together, the two of 

them have the ability to venture into their traditional territory without getting lost, to hunt 

big game such as moose, to quarter it, to pack it out, and to make dry meat.  They would 
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know what type of wood to use to smoke the meat, what type of offering to make in 

honor of the kill, and what parts to save for ceremony and what part to give Elders.  

These are skills that they have acquired by camping out and hunting with our family, 

basically by living off the land.  They have been living this lifestyle all their lives and are 

unaware that the knowledge they possess is of great value to our cultural and spiritual 

survival.  They are unaware of the value because this type of lifestyle as they know it, is a 

natural way of life; this is the essence of land based learning.  Not only are they 

knowledgeable in their harvesting techniques but also they are respectful of the spiritual 

connection they have with Ina Makoce and the animals.  The knowledge that they gain by 

living off the land is invaluable in that it requires a life’s dedication to learn. In their case 

they are fortunate that they have been born into a family that values these skills as many 

young Isga are losing interest, in part due to environmental degradation that I describe in 

detail in Chapter 3.    

“Connecting to the land is critical if Indigenous ways of teaching and learning 

are to be employed and programs are to be grounded in Indigenous educational 

philosophies.  “Being out on the land” is the place where Elders are often most 

comfortable teaching and interacting with students.  Since Indigenous knowledge 

comes from the land, it is imperative that students are given the opportunity to 

connect to the land in an emotional, spiritual, physical, and intellectual way.” 

(Simpson, 2002. p. 19)  

 Land-based learning is a fundamental to our way of life.  It is the essential lifeline 

upon which our nation is built upon.  Our ceremonies, songs, stories, and survival are 

subject to the type of land that we are raised upon.  Without the land, we wouldn’t have 
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songs, stories, dreams, visions, ceremonies; our identity as a people is contingent upon 

the preservation of Ina Makoce. 
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CHAPTER 3: MARGINALIZED VOICES 

 In approaching this research, I conducted interviews with traditional land use 

harvesters mainly at community functions and cultural celebrations.  Although there was 

a general plan and layout of questions (Appendix I) the interviewees were at liberty to 

share their views in whichever manner they chose.  The interviews began with a 

discussion of interest in the land, for those that understand the Isga language better than 

English, my mother Daisy Potts interpreted and assisted in explaining my intentions.  

Once the participant was comfortable, they shared their views on changes in the natural 

world22.   One of the main problems that I experienced in attempting to disseminate oral 

traditions such as storytelling was - how to transfer the significance of oral culture as an 

academic text?  

“Most scholars agree that the oral can never be fully expressed in the written, 

and that experience cannot be duplicated in text.  Context, Native language, and 

Native culture ultimately cannot be translated.  While conceding these points, 

Native authors still believe in the importance of the attempt and in the 

possibilities for bringing the text to life.” (Murray & Rice, 1999, p. 56)  

This is how I feel about this research - that it is too important not be written about.  As 

well, history has taught us, if not anything else, that our holistic way of life is in it self 

becoming an endangered species.  Just as efforts at conserving an endangered species 

would be made, I consider this thesis as an effort to conserve some Isga traditional 

knowledge.  This effort is important because the Isga knowledge of my Nation, Alexis 

Nakota Sioux Nation, has never been written about from the standpoint of an Isga Wiya 

                                                
22 Natural world is the preference that interviewees had when referring to the 
“environment” further discussion around this topic will ensue in Chapter 4. 
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raised within the knowledge circle of wisdom carriers and TLUH.  This representation of 

Isga knowledge is an act to free our identity from literary colonialism. 

“Tribal authors pursue their art within a complicated set of circumstances or 

conditions.  Native stories and identity, a ‘commodity’ for years, have provided a 

wealth of ‘material’ for non-Native representation.  Larzer Ziff claims that Native 

Americans were present in early American literature only through ‘the white 

man’s representation’ and that what he calls ‘the process of literary annihilation 

would be checked only when Indian writers began representing their own culture’ 

(1991, 155).  The impetus behind the works of many Native authors is exactly that 

of checking the process of literary annihilation and freeing Native American 

identity from the grasp of literary colonialism.  To accomplish this liberation, 

American Indian authors often struggle against established literary and linguistic 

structures, practices, and images, and work to create new ones.” (Murray & Rice, 

1999, p. 56) 

As I have already challenged literary colonialism regarding Isga in chapter one of this 

thesis, at this moment in time I am creating a new literary text and I will begin this 

writing from the outset of my research journey. 

 Kitchen Table  

 When I first began to wrap my mind around the fact that I was going to be 

pursuing a Master of Environment degree, the first thing I thought was - how is this going 

to benefit my people?  I put a lot of weight and pressure on myself because I wanted the 

study to be something that the people could use to assist them in a positive light to deal 

with the downstream consequences of industrial activity as it encroaches on our 
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traditional territory. Industry on our traditional territories primarily consists of the oil and 

gas companies. Therefore, at the outset of the research I consulted Ina?, Daisy Potts, and 

together at our kitchen table, we began to discuss environmental impacts that were 

occurring within our traditional territory and how to get others in the community to speak 

to these impacts.   

“Daisy: People to talk to about environment is Angela Jones and Nancy Potts.  

Maybe Auntie Liz because she does a lot of picking roots, picking medicines and 

stuff and she will probably tell you lots about Mother Earth.  Like I told you 

before the real good Elders that would be able to tell you what you need to know 

are just about all gone.  The only one I think will be Nancy Potts.  Angela is just 

starting to be an Elder….Rosalie Alexis.”  (Potts, D. 2004)  

My mother fostered an idea within me to share my questions with a broader audience.  It 

was an educating experience to sit and learn from my mother; as throughout my life she 

never let her inner voice shine.  I was experiencing for the first time that my mother was 

quite aware of the ways of the world and although she remained silent many times 

throughout my life it wasn’t because she lacked knowledge or concern; it was because 

she was not approached I have found throughout the research that Isga Wiya 23felt the 

same way as my mother.  I felt honored to liberate my mother and other Isga Wiya in this 

way by following their advice and learning that we all had a common interest and 

concern in life; the health of Ina Makoce. 

  

 

                                                
23 Plural meaning “many women or women” 
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 Offering 

 The first thing Ina taught me was how to approach Elders and traditional 

knowledge holders.  She emphasized that approach sets the tone for the rest of the 

relationship that I would have, regarding this research, with the anticipated participants 

and she shared her knowledge and experience in this area. 

“That’s how we learn, that’s the only way that we will ever learn is if we spend 

time with our Elders and make them important in our lives, because they are not 

going to come to you.  They figure they are intruding if they have to come to you.  

They have to know if you’re sincere, and if you’re willing to learn they will be 

eager to tell you anything.  You have to present yourself in the proper way too.  

The other day when we went to see Auntie Effie, we didn’t offer her anything.  

And you have to offer.  When your going to do interviews and talk to these Elders 

make sure you have an offering for the next time you come out - offer.  That’s the 

only way they will know that you’re sincere and you really want to learn.  Then 

they will make that time for you and give you whatever you need, whatever 

knowledge that you want to know.  Even if it’s your relative, your very own 

grandmother or auntie, don’t take them for granted just because she’s your 

relative, you don’t offer anything.  You have to make an offering.  It’s not to them 

that you offer, it’s to the Creator.  For that knowledge that he’s…. for the special 

gifts that he’s given them to share with you, that’s what you got to think about.” 

(Potts, D. 2004) 

There are many different types of offerings a person can make, the main offer we made 

was tobacco for a prayer, interview, when inviting someone to a workshop, campout or 
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for a teaching about the land.  Ina emphasized to me that there is a particular type of offer 

that I should make before I proceed with the research,   

“When you make an offering, what your grandma told me is there is four main 

offerings that you use. And the four main offerings was tobacco, steel  or sthuda 

(she said sthuda, to interpret that is like a pot a pail a frying pan or something 

like that maybe even some knives, maybe even a steel cookware set for outside 

camping), food, and material.  That’s the four main offerings that you use for, to 

ask for anything that you want” (Potts, D. 2004) 

Ina felt that it was important to make this type of offering to Elders and traditional land 

use harvesters because what I was going to ask for was powerful and the Elders 

knowledge is sacred, learned through their lifetime, and that it would be the greatest 

respect and a good way to proceed with my learning.  At this gathering and others such as 

campouts there were environmental concerns that emerged immediately; these concerns 

would remain diverse and constant throughout this research process and will be presented 

in the words of the Elders and traditional land use harvesters in Chapter Four. 

 
FIGURE 8 – Isga round dancing at Rat Creek, Alberta community campout 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009  
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 Aboriginal and Treaty Rights 

 During the winter holidays when I returned home to Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, 

Alberta to visit, the first event Ina put into place was an Elders focus group.  Ina thought 

it would be a good idea for me to sit with Elders from different backgrounds (i.e., healers, 

medicine people, ceremony makers etc) to ask them for guidance before I began my 

research and returned to the University of Manitoba.  She had gone out and made this 

arrangement for me as I was only visiting for a short time.  When I went to the lodge to 

sit with the Elders I was excited and greeted by Isga Wiya Elders with hugs and smiles.  I 

was eager to learn and excited that so many were interested in participating.  Isga Wiya 

Elders spoke to me about the importance of education and how they were happy that a 

young person was taking interest in Ina Makoce because they see so many changes and it 

worried them that no one was taking up the responsibility of protecting our way of life. 

“if we don’t start fighting back, if we don’t start taking back what is ours, we’re 

gonna lose our world, it’s gonna belong to somebody else, and we can’t say that 

this is our land.  And even the treaties that were signed, you can see the water 

dwindling, it’s going down, and the grass, the suns getting hotter and hotter, and 

the grass is not gonna grow anymore, and the sun will always shine, it will always 

shine but its gonna burn a lot of things in this world. That’s only the three things 

that keep us as First Nations. One day its just gonna be gone but after that, we’re 

never gonna be able to say that we’re First Nations and this is our land.”   

