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For my family: those who came before, those who will come after,
those who are nearby, and those who are far away,

but especially for my parents, Lavona Lillian Mcllwraith

and the late Mowat Edgar Mcllwraith.
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foreword

I mean no wrong in writing
or speaking your language. I mean
to understand you on your terms,
in your words.

NAOMI MCILWRAITH

kiyam is a beautiful and contentious collection that explores the ways
in which a writer may speak stories from a world many consider her
not part of, but one to which she is spiritually very close. Naomi
Mcllwraith addresses these concerns through her poetry and its
liminal navigations of the borders between English and Cree,
between written and spoken texts. She brings to the forefront her
concerns about voice and the right to speak certain stories, but
rather than allowing voice to become something that circumscribes
and limits her, she attempts to represent a variety of histories and
stories in a respectful manner and with a careful ear for the essential
musicality of language. She engages with an intersection of cultures
and histories in a way that pays great honour to all these histories
and to the overarching power of the personal narrative —in her
case, the one connecting strand that pulls all of her divergent worlds
together. Mcllwraith strives to engage with each of her worlds with
understanding, but she is also wry, humorous, and deeply honest.
Her voice is a clear and engaging one, navigating the uneasy waters
of translation/transliteration with care and grace.



kiyam is a direct engagement with European literary tradition
and the history/baggage of the written word, held up against the
oral tradition of the First Nations and M¢étis. The collection provides
an intriguing view of a woman and a writer treading the pathways
between those worlds, knowing that certain stories are in danger
of being lost and that moving them from the oral world to the
written world is one of the most certain ways of preserving them,
yet knowing at the same time that this move alters their essential
meaning and form.

'This is an important collection in its negotiation of two vastly
different linguistic worlds. Possessing a deep-felt respect, as well as
many moments of startling beauty, iydm is a collection that is sure

to challenge and inspire, and, most certainly, to resonate.

JENNA BUTLER



the sounds ofp/ains cree:
a guia’e fo pronunciation

Drawing on the scholarship of Arok Wolvengrey, Jean Okimasis,
and others at the Cree Editing Council in Saskatchewan, as well
as on that of Freda Ahenakew and H. Christoph Wolfart, I have
used the Standard Roman Orthography (sr0) to represent the
sounds of néhiyawéwin, the Plains Cree language. The work of
these scholars has contributed greatly to the accurate preservation
of Plains Cree pronunciation. The description below is based on
Okimasis and Wolvengrey’s How fo Spell It in Cree, especially
chapter 3, “What to Use to Spell in Cree.”

Plains Cree has ten consonants: ¢, b, k, m, n, p, s, t, w, and y.
'The consonants b, m, n, s, w, and y sound very similar to their
counterparts in English. The consonants ¢, £, p, and #, however,

differ from their