(Aginas, S. 2005) 

Reflecting on Auntie Silvia’s words, I realized that she was identifying changes in the 

environment and linking them directly to the treaties.  In essence she was voicing that the 
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fundamental principles of treaty are being threatened therefore our way of life is being 

threatened.  The Confederacy of Treaty 6 website acknowledges that the Fundamental 

Treaty Principles are;  

“1. The Royal Proclamation of 1763 recognized First Nations title, sovereignty, 

and established the treaty-making process. The Royal Proclamation also 

established the relationship of mutuality between two nations and the principle of 

consent between First Nations Peoples and the Imperial Crown.  2. Pursuant to 

the Royal Proclamation of 1763, treaties were entered into between sovereign and 

independent nations with their own preexisting laws, principles, and forms of 

government. The Treaty First Nations agreed to live in peaceful coexistence with 

other peoples; with respect to and without interference in one another's laws, 

governments, and ways of life. 3. At no time did Treaty First Nations relinquish 

their right to nationhood, their Inherent Right to determine their own destinies, 

nor did they allow any foreign government to govern them. 4. The spirit and intent 

of the treaties must be respected and honoured as made sacred by traditional 

Indian laws and ceremonies and the involvement of the Crown. 5. Treaties are not 

static nor can they be unilaterally defined. They evolve and will continue to evolve 

for "...as long as the sun shines, the rivers flow, and the grass grows..." 

(Retrieved May 18, 2010 from url: 

http://treaty6.ca/default.aspx?page=Treaty%20Principles&ID=6)  

As we begin to identify indigenous environmental concerns, we must speak to the 

relevance that environmental health has for our way of life.  These fundamental 

principles, as outlined by the Confederacy of Treaty Six First Nations, provide the basis 
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as to why we feel so strongly about environmental injustice and why that environmental 

injustice and indigenous peoples injustice go hand in hand.  If the treaty was supposed to 

respect our way of life, then environmental degradation and injustice should not be 

occurring in the first place. Therefore, the act of environmental damage is directly 

affecting our fundamental treaty principles.  Perhaps our ancestors who signed treaty 

thought that our people would not allow this to happen or that should Ina Makoce face 

danger in the future that this would also be happening to our people.  Furthermore, that 

the health of Ina Makoce is a reflection of the health or our people.  

 
F IGURE 9 – Lorraine Potts swimming in Zeta Lake, Alberta 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 

 I thought it was fitting that this was one of the first statements made to me by a 

community member because the treaty signing era signifies the time, 1800’s, that our 

ancient form of governance and lifestyle became the object of genocide by the 

colonialists, in this case the Canadian government.  To our community one of the most 

important statements of the treaty is "...as long as the sun shines, the rivers flow, and the 

grass grows...".  The onslaught of industrial activity defacing and contaminating the land 

is a direct violation of the treaty as the treaty is supposed to protect our land based 
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lifestyle.  For example Ina Makoce is changing so much that the rivers may not flow 

because they are drying, evidence of this observation will be expressed in chapter four. 

 The treaties have brought more benefit to the colonizers of Canada than the 

Indigenous people of Turtle Island.  As I began to research my own history the ongoing 

negative impact that the treaty has on the Isga became clear to me.  I found that my 

identity alone is a political statement for example I carry an English name because this is 

the language of the colonialists, not an Isga name.  I am a registered Status Indian with a 

number that assists the government of Canada in keeping track of my health, education 

and whereabouts. Throughout this research process I tried to maintain a non-political 

standpoint and found our current nation state makes it impossible.    

 “By merely walking through (or out of) mainstream doors, we tend to make 

spaces alive with a politicality that creates both tension and possibility.  

Indigenous researchers (and by that I mean Indigenous peoples) make research 

political simply by being who we are.” (Brown & Strega, 2005, p. 20) 
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FIGURE 10 - Map of Treaty Areas24 

 

(Image retrieved May 18, 2010 from url: 

http://peel.library.ualberta.ca/teaching/lessonplans/aboriginals/treatiesWebquest9.html) 

                                                
24 Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation is located within the Treaty Six territory as mentioned in 

Chapter 1. 
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 The Path of Isga Wiya 

 Throughout the initial research gatherings I began to notice that the main voice of 

concern regarding environmental issues was coming from the Isga Wiya.  Once I began 

to venture out into the community to learn about our environmental difficulties I noticed 

that Isga Wiya in my community have much to offer in the way of politics, development 

and environment.  As the research was based on voluntary interest in the topic I found 

that Isga Wiya were mainly interested in participating and wanting to have their voices 

and concerns heard.  At first I thought it was just a coincidence but as the years passed by 

I have noticed that many Isga Wiya are greatly concerned with the health of Ina Makoce 

and the preservation of our culture.  Whilst the majority of Isga Wicha show 

environmental concern insofar as there is economic gain, status, or power  I have 

witnessed many times first hand the oppression of the Isga Wiya voice in our very own 

community by their male counterparts – the Isga Wicha. 

 I attended a meeting to volunteer my time towards an upcoming conference and 

the room was full of Isga Wiya.  All of these women were here to organize and 

collaborate on how we were going to host a gathering.  What I found astounding was 

there was one man in the room and he took it upon himself to assume the leadership 

position.  His tone was very demeaning and whenever a woman spoke he overpowered 

her by shouting over her words and not letting her finish.  As well he did not even 

address her concerns, simply let her speak and moved on to the next topic he thought was 

important. Through his word choices he made it very clear to the women that he was not 

interested in their ideas only interested in maintaining his own agenda.  Needless to say 

the next meeting we had regarding this topic none of the members of the committee 
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attended, including myself.  I imagine it was because we all wondered what’s the point if 

this man thinks we are all here to serve him.  

 This is a common attitude in our community; which is very peculiar considering 

the women get everything done.  Some of the most insightful people and thought 

provoking conversations I have had in our community have been with the women.  Albeit 

when we speak out or voice our opinion we are labeled “bitch”, “power hungry”, and 

“controlling.”  Truth is in Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation. “Aboriginal feminists do not 

enjoy enough security to participate routinely in the freedoms of speech, thought and 

association that are considered minimums for expression of citizenship in contemporary 

Canada” (Green, 2007, p. 17).  When a man participates actively and shows initiative? 

he is a “leader”, “strong”, “outspoken” and a “defender of our rights”. This way of 

thinking needs to change.  I see many women in our community as the backbone behind 

their men and I think our community would be in better hands if it were left to women to 

run.  Debunking the deeply embedded patriarchal thought process, imposed by 

colonialists, within the Isga Nation will be a challenge though as there are women who 

are comfortable in the current state of mind.  Green expresses some of the frustrations 

and criticisms that Indigenous women face in their journey for equality, even within our 

own communities. 

“Most of the women had endured much criticism and some had suffered direct 

physical abuse and political attacks by Aboriginal men and women as a result of 

defending Aboriginal women’s interests.  Some women had endured snide 

comments about their sexuality, about their authenticity as culturally located 
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people, about their political integrity and about their motives.” (Green, 2007, p. 

16) 

The oppression that Isga Wicha perpetuates on Isga Wiya is based on hypocrisy; how is 

it that Isga Wiya are trusted to give life, carry life, nurture life, but not to make sovereign 

and political decisions or to enact basic governance in ways that are in the best interest of 

the lives that are the very branches of our souls?  The act of stigmatizing women and to 

confine them to life -giving and nurturing indicates that, subliminally Isga Wicha are 

conscious that Isga Wiya are the true leaders of our Nation.  I have reached this 

understanding through my own life experience living as an Isga Wiya in the Alexis Nakota 

Sioux Nation, Alberta.  Regardless, of what I have been through I am willing to go back for 

more, as the future generations and Elders are the main beneficiaries of Isga Wiya’s work.  

Isga Wiya perpetuates the humanitarianism and strength that our people need to find our 

way and adapt while maintaining our identity in this ever-changing society.  Allen Gunn 

resonates the belief that a true Indigenous woman inherently has a heart for the people. 

“We survive war and conquest; we survive colonization, acculturation, 

assimilation; we survive beating, rape, starvation, mutilation, sterilization, 

abandonment, neglect, death of our children, our loved ones, destruction of our 

land, our homes, our past, and our future.  We survive, and we do more than just 

survive.  We bond, we care, we fight, we teach, we nurse, we bear we feed, we 

earn, we laugh, we love, we hang in there, no matter what.”  (Allen Gunn, 1986, 

p. 190) 
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FIGURE 11 - Ina Daisy Potts at Zeta Lake, Alberta community campout 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 

That being said, I believe it is Isga Wiya’s inherent and god-given right to govern, as we 

voice the inner workings of the soul, the capabilities of the people, the core of their 

hearts, and the ability to overcome that which is within as all – men and women alike – 

are birthed and nurtured by Isga Wiya. 

 Gender issues are interrelated to environmental concerns from the Isga 

perspective becuase our worldview identifies the earth (Makoce) as our mother (Ina).  I 

believe there is a correlation between the treatment of Isga Wiya and Ina Makoce.  In 

order to effectively impact positive outcomes in decision made on behalf of Ina Makoce 

the decision makers need to decolonize their thought process, which requires addressing 

gender issues, and think ahead for the next seven generations. 

“Before Native peoples fight for the future of their nations, they must ask 

themselves, who is included in the nation?  It is often the case that gender justice is 
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often articulated as being a separate issue from issues of survival for Indigenous 

peoples.  Such an understanding presupposes that we could actually decolonize 

without addressing sexism, which ignores the fact that it has been precisely 

through gender violence that we have lost our lands in the first place” (Smith 

1999:31-52).  (Green, 2007, p. 97) 

 As Isga Wiya mobilize and speak out to address environmental concerns by 

offering their voices to this research they are assisting in the creation of this Indigenous 

research piece as a form of resistance to colonialism, oppression, and abuse for the benefit 

of good governance and the greater good of the community; their children.  Because the 

children are branches of our souls then they are just as capable as we are of overcoming 

oppression and decolonizing our Nation.  As a mother of six Emily Potts offered her 

voice to this research on behalf of her children. 

“And I would like to say this one-day my grandpa, you know my late grandpa 

Rain, he was like about 98 when he passed away.  And I’ll always, I’ll never 

forget this statement when he said to my mom, he told my mom this and my mom 

told me this, before he passed away, this was maybe about, maybe a couple of 

weeks before he passed away  because nobody knew he was gonna, he was getting 

sick but before he went, he left this world he told my mom he said “Tugachud” - 

native people are gonna have it rough! That’s what he said, I don’t really know 

what he meant by that, in what way or whatever, but that’s what he said though 

and maybe my mom didn’t ask to elaborate on that but I would only guess that it 

could be the environment because he’s lived a long life, he’s lived since the 
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wagon days when they had to walk and then, you know, he seen vehicles come up, 

he saw so many things come up.  And now he saw the world changing, and maybe 

that’s what he meant, you know it’s gonna get tough, it’s really gonna get tough 

and how can we make things better right.  We gotta learn from these people that 

have passed on right, the elders that’s what they’re there for, they’ve learned a lot 

and now we have to take on our responsibilities, for our kids.” (Potts, E. 2004) 

 I have learned throughout this creation process of this thesis that Isga Wiya are 

not the only marginalized voice in Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation.  Many people, like Emily, 

that participated in this research abide by the traditional Isga culture protocols and live 

these principles on a daily basis as traditional land use harvesters.  These people are 

subject to economically driven, colonial, oppressive decision-making processes that 

undermine their lifestyles and directly impacts them on a daily basis.  The imposition of 

the catholic religion on the Isga by the colonizers aimed to eradicate Isga ways of 

knowing.  At this time there were Isga that maintained their identity, going underground 

with the ceremonies and sacred knowledge (Alexis, F. 2003).  There were also others that 

embraced the catholic religion and Indian Act imposed government and all the values such 

as capitalism.  Along with their acceptance of these foreign ways they were given the 

authority to govern the Isga; they have and continue to make decisions not based in the 

best interest if Ina Makoce.  In doing this Isga knowledge is being oppressed by some 

members within its own Nation, therefore oppressing their identity. 
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FIGURE 12 – Mugosheen Angela Jones cutting moose meat to dry 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 

 Marginalization of Isga Knowledge 

 The dynamics of Isga society has changed once again - ignoring the society of 

Isga that were jailed and punished for speaking their language and for not embracing the 

religion and cultures of the colonizers.  These traditional voices are often ignored and 

cast aside by the others within the Nation, this thesis represents one of those voices.  I 

have witnessed first-hand how these traditional voices are cast off as simple minded by 

the members of our community that embrace a patriarchal and capitalist mentality.  It is 

good that many Isga are now embracing their identity openly, but it is not good that they 

are not thankful to those that suffered to ensure that the Isga identity is still striving 

strong today.  They are treating this society with the same disrespect that they have 

always been accorded through history by the oppressors.  Unfortunately, many of the 

ancient Elders have passed on; perhaps those in the spirit world are looking upon us 

favorably in hopes that this will change.   
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 In Sundance25 we learn to suffer; perhaps we learn to suffer because following the 

path of Creator, as passed down from our ancestors through time immemorial, is the 

hardest of all.  This thesis carries the voices of the marginalized Isga who have sacrificed 

their lives; to keep their people strong in spirit, and to save our lives and the lives of the 

larger environment. 

“First, to gain a deeper understanding of history and culture through the stories 

of its people one must first learn the language of the family, tribe, or nation to 

which the stories belong.  Language and culture are inextricably interwoven and 

interdependent.  Second, in approaching oral traditions one must become aware 

of the principles and practices that govern those traditions.  Just as Western 

literary traditions have their modes and devices, and history its established 

methodologies, Indian oral traditions have rules and principles that are distinct 

and valid in their own right.  Third, it should be recognized that the practice and 

principles of oral traditions vary from band to band and nation to nation.  Their 

form and content is determined by language and environment.  Finally, anyone 

seriously undertaking the study of Indian oral traditions should be prepared to 

respect and preserve these traditions in their pure form.”  (Wolfe, 1988, p. x) 

This research is aiming to preserve the Isga traditional knowledge and concerns in their 

pure form. In Chapter 4, I will present information that will show the impacts of 

                                                
25 For the purpose of this thesis the wikipedia definition of Sundance will be used which 
is a religious ceremony practiced by a number of Native American and First Nations 
peoples, primarily those of the Plains Nations. Each tribe has its own distinct practices 
and ceremonial protocols. Many of the ceremonies have features in common, such as 
specific dances and songs passed down through many generations, the use of traditional 
drums, the sacred pipe, tobacco offerings, praying, fasting and, in some cases, the 
piercing of skin on the chest, arms or back. Retrieved on July 25, 2010 from: 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sun_Dance 
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industrial activity in greater detail and how we as Isga are responding on a day-to-day 

basis. 
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CHAPTER 4: THROUGH ELDERS EYES  

 
      FIGURE 13 - Sandhill Summer - Lorraine Potts at McLeod River 
      Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2007 
  

 Sandhill Summers 

 Every year when the wind changed during the end of the summer my mother and 

father, along with my fathers brothers, would pack up their families and head to the Sand 

Hills for weeks.  There were many of my uncles families, Gilbert, Raymond, Billy, and 

sometimes their friends and extended families.  At times there were as many as thirty of 

us at one time - all ages out there for the sole purpose of having fun.  Well that’s how I 

saw it when I was a child, there were trails to be walked, trees to climb, rivers to swim, 

plenty of food to eat, fresh air to breath when you sleep, stories told at the fire in the 

evening and always someone teaching something we never knew before.  Like one time 

we bought milk and I asked my mom if we had to drink it all up right now because it 

would spoil so she sent me to follow my brothers and cousins.  I watched them dig into 
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the moss for a long time, I wondered how this was going to keep milk cool because in 

science class they told us that the earth gets hotter as you go further in and that it’s a big 

ball of lava in the middle.  Nevertheless, I continued to watch until they hit water, my 

brother told me I could drink the water and I told him to go first because he was always 

fooling me, so he did and then I did.  The water was ice cold I was surprised, I watched 

them separate the food into plastic bags, tie ropes to the bags and lower the food into the 

cold water.  They made a cover for the hole and put some moss back on it and my brother 

said that was our fridge for the rest of the summer.   

 I learned much about natural law of Ina Makoce during my summers in the sand 

hills, I learned everything that I thought I would need to survive in this world.  I had 

happiness, family, hard work, essentials; this was before the government and industry 

came.  Now our world has changed so much that there is no room for anyone that lives 

by the natural law.  At one time I thought we were immune to the ways of the Wazhuzhu, I 

thought that was their world and this was ours and if we didn’t bother them they 

wouldn’t bother us.  I learned sooner than later that this was not so.  Just like a tornado 

they were a force far beyond control or comprehension. Anything they wanted they took, 

misplaced or destroyed, they even took us.   

 They took our livelihood by force because it was their right, I was told, because 

we did not know their law or have money.  They took the Sand Hills from my family, even 

if I were to go back to the Sand Hills the government of Alberta has leased out the land to 

industry.  I would be scared to let the kids roam around free like I used to because the 

logging trucks travel those roads now and they travel fast.  I would not know the animals 

as well as I used to because industrial development is displacing many animals, there are 
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predators where they never were before and they are hungry.  The animals there do not 

know my family anymore and one in particular is no longer there - one of my favorite.  

During our early morning jogs I would look to the wetlands we ran by and see the 

beautiful blue heron. I always thought that was my most peaceful moment in life, me 

jogging and the heron swimming or eating both of us just enjoying Waka’s creation.  

Now neither of us is there; the wetland is dried out, the heron is gone, the campsites are 

deforested, and I am gone.  Those days are gone, my Sand Hill days, and I do not know if 

my children or grandchildren will ever get to enjoy Waka’s creation or learn the natural 

law the way I have.  There are many older than I who have witnessed drastic changes in 

our natural world.  Please open your heart and mind and listen to the recounting of my 

Elders, teachers, relatives and imagine for a moment how they feel about what they are 

seeing happen to Ina Makoce. 

 
   FIGURE 14 – Mugosheens Christine Paintedstone & Angela Jones smoking meat 
   Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009  
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 The Natural World   

 When I first began speaking to Elders and traditional land use harvesters many 

were intimidated by the question “how have you witnessed the environment change in 

your lifetime” when they heard the word environment they automatically assumed 

scientific study.  This posed a huge problem and after pondering the dilemma I came 

back and asked, “how have you seen the natural world change, mother nature”.  This 

better accommodated the culture and knowledge base of the interviewee and knowledge 

flowed free from there.  I have identified this first because our form of observation is not 

taken into consideration when government and industry make decisions.  Why do we 

always have to prove what we know to western researchers in their words; why can’t they 

try to understand us in our words? 

“In an epistemological sense, there is no question that the tribal method of 

gathering information is more sophisticated and certainly more comprehensive 

than Western science.  In most tribal traditions, no data are discarded as 

unimportant or irrelevant.  Indians consider their own individual experiences, the 

accumulated wisdom of the community that has been gathered by previous 

generations, their dreams, visions, and prophecies, and any information received 

from birds, animals, and plants as data that must be arranged, evaluated and 

understood as a unified body of knowledge.  This mixture of data from sources 

that the Western scientific world regards as highly unreliable and suspect 

produces a consistent perspective on the natural world.  It is seen by tribal 

peoples as having wide application.  Knowledge about plants and birds can form 

the basis of ethics, government, and economics as well as provide a means of 
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mapping a large area of land.  In fact, tribal knowledge systematically mixes facts 

and experiences that Western science would separate by artificial categories.  In 

tribal systems there is never a sense of disorientation within the tribal 

understanding of the world.”  (Deloria, Jr., 1999, p. 66) 

Ceremony maker Lloyd House, from the Paul First Nation, shared his upbringing as an 

example of natural law; 

“I grew up with my grandfathers. Nature, nature it’s wild you know: wild 

animals. We go hunting. You know, we take what we want. You know, we live off 

of that; it’s our life. Like I said, the medicines is our life, wildlife is our life. The 

fishing is our life.” (House, L. 2006) 

Wildlife harvesting and the teachings we receive from all that encompasses Ina Makoce 

is all but one component of what we regard as natural law.  The symbiosis that occurs 

between the spirits, our lifestyles, and all living creatures within Ina Makoce create the 

unbreakable natural law.  Any attempt to break the natural law, one would have to wipe 

out an entire element of the complex web of the living within the realm of Ina Makoce: a 

relationship that is both strong and delicate. 

 Translating these natural law teachings into the western method of literature 

required great insight.  I would meditate on filtering the knowledge through my eyes and 

what would be the most complementary way of presenting traditional land use harvesters 

knowledge.  During this process I was guided by the words of one of our young Isga 

Wiya and realized that she unknowingly laid out this process for me at the outset of my 

journey.  Emily Potts sat by the lake with me on a sunny summer evening and taught me 

about her medicine wheel of thought. 
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 FIGURE 15 - Medicine wheel of thought 26 

 After sitting with Emily Potts at by the lakeside I created the medicine wheel of 

thought based on the teaching she offered me.  

“I think that everything is connected like the medicine wheel, right!  The medicine 

wheel has the four directions, the mental, the physical, emotional and spiritual.  

And when you are not connected with all those aspects your holistic way of life is 

kind of a little bit lost, right? Nothing is balanced.” (Potts, E. 2004) 

 

 Each and every interview was filtered through the medicinal wheel of thought. I 

contemplated how the teachings affected me in this realm and I began to learn many the 

life-changing concepts I encountered within each interview.  I learned a lot more about 
                                                
26 Medicine wheel image was retrieved on October 12, 2009 world wide website: 

http://www.wolfcreekarts.com/Medicine_Wheel.htm 

 

Physical 

Emotional 

Mental 

Spiritual 
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myself during this process than I anticipated, and realized that it would take me a whole 

lifetime to master any one component of our traditional lifestyle.  The hardest part was 

yet to come for me though. I had to somehow pick and choose whose words and 

teachings would best epitomize the essence of this body of knowledge that not only I was 

writing, but that their words were guiding.  

 Colors 

 Every year I attend the Sundance ceremony, it’s a lifelong ceremony for me that 

occurs each spring in my territory.  This is where it came to me how to work with the 

teachings I received from the research participants.  The dilemma for me was that I felt 

everything was extremely important but became overwhelmed as it was becoming 

impossible to filter the words into a workable and succinct thesis.  Attempting to conform 

traditional knowledge into western literature became a struggle and I found myself 

morally unable to complete this process; this went against all my teachings.  I brought 

colors, flags, into the Sundance this past spring to ask for prayers as this was hindering 

not only on progress but my life as well.  The academic journey became more of a self-

journey at this point, testing me at every angle and affecting me emotionally.  It was 

when I was sitting in the lodge and praying I looked up and saw the colorful flags 

blowing.  Prayers to Waka from everyone, everyone was there for the common good, to 

heal the sick, for strength, for forgiveness, for love, it was all blowing in the wind.  I then 

realized that even though we were all there for different reasons our collective effort gave 

us strength and propelled us all in the same direction.  We offered our colors to Waka, to 

the elements of Ina Makoce for different reasons; the water, the sun, the earth, the wind, 

everything it was all there in front of me.   
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 It went against my beliefs to break down the traditional land use harvesters 

teachings into western methods of categorization but it seemed appropriate to offer what I 

have learned about each of the elements and how they are being affected therefore 

endangering our natural law, our way of life.  Although our concerns are many, I chose 

four elements and decided to present each of the elements literally, in the same manner as 

offering colors, flags, to Waka.  I am asking you as reader to pray for these elements and 

take away these teachings with a good heart, to be mindful as to how changes in the 

natural world are affecting Ina Makoce and the Isga Nation. 

 Mini27 

 Firstly, I will acknowledge the water spirit as it is the essence of life, without 

water we cannot grow, live, eat and every TLUH who provided teachings elaborated 

strongly about how mini is growing weak. 

“Notice Birch Lake is about eight feet short now in the water-for the water, so 

where did that water go?  You know we have all those oil wells, and every time 

the Band digs in oil they find nothing but water down there so that’s where all the 

water must’ve went you know. I think that we have to find ways to protect from all 

the exploration that’s going on because as you see there’s lot of lakes, sloughs, 

creeks, rivers, all running dry, so that’s where the waters going you know.” 

(Alexis, H. 2006) 

                                                
27 Mini- pronounced “mee-neeh” and means water. 
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FIGURE 16 - The Barrel at Birch Lake, Alexis, Alberta - Eva Potts, Daisy Potts (L-R) & 
Gabriel Sanderson [FR] 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson May 2010 

 
   FIGURE 17 - Birch Lake Beach – Eva Potts 
   Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson May 2010 

 Twenty years ago the barrel pictured in The Barrel photo could not be seen from 

the shore of Birch Lake Beach.  It was only for the adults to swim to because the water 

was so deep out in that area and if a full grown adult stood on the barrel the water level 

was head high.  I remember it was a great accomplishment to reach the barrel and 

admiring those that could accomplish the challenge.  In the above photo Birch Lake 
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Beach my sister Eva Potts captured in the photo is standing where I used to play in the 

water as a child.  Traditional land use harvesters emphasized the importance of the 

sloughs and creeks as well, 

“It’s dry, we used to have sloughs. All over, you know where the ducks were, we 

used to shoot ducks. We had sloughs to go to, to go shoot ducks or trap muskrats. 

Now they are all dried out even our creeks dried out. Our little lakes are dry. Boy 

it has changed quite a bit.” (House, L. 2006) 

As each and every traditional land use harvesters was worried about the water they shared 

how smaller water bodies were important to our cultural and sacred teachings. 

“They don’t think about the water’s edge, you know the natural grasses like here. 

They started fool around, fooling around started moving around stuff even though 

it destroys a lot of, lots of medicines people use. Not only native people but you 

know animals. They doctor themselves by eating the grass when they’re sick. If 

they can’t find that they can’t doctor themselves. So that’s why a lot of things 

need to be stopped.” (House, L. 2006) 
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FIGURE 18 - No Fishing – Sign prohibiting fishing at Waka Mne, Alberta 

 Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2008 

 The traditional land use harvesters share that the depletion and drastic changes 

witnessed in the quality and quantity of mini is directly impacting the Isga way of life and 

causing a decline in the health of animals and people.  Mini gives life and ensures that Ina 

Makoce is well nurtured as mini nourishes medicines and berries.  Therefore, along with 

the poor water quality it is only natural that traditional land use harvesters see this as a 

reason why declines in medicinal plant harvesting and quality in those areas is occurring. 

 Makoce 

 Next I will acknowledge the earth spirit, specifically the medicines and berries as 

traditional land use harvesters expressed these elements as important to our survival.  
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Council member Darwin Alexis came to a campout in the Virigina Hills located in 

northwestern Alberta and offers his concerns. He identifies the forestry industry and its 

practices such as the use of herbicides as the cause of environmental decline, which in 

turn completely restructures the natural state of the forests 

“In normal times, we used the understorey for medicines that grow in those areas right 

and when you go to cut blocks and they used herbicide, it’s totally not there like the 

understorey is totally new to us and I guess the uses that we have is not there anymore. 

So we have to find old growth forest I guess and try and harvest our medicines there. And 

then when we do find medicines that we have to harvest it seems the ground’s all dry and 

you have to go further and further in the bush where it’s undeveloped to find those 

medicines. And I think, well that’s all from industry activity.”  (Alexis, D. 2006)  

FIGURE 19 - Arial photo of forestry in the Virgina Hills, Alberta 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 
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This forest decline is also share by Elders: 

“You know where they cut a block everything is not growing on there, medicine 

will never grow, you’ll never see medicine grow on that land because it’s killed. 

That’s why I say there will be no medicine in the future, except those in the 

mountains, and there are hardly anything in the mountain too” (Jones, A. 2006) 

Elder Angela Jones explained further that the medicine will leave us if we don’t take care 

of Ina Makoce, and by allowing forestry we are allowing for the destruction of the 

medicines.  Her greatest concern revolved around the medicines and she shared that not 

only will the medicines leave us but their cousin the berries will leave as well.  

“The earth is kind of changing… the berries …I know these raspberries in the last 

three years, they seem like they come out but they dry up like that they don’t grow 

any bigger, they dry up and strawberries I don’t see them anymore. There might 

be some but there used to be lots. Long time ago, we used to pick but now we 

can’t even do that. You know the berries are slowly leaving us, I guess some other 

person might know too. The blueberries they seem to come up to but as small as 

they are, you know they dry up like that and everything is drying up” (Jones, A. 

2006) 

Through the Elders’ eyes, the earth is drying up and affecting the lakes, berries, and 

medicines - fundamentals that our way of life revolves around.  As we have a specific 

ceremony for these elements, should they not exist then we will lose that ceremony as 

well.  The fear of losing this ceremony is rooted in the knowledge that there will be no 

need to give thanks for the medicines, healing, and the berry harvest if there is nothing to 
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give thanks for.  The cause for this change is once again attributed to industrial activity 

by leadership of the Isga Nation. 

“And then for our berry picking, berries seem to be smaller, less spots where they 

grow and drier sometimes. They don’t even grow some years. And I think that’s 

because of too much traffic, like in the bush - industry, there’s a lot of dust. There 

is too much traffic and then you get the cut blocks – it’s too open. And they’re 

burning the grounds, right, so it’s drier and they don’t grow when its dry like that.  

But in areas, I guess some areas that some of the elders when they go pick 

berries, they find them in areas that are undeveloped” (Alexis, D. 2006) 

 
FIGURE 20 – Organized forest in Viginia Hills, Alberta 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 

Our leadership and Elders clearly express that the destruction occurring to makoce is a 

direct cause of industrial activity in our traditional land use areas. 

“The oil wells drilling all over. We got a lot of activity out there and its just 

destroyed…We can’t live off that. And so is this fishing here at Wabamun Lake 
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here. We used to do a lot of fishing, usually commercial fishing. But we got two 

power plants one on the north of Wabamun Lake and one on the south end of 

Wabamun Lake. The one on the south end is called Sundance Plant, the one in 

Wabamun is Wabamun Plant. They destroyed the lake - there’s no fish. They get 

water from the lake, they got water coming into the plant, cold water and hot 

water comes out into the lake. The fish are no good now they have that oil spill. 

You see dead fish laying all over the banks on the east shore of Wabamun Lake, 

that’s our part of the reserve. Killed all our medicines, our muskrat root, we used 

a lot of muskrat root from that lake. That’s all polluted. Even the birds, even the 

ducks. We can’t eat the ducks around here. We’d have a lot of ospreys eating fish 

from the lake. They had nests on the steel power line. Now there’s nothing. We 

had eagles there, now I don’t see any. For the last two years ever since that oil 

spill ,they’re gone. Just destroyed all our medicines like peppermint, they call it. 

Muskrat root. And in one area, Willowpoint(e?), we used to get willow bud there. 

In Stoney they call it cha-nup-ta. Yeah we would get that, you know. Now we 

can’t, cause of all the oil spills it all seeped into the soil. We can’t trust anything 

from there. They just destroyed everything.” (House, L. 2006) 

The oil spill Elder House is referring to occurred on August 3, 2005 on the shores of Lake 

Wabamun, which is a main site for medicinal harvesting and berry picking.  

“The Paul First Nation is suing Canadian National Railway as well as the federal 

and Alberta governments, over a derailment that fouled Lake Wabamun with toxic 

oil that August. Chief Daniel Paul said the band's 1,700 members rely heavily on 

fish, ducks and geese from the lake, which is still contaminated months after the 
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spill”  (Retrieved on June 30, 2010 from: 

http://www.ctv.ca/servlet/ArticleNews/story/CTVNews/20060207/Wabamun_spil

l_060207) 

 Oil spills, forestry, open pit coal mining, sour gas drilling and agriculture are the 

main industrial activities that are occurring within the Isga Nations traditional territory.  

As we witness these changes during our yearly harvests of medicines and fish, we are 

also witnessing a drastic change in our four legged and winged brothers and sisters. 

 
        FIGURE 21 - Virginia Hills, Alberta Pennwest riser failure resulting in oil spill 
        Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009  

 Animals 

 This offering is presented humbly on behalf of the four legged and winged 

brothers and sisters.  Elder Jones privately expressed to me that if we do not speak up for 

them then who will? 

“I’m thirty six, so that in the late seventies and all in the eighties, as a kid I used 

to drink out of the ditch where I used to live right. And nothing happened to you 
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and you weren’t afraid to get sick. But now you notice that there is film on the 

waters from, like even when we go to go beaver hunting we use to walk around 

the creeks and you see oil on top the creeks in places where they went across with 

seismic [activity]. So that too, the water is declining, the beavers you know 

they’re going further and further back in the bush. It’s all interrupted I guess, 

eh.” (Alexis, D. 2006) 

The beaver is one of our medicine representatives as he eats roots and keeps an eye on 

the health of the bogs, swamps, and springs we collect our berries and medicines from.  

Due to industrial activity, it is difficult to hunt the beaver as he is becoming homeless and 

contaminated.  The meat of the beaver is normally good for Elders to eat because it is full 

of the medicines that the beaver eats therefore benefiting our Elder health as well.  Uncle 

Stanley, the Elder who shared this knowledge, has been a vocal advocate for the animals 

from day one.  He shares one of his many stories about his concerns sadly, describing 

how these declines in beaver health have negative implications for other wildlife, 

“I shot. I skinned it. I opened it up and I skinned it right off and opened the guts 

out. Took the tough part off and pulled the guts out. It was rock hard…black 

inside. And I couldn’t pull it out so I just phoned fish and wildlife and I wait for 

them a whole day. So I just left it. About three hours later, I forgot the mosquito 

repellant. I forgot it there and I went to get it. All the meat was gone. The bear 

hauled it away.” (Alexis, Stanley. 2006) 
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Elder Suzie Alexis maintained that throughout her lifetime she has witnessed negative 

changes in waterfowl and attributes these changes to the oil and gas industry:  more 

specifically, the drilling and the flaring of the sour gas wells28. 

“I don’t know they must be dead I guess. All this oil pollution now they must be 

dead. Everything is getting less, even the ducks, that’s what I was telling you- 

awful. I think I only seen about one or three ducks this year. Especially in the 

spring time, there would be lots in the west. Little birds, all kinds of birds. You 

know, they gas all the air - maybe that’s why they’re all missing” (Alexis, Suzie. 

2006) 

Sour gas is also suspected in the contamination of the moose, one of our most treasured 

harvests.  The traditional land use harvesters recognize that the sour gas plants flaring and 

leaks are contaminating the natural habitat of the moose, therefore poisoning the animals 

and themselves.  Elder Mary Rain testifies to this knowledge by sharing the experiences 

that one of her grandsons had on a moose hunt, 

“The first thing what they did was to check that moose out, and they had all kinds 

of lumps there, and they kind of open up the stomach and it was awful. They can’t 

even breath on it cause it was so strong. And when they can’t breathe, they can’t 

breathe.” (Rain, M. 2006) 

                                                
28 Sour gas is a term used to describe “natural gas containing hydrogen sulphide, a toxic, flammable 
substance. Sour gas developments make people nervous, especially in Alberta, where one-third of natural 
gas wells contain hydrogen sulphide.   Hydrogen sulphide gives sour gas its distinctive rotten egg odour. 
But it’s not the smell that motivates surrounding communities to protest against sour gas wells. What 
they’re worried about is hydrogen sulphide’s potential for harming human and animal health.”  (Retrieved 
June 30, 2010 from: http://www.cbc.ca/news/background/environment/sour_gas.html) 
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         FIGURE 22 – Abnormalities spotted on the moose hide during the fleshing process 
          Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 
 

Changes in the texture of moose meat and hides are being witnessed throughout our 

traditional territory ever more rapidly than before.  The changes are remarkably similar - 

a sour smell when the animal’s gut is opened, lumps on the liver and kidneys, cysts on 

the meat, hide abnormalities, hide color, and decline in the size of the moose.   

“because of contamination, because we have a lot of oil and gas. Like there is a 

lot of industrial activity everywhere and, and that’s one of the possibilities I 

guess. A long time ago, we lived off, you know, we lived off ducks, rabbits, 

chickens, and today… that’s where our diet has changed. I think the favorite out 

here has got to be moose meat. But even that you know…when our people go out 

west hunting, there’s lot of industrial activity out there too. So there’s lot of 

contamination.”  (Rain, A. 2006) 
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The traditional land use harvesters of the Isga Nation are adamant that these changes in 

wildlife are a direct result of industrial activity in and around our traditional territory. 

“There is no trees, all cut down logged out …our whole trapline is just bald. 

There is no squirrels you know. The elk they moved. There was grizzly bears there 

- they moved. All the animals, all kinds of animals, small ones, they all moved 

because they don’t got no place to live. It’s all destroyed…all that destroyed. We 

went hunting a few times in our trapline up there - you don’t even see tracks. 

Moose tracks or elk tracks. Usually you see along the road or on the road. You 

hardly see any: very, very few. You’re lucky you’re gonna see one. A lot of times 

we are out there, I never see them. We got to go else where, where there’s hardly 

any logging.” (House, L. 2006) 

 

 
FIGURE 23 - Isga Wiya Washde – Community youth campout  site at Rat 
Creek, Alberta 
Photo Courtesy; Misty Potts-Sanderson 2009 
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Wanorazi29 

 Thus far, I have presented three main elements of life that are being impacted by 

industry as seen by our Elders: Mini, Makoce, animals.  The final offering of knowledge 

that I make is that of the spirit.  As all life is a reflection of the spirits, industrial activity 

is not only destroying the animal spirits, Makoce, and Mini; it is destroying the Isga 

spirit.  The young people are losing their way and in order for our way of life to endure 

we have always relied on our identity: which is born of the spirits. 

“The kids are losing interest because of modern technology- technology today. 

There’s not enough people, not enough campouts, not enough. When I go to 

campouts, it’s not enough interest in the youth that should be out here 

experiencing mother nature. And I don’t know how we’re gonna get back to that, 

get back to out roots I guess. Back to the schools probably - teaching them. And 

our parents, I guess, our young parents teaching them. But we’re too dependant 

on, on the mainstream society today.  We have to get back to our roots through, 

like I said through education, through parenting, through our elders that we have 

left.  Because a lot of them have a lot to share, we need to gain that knowledge - 

keep it going.” (Alexis, D. 2006) 

The constant onslaught of changes since the beginning of colonialism is the main 

attribute of our weakening of spirit.  The Isga Nation has been constantly adapting in an 

effort to survive and maintain our identity through these changes.  Industrial activity has 

shown itself to be yet another form of colonialism that is threatening our identity as Isga.  

For many Elders, the answer to this dilemma is to speak up, to continue practicing our 

                                                
29 wanorazi – pronounced [wah-noh-ghaa-zthee] means spirit 
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traditional lifestyle, to never give up, and to maintain a positive attitude.  Elder Jones 

recounts the good life that once was and can once again be within our Nation. 

“When one tribe meets another one, they’re all happy. They make a feast and they 

dance all night, sing three nights or four nights. That’s a happy world. But now 

we can’t even have that. Some of them are argue. Some of them, they don’t like 

one another and I don’t see why they should. We all came from the same- the 

same Mother Earth.  Mother Earth has raised us to be human beings. We don’t 

own our life, we don’t own nobody’s life but we’re taught to be raised right, that’s 

we what we taught. But now, the whole family I guess, we’ll never, even here, they 

don’t know who doesn’t like one another. After we leave, they might talk about 

one another, that’s what I mean, we’re not unity.  We should all be unity and love 

everybody, care for one another, share things you have to one another. I like to do 

that, me.” (Jones, A. 2006) 
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FIGURE 24 – Pre – election peace march in Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, Alberta 
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2010 

As Elder Jones states, Mother Earth  raised us and our spirit is dwindling along with the 

beaver, moose, berries, Mini, and medicines.  As we are but one component of our natural 

law and of Ina Makoce. Perhaps, if mainstream society viewed the world from our 

Indigenous perspective, these drastic changes would not be occurring.   

 Many culprits were suspected as being the destroyers of Ina Makoce throughout 

my journey and in the end I found one driving force that underlay everyone’s concerns - 

propelling industrial activity into our traditional territories. 

Little Snakes 

 In 1995, Late Mel Paul was alive and was interviewed by a representative from 

Cardinal River Coals on Alexis Indian Reserve #133, Alberta, Canada, for the purpose of 

a Traditional Land Use study.  Late Mel Paul taught through story; he was very kind and 
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patient with his words and he spoke much of the old world before washizu came.  Late 

Mel Paul often spoke about the future and how foreign concepts such as natural resource 

development have threatened and will continue to threaten our cultural survival.  This is 

what he had to say to the Cardinal River Coals representative on that day,   

“Well I remember one time there were trappers way out in bush, close to the 

mountains, somewheres back in that area. And suddenly, this old man, we heard 

some noise, it was in the wintertime, trapping.  We had the families way out there.  

And he heard something, it was a quiet evening.  And we walked towards that 

noise, it was getting louder and louder.  Something made them all tensed up.  

Tense, but they wanted to know. So, they followed the sound, wanted to know what 

that sound was.  It was at the side of the river.  Suddenly, he said, I saw a glow in 

the crack of a great big boulder, there was a crack there.  I saw what was in 

there.  I saw a shining glow.  I used to hear people talk about gold, but it was 

<xxx 151?>. The reason for this, the power of money can corrupt even the 

strongest mind.  The power of money.  Today, that still exists.  That’s what scared 

him.  So that’s why the traditional Elders, they don’t care if they have no money.  

As long as they have what they need, even a little bit to get clothing, a pair of 

socks, or food - that’s all they want.” (Retrieved May 24, 2004 from website: 

http://www.alexisnakotasioux.com/default.aspx?ID=4-0) 

Late Mel Paul’s words and stories are almost prophetic - and today, they are still 

remembered. 

“Money has become God.  There was a story that was told to us by Mel Paul, 

when he was alive. He talked about these two little snakes in the east. When they 



Page 84 of 107 

first came to the shores, the people of that land, they found them and they were 

looking at them and say ‘look how cute they are’. ‘Look how shiny they are,’ and 

‘look they’re eating too’. You know, they start feeding them. These things they 

started to grow, but they kept feeding them, they kept admiring them, and they 

started to grow bigger. It took more to feed them. Within a matter of weeks, 

months you know, they have grown to such humongous size. You know, what they 

used to do to feed them  now it took them one day, one week just to feed those 

animals - it became full time. While the men of the tribe were out getting game  

for those little snakes and they’ve gotten so big, eh? I guess they broke out of the 

pens and they devoured everybody except this one boy. And this one boy took off 

and informed them of what had happened. The rest of the hunting party, they went 

back. When they got back to the village, they had devoured everything in sight, 

every living thing, and they headed this way, they headed west. And so wherever 

they tracked them and wherever they went, they destroyed the land, polluted the 

rivers. Anything that they came in touch with, they destroyed. And so I guess that 

night, if I remember that story correctly, there was a  spirit came and gave that 

hunting party, I think it was seven arrows and a bow. And at some point in the 

future, these arrows will be used to kill those two snakes that came this way. And I 

was just a young man when he told me that story and I thought ‘what a 

fascinating story’ it sounds like Esop’s fables, you know, fairytales - something 

like that.  ‘Wow what a good storyteller’. And then over the years I’ve paid 

attention to that story, and I’ve got a feeling that what that story is about is, 

development and the money. Silver and gold, they have become Gods for society. 
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Everybody gets up for the gold and the silver. Everybody goes to work for the 

gold and the silver. Everybody directs their energy that way.They’re feeding it 

fulltime. So it has taken over, you know, this world that we live in. But you know, 

there was seven arrows assigned and a bow assigned. And when the time comes, 

those will be used.” (Potts Sr, P. 2006) 

The solution for us regarding this industrial activity is simple. Indeed, it requires only one 

action, 

“We have to stop a lot of this drilling. Stop a lot of this clear cutting. We have to 

leave some of this land alone. Let it heal itself. Instead of trying to fix it, it will fix 

itself. Let the animals go back. The animals help, help the earth. The animals 

help. The wildlife, the forests. They’re the ones that control it. But if you take that 

away [Pause]. We have to be able to start respecting, you know respecting the 

forests.” (House, L. 2006) 

 Once again, my people are forced to adapt and change. We are forced under the 

thumb of the Province of Alberta, the Government of Canada, and the bottom line of 

economics.  During the spring of 2010, my younger sister Eva Potts came to me and 

asked me to assist her with some ideas for a school project.  She was attending a business 

course and wanted to explain to the students that the economically driven natural 

resource development industry in Alberta is “legally” destroying our way of life.  They 

are doing this by creating the laws and policies with no input from First Nations 

communities. The most important policy that is acting as a shield for the province of 

Alberta and for industry today is Alberta’s First Nations Consultation Guidelines on 
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Land Management and Resource Development.  The following excerpt from Eva’s paper 

outlines how policy and law are protecting industry but not our Isga way of life. 

“The Treaty signing has changed the culture and relationship between Native 

North Americans and Canada. Over the years there have been some problems 

with the promises and agreements that the Canadian Monarch has agreed to 

carry out. The opinion is that industrial development is compromising Native 

Traditional ways of life, therefore is a violation of both treaty and section 35 

rights. Alberta’s response to the dilemma was the development of the “Alberta’s 

First Nations Consultation Guidelines on Land Management and Resource 

Development”. Alberta has developed a response to the consultation guidelines 

without the First Nation opinion. The guidelines were established for oil and gas 

to develop on First Nations Crown Lands breaking the agreement of Section 35. 

Also the Alberta Natural Resources Act section 10 states, “Alberta is obligated to 

transfer unoccupied Crown lands back to the federal Government so that Canada 

can fulfill its obligations under the treaties with First Nations” (Retrieved on 

March 31, 2010 from 

http://www.aboriginal.alberta.ca/documents/NRA_Info_Sheet-Dec2003.pdf). 

We can see that First Nations do not agree with the Alberta’s First Nations 

Consultation Guidelines, because First Nations across Canada are not treated 

equally with mainstream society. This process is an example of how native North 

Americans are treated unfairly in the decision-making processes that government 

carries out. Also the consultation guidelines do not counter the oil and gas 

impacts on Alberta’s environment.  Development has impacted our environment 
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in a negative way. A solution to this predicament would be to develop a new 

consultation process with the input of First Nations across Canada based on each 

regional industry. This has yet to happen because economic activity is going to 

continue and in order to mitigate any adverse environmental impacts we should 

find alternate solutions.” (Potts, E. 2010) 

 I thought it best to end this offering with Eva’s words rather than my own as it is a 

sign of hope to the Elders and traditional land use harvesters that a younger generation of 

educated, strong Isga believe in the spirit of Ina Makoce. And a sign of hope that we will 

use whatever tools we have to survive.  The presentation of the traditional land use 

harvesters’ words, and in fact this research is a direct form of resistance to the destruction 

that natural resource development is causing.  It testifies that we will find a way to 

maintain our Isga way of life for our great, great, great grandchildren. 

 
  FIGURE 25 - Giving Life – Misty Potts-Sanderson & Gabriel Sanderson 
  Photo Courtesy: Lee Sanderson 2010 
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CHAPTER 5: HUTCHIMATAWAN30 

 My advisor Stephane Mclachlan and I sat down together seven years ago to 

discuss what it was I wanted to accomplish in a masters degree.  I had no knowledge 

about this level of academic learning and I felt I was moving forward in the dark with no 

light.  I was afraid, unconfident, and confused about what the expectations were of me 

and how I was going to accomplish the expectations, once I figured them out.  The 

conversation began with Steph asking me questions about my concerns and I began to 

orate my concerns to him at the university coffee shop table.  I spoke about medicines, 

animals, water, my way of life and how it bothered me that every time I went home 

something was different, something had changed in a negative way due to industrial 

activity.  I was sad that my way of life was under assault because the land was being 

destroyed.  In the best way I knew how I expressed these feelings to Steph.  I was under 

the impression that Steph was going lay it all out for me, like a map, to follow to 

accomplish the academic journey.  I placed all my expectations on him on that day, not 

knowing that this was new journey for him as well.  I had no idea what I must have 

sounded like to him.  I was not aware that I was alone in the dark and we were both 

looking to one another for some sign of light to lead the way.   

 In my way of knowing the greatest form of expression and teaching is through 

discussion and oration.  In Stephs’ way of knowing it is the written word, as he is 

academically trained. Steph attempted to layout what I had just said and create links and 

patterns.  I pretended that I understood what he was saying but deep down I was horrified 

that what he was creating and what he was saying made absolutely no sense to me. The 

                                                
30 hutchimatawan – [hoo-chee-mah-tah-wahn] – see you later in a good way (as there is 
no word for goodbye) 
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following figure is the result of what happened that day when a western trained academic 

tried to filter an Isga way of knowing. 

 
FIGURE 26 – Stephane McLachlans linkage drawing 
Image Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson Journal 2003 

 I went home that day and looked at the drawing over and over again for a week.  I 

waited anxiously for our next meeting maintaining a state of worry and confusion and I 

decided that even though I didn’t understand the drawing and conversation I was going to 

engage in the process until I understood.  So the next time we met, we replayed our initial 

meeting in the same fashion and once Steph was done speaking I told him that I didn’t 

understand a word he just said, and that I never understood the diagram he wrote in my 

journal from our previous meeting.   
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 This is where we both found the light and began on a level playing ground 

learning from each other along the way.  I taught Steph about my people and the Isga 

way of knowing to the point where he came out to my community, participated in our 

social gatherings, hunted and camped with my family, and today he continues to be a part 

of our lives as he lends his western science training to helping us preserve our Isga way 

of life through the In Land and Life project. In Land and Life 

(http://www.inlandandlife.ca) is the result of Stephane Mclachlan listening to our 

traditional land use harvesters concerns and acting on them to assist us in preserving 

healthy traditional harvesting activities.  

 
FIGURE 27 – Some of the In land and life project team at wildlife campout July 2010 
Photo courtesy: Ryan Grandbois-Faulds 2010 

 Stephane Mclachlan taught me western methods that are useful in preserving 

healthy land and lifestyles for the Isga people, my people.  Stephane Mclachlan taught 

me to value my own voice and way of knowing and encouraged me to continue actively 
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voicing my concerns about the land; this thesis is how I filtered Isga ways of knowing 

into the western form of literature.  Just as I began this thesis with a song about my 

people, I will end it with a play I wrote to showcase our history and culture based on the 

oral history of the Isga people who reside in Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation, Alberta. 

 Agha Nazhi 

Children are running around laughing and playing, mothers come in chasing kids with 

blankets. 

Michoochoo: Ina how come we have to go sleep I’m not tired 

Ina: Because you need your rest if you want to grow up strong and have energy 

tomorrow, to tell you the truth I didn’t like going to sleep either when I was a kid. 

Michoochoo: You used to be a kid? 

Ina: (laughs) of course 

Michoochoo: And your Ina, my Mugosheen used to wrap you for bed too, like 

me? 

Ina: Yes and she would tell us stories and sing songs until we fell asleep 

Michoochoo: Mugosheen can you tell us a story like how you told my Ina when 

she was little like us? 

Mugosheen: Would you like to hear about Iktomi or Agha Nazhi? 

Ina: Tell them about Agha Nazhi Ina, that one is my favorite? 

Mugosheen: Alright you gotta be real quiet though so I can remember everything 

good, okay? 

Ina gathers kids into teepee and wraps them for bed, gives them dry meat and brings tea 

to Mugosheen.  Mugosheen sits and closes her eyes. 
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Mugosheen: Hmmm where should I start…..vision, Agha Nazhi’s vision…I’ll 

start with how we came to be here in this territory.  Many years ago we traveled 

here from the big waters and the big skies in the east.  We followed our Mitaushin 

Agha Nazhi because Waka came to him when he was a mamun and told him he 

would lead his family to safety because the thunder sticks were coming.  For 

many years Agha Nazhi lived with this vision visiting him yearly until one day it 

came true.  The men carrying the thunder sticks came and said they wanted to 

make peace with us and live together.  

I am not sure how they thought this was a good idea since they only wanted to 

stay in once place all the time and live in cold wood squares instead of warm 

round teepees like this?  We became good friends with the thunder stick clan and 

we helped them when they got sick, we made many roots for their families 

because they seemed to get sick a lot, it was not good especially for the babies so 

we showed them were to find meat and how to cook it to make their babies 

strong.  Maybe it was because they only stayed in one place all the time, I am not 

sure but my Mugosheen said they would go visit them when they returned from 

living like the bears and check on their babies.   

One time after Ina Makoce woke up from her long sleep and we were returning 

from living like the bears we went to go visit the babies and that’s when it all 

changed.  There were more of them and the family had a great big wood square 

house amongst there little square homes.  We were curious so we sent our scouts 

in during the night to see what was happening. 

Boys dance to sneek up song. 
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When the scouts came back with some new horses they said it was not good.  

After hearing this scouts were sent in the four directions to find out from our 

friends what was happening.   

That night Agha Nazhi went to see his Mitaushins and Mugosheens with his pipe 

and told him of his vision.  He told of how he saw the thunder sticks coming and 

that he was confused at first because of the friendship and that they were not to be 

feared, in his vision he feared for his family.  The Mitaushins and Mugosheens 

listened to him and told him to pack up his families and follow his vision because 

they too were unsure of what was to come. 

One of the scouts returned from the east with very bad news one sleep later…..he 

told of how there were many of the thunder stick clan and how they turned 

windigo, like the shahiya say, and began hunting our friends.  Maybe its because 

they only stayed in one place and they couldn’t find anything to eat, I don’t know.   

By this day Agha Nazhi and his families were ready to go, back then it did not 

take long to get ready only one morning.  The Mitaushins and Mugosheens were 

happy for Agha Nazhis families and gave them many gifts for their journey.  The 

Mitaushins and Mugosheens told Agha Nazhi to make sure that the thunder sticks 

could not find them so be careful and get your scouts to cover your trail. 

The fire light is getting low, Ina get mugosheen some more tea and stokes the fire. 

Mugosheen: The journey was long for Agha Nazhi and his families they travelled 

for many sleeps, they through many different tribes trading and visiting, 

sometimes the men and women of Agha Nazhis’ tribe would take others from 

different tribes for their husbands and wives.  
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Michoo choo: I’m happy that they got away from the scary people but how come 

there’s no magic in this story, it’s kind of scary 

Mugosheen: (Giggles a bit)  Of course there were magical things that they saw, 

you will see this as well when Ina Makoce comes out of her deep sleep.  When 

everyone wakes up we will go for a walk in the fields and gardens and you will 

see what Agha Nazhi saw that spring……..the flowering of the butterflies. 

Girls begin to fancy shawl dance. 

Ina: Mom tell her about hunting the chickens that’s my favorite one 

Mugosheen: Oh yes, the chickens…..some of the boys n girls would practice their 

hunting on the prairie chickens….those little chickens are really hard to catch you 

gotta weave through the bush and  be really quiet if you want to find them….. 

Boys chicken dancers dance, ends with two shots at the chickens and they fly away, the 

kids all laugh and pretend to chicken dance. 

Ina: Okay babies time for sleep, Mugosheen is getting tired 

Ina and other women settle kids down give mugosheen another cup of tea.  

Mugosheen: Ish Nish…..Time went on and Agha Nazhi began to age but he did 

not give up on his vision.  He traveled to many lakes in this area, he knew he was 

getting closer because some of the lake looked like his vision but something was 

missing……after traveling all night he set up camp on the shores of Waka 

Mne….in the morning when he woke through the mist of the lake he heard the 

voices and sounds of his vision….. 

Mugosheen: Agha Nazhi knew this was the place he had been searching for and 

this is how our people came to live on the shores of Waka Mne.  When our people 
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gathered on the shores of Waka Mne the elders of the tribe told everyone not to 

tell anyone where they came from otherwise they might send us back and the 

thunderstick clan might get us….everyone agreed which is how come you can’t 

find anything in books about us like how you can find stuff about other tribes 

When the morning came the robin came to Agha Nazhi and told him that Waka 

told her he was coming….Waka said welcome and I am supposed to sing this 

song for you, the robin said 

Women remember song and sing it along with mugosheen. 

Children have fallen asleep only adults up drinking tea listening to Mugosheen 

Ina: Ina do you think they will ever stop 

Mugosheen: Who? 

Ina: The thunder stick clan, do you think they will ever stop being hungry? 

Mugosheen: All I know is nothing satisfies their hunger not even the great Ina 

Makoce. 

 Open the Door! 

 This research process has opened doors for me, questions have been answered and 

action has been put to concerns, with projects such as In Land and Life.  Identifying 

environmental impacts and changes in Alberta’s Isga Nation brought me to hear concerns 

traditional land use harvesters have about; i) the decline in the health and abundance of 

medicines and berries, ii) the state of health the waterfowl and other wildlife are in, iii) 

testimony that industrial activity is causing environmental degradation, iv) the health of 

our lakes and rivers, v) and worries about how the continuation of our Isga way of life 

will be affected in the future. 
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 When we are in the sweat lodge and done our ceremony we yell “open the door” 

and the doorperson opens the door, releasing the spirits from our ceremony we let the 

spirit go and give thanks for their help.  I have used this phrase as a conclusion to offer 

thanks to all the people and spirits that have contributed to this research and work.  As 

well to acknowledge that when we walk out the door we walk new, fresh with hope and 

leave our negative concerns, as we seek a new way just as Agha Nazhi had the vision of 

the future and sought a new way for the survival of the Isga.  Somewhere someone right 

now is praying for the Isga.  We put our faith in Waka, and believe and know that we will 

survive, our way of life will continue.  I learned that vast changes have already occurred 

over the last couple of generations from Isga traditional land use harvesters.   

 Industrial activity is the new face of colonialism, the newest assimilation tactic 

enforced upon the Isga by the thunderstick clan, mentioned in “Agha Nazhi”.  Regardless 

of these imposed changes the spiritual essence and the teachings about Isga life will 

remain.  I am proof that even though my people were faced with genocide and our 

ceremonies were outlawed, our way of life continues.  It is a way of life rooted strongly 

in Ina Makoce and as long she is alive our way of life will continue in some shape or 

form.  We will keep on opposing industrial activity, seeking solutions, a creating a new 

trail for our future generations in the hopes that they follow, find a good way and not get 

lost, as many do.  With that I am opening the door, releasing the spirit and leaving with 

the knowledge that my Nation, my people, the Isga will survive. 
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FIGURE 28 – Isga youth having drum practice by Waka Mne lakeside May 2010  
Photo Courtesy: Misty Potts-Sanderson 2010 
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The following questions received human ethics approval by the Joint-Faculty 

Research Ethics Board. 

  

Interview respondents will be asked to answer the following open-ended 

questions: 

All: 

i)  What changes have you witnessed in the natural world? 

ii)  What do you think has caused these changes? 

iii) How have these changes affected you and the community as a whole? 

a) How do you think these changes influence traditional 

lifestyles? 

iv)  What can we do to reverse the damage to nature and bring health back to 

nature? 

v)  What does the future hold for your children? 

vi)  What does nature mean to you? 

   a) How do you use it? 

vii)  Is there anything that we have not discussed with respect to this topic that 

you would like to share? 

Elders: 

i)  How is the community linked to nature? 

ii)  How does the natural world affect the health of the community? 

iii)  What changes have you noticed in the traditional medicines? 

iv)  Why do you think these changes are occurring? 

Parents: 

i)  What impact do changes in the environment have on yours and other 

children? 

ii)  What impact do changes in the environment have on your family 

relationships? 

iii) Do you think preserving traditional medicinal sites is important? 

a) If so, why? 
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b) If not, why? 

Youth: 

i) Do you find the reserve a desirable place to live?  

a) Why or why not? 

ii)  What do you think the environment will look like in 50 years? 

iii)  Are traditional lifestyles and teachings important to you? 

a) If so, why? 

b) If not, why? 

Focus Group: 

Maps will be provided to the group and focus group participants will be asked: 

i)  To identify and discuss changes in vegetation cover; 

ii) To identify and discuss changes in water levels; 

iii) To identify the history of traditional land use activities within the area of 

study. 
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Informed Consent Form (Semi-Directed Interview) 
 
 
Research Project Title:  Identifying Environmental Impacts and Changes in 

Alberta’s Nakota Nation 
 
Researchers:  Misty Potts (Master’s Candidate) and Dr. Stephane 

McLachlan, Department of Environment and Geography, 
University of Manitoba. 

 
Sponsors: Yellowhead Tribal Council (YTC), Alexis Nakota Sioux 

Nation  
 
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is only part 
of the process for informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about 
and what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something mentioned 
here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask.  Please take the time to read this 
carefully and to understand any accompanying information. 
 
You are about to participate in a semi-directed individual interview in order to provide some information 
on your experiences, opinions and concerns on the environmental impacts and changes occurring in the 
Nakota Nation.  Your knowledge is important to validate Indigenous community concerns regarding 
changes occurring in the environment.    
 
The questions will take approximately 90 minutes. During this time, a series of open-ended questions will 
be asked, which are designed for you to freely speak your mind – in a one on one setting – about 
environmental impacts and changes occurring in the Nakota Nation.  The semi-directed interview will take 
place at an agreed upon place at an agreed upon time by the researcher and the participant. 
 
An audio and/or video recording device will be used while the interview is being conducted. The 
information captured will be used to generate a transcript of the interview.  
 
Should you wish not to be recorded, we will accommodate your concerns.    
 
You have the right to withdraw from the research at any point of this study.   
 
Only researchers and community members directly involved with the project will have access to the raw 
data.   
 
Edited versions of the data will be made available to larger society through video, peer reviewed 
publications; as well the research will be the primary tool to produce a thesis.   
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All participants will be allowed to view the final video product before it is released to a larger audience.  
 
Results will be made available to the community participants through annual progress meetings and reports 
as well; pamphlets, a final report, and a copy of the thesis will be submitted to each community.  A 
preliminary version of results and an associated video will shared with all participants and feedback 
solicited and incorporated into the research.  Respondents will be given an opportunity to review these 
statements and omit anything they wish to withhold.   
 
A final report and video will be produced that presents the results of the data gathered.  A final copy of the 
video will be provided to the participants, community schools, and the Band Council. 
 
Should you not want to be video recorded you can be audio recorded and still be in the video as a voice-
over.  Should you not want to be audio recorded the interview can be recorded through extensive notes.  
Should you not want to be recorded at all your concerns can still be in the video and/or text based research 
and remain anonymous if you see fit.   
 
The community will benefit from an increased awareness regarding the environment and how these 
changes affect their traditions. The research will increase community involvement in the development of 
future environmental management plans within the community. 
 
Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the information 
regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a subject.  In no way does 
this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or involved institutions from their 
legal and professional responsibilities.  You are free to withdraw from the study at any time, and /or 
refrain from answering any questions you prefer to omit, without prejudice or consequence.  Your 
continued participation should be as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask 
for clarification or new information throughout your participation. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, please contact Misty Potts (204.589.3015) or Dr. 
Stephane McLachlan (204.474.9316) at the numbers provided, or at their respective email addresses, 
misty_potts@hotmail.com and mclachla@cc.umanitoba.ca 
 
The Joint-Faculty Research Ethics Board (REB) at the University of Manitoba has approved this 
research. If you have any concerns or complaints about this project you may contact any of the 
above-named persons or the Human Ethics Secretariat at 474-7122.  A copy of this consent form has 
been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 
 
I Do / Do Not (Circle one) want my identity disclosed in the video, pamphlets, reports, thesis or any 
other publication that may be derived from this research. 
 
 
__________________________________  ___________ 
Participant’sSignature                                            Date 
 
 
 
__________________________________  ___________ 
Researcher’s Signature                         Date 
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Informed Consent Form (Focus Group) 
 
 
Research Project Title:  Identifying Environmental Impacts and Changes in 

Alberta’s Nakota Nation 
 
Researchers:  Misty Potts (Master’s Candidate) and Dr. Stephane 

McLachlan, Department of Environment & Geography, 
University of Manitoba. 

 
Sponsors: Yellowhead Tribal Council (YTC), Alexis Nakota Sioux 

Nation 
 
This consent form, a copy of which will be left with you for your records and reference, is only part 
of the process for informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about 
and what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something mentioned 
here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take the time to read this 
carefully and to understand any accompanying information. 
 
You are about to participate in a focus group in order to provide some information on your experiences, 
opinions and concerns on the environmental impacts and changes occurring in the Nakota Nation.  Your 
knowledge is important to validate Indigenous community concerns regarding changes occurring in the 
environment.    
 
The focus group will take approximately 3 hours. During this time, a series of open-ended questions will be 
asked, which are designed for you to freely speak your mind – in a one on one setting – about 
environmental impacts and changes occurring in the Nakota Nation.  The focus group will take place at an 
agreed upon place at an agreed upon time by the researcher and the participants. 
 
An audio and/or video recording device will be used while the interview is being conducted. The 
information captured will be used to generate a transcript of the interview.  
 
Should you wish not to be recorded, we will accommodate your concerns. 
 
You have the right to withdraw from the research at any point of this study.   
 
Only researchers and community members directly involved with the project will have access to the raw 
data.   
 
Edited versions of the data will be made available to larger society through video, peer reviewed 
publications; as well the research will be the primary tool to produce a thesis.   
 
All participants will be allowed to view the final video product before it is released to a larger audience.  
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Results will be made available to the community participants through annual progress meetings and reports 
as well; pamphlets, a final report, and a copy of the thesis will be submitted to each community.  A 
preliminary version of results and an associated video will be shared with all participants and feedback 
solicited and incorporated into the research.  Respondents will be given an opportunity to review these 
statements and omit anything they wish to withhold.   
 
A final report and video will be produced that presents the results of the data gathered.  A final copy of the 
video will be provided to the participants, community schools, and the Band Council. 
 
Should you not want to be video recorded you can be audio recorded and still be in the video as a voice-
over.  Should you not want to be audio recorded the interview can be recorded through extensive notes.  
Should you not want to be recorded at all your concerns can still be in the video and/or text based research 
and remain anonymous if you see fit. 
 
The community will benefit from an increased awareness regarding the environment and how these 
changes affect their traditions. The research will increase community involvement in the development of 
future environmental management plans within the community. 
 
Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the information 
regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a subject.  In no way does 
this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or involved institutions from their 
legal and professional responsibilities.  You are free to withdraw from the study at any time, and /or 
refrain from answering any questions you prefer to omit, without prejudice or consequence.  Your 
continued participation should be as informed as your initial consent, so you should feel free to ask 
for clarification or new information throughout your participation. 
 
If you have any questions about the research, please contact Misty Potts (204.589.3015) or Dr. 
Stephane McLachlan (204.474.9316) at the numbers provided, or at their respective email addresses, 
misty_potts@hotmail.com, mclachla@cc.umanitoba.ca 
 
The Joint-Faculty Research Ethics Board (REB) at the University of Manitoba has approved this 
research. If you have any concerns or complaints about this project you may contact any of the 
above-named persons or the Human Ethics Secretariat at 474-7122.  A copy of this consent form has 
been given to you to keep for your records and reference. 
 
I Do / Do Not (Circle one) want my identity disclosed in the video, pamphlets, reports, thesis or any 
other publication that may be derived from this research. 
 
          
______________________________________        __________ 
Participant’s Signature                                            Date 
 
 
 
__________________________________  ___________ 
Researcher’s Signature                         Date 

 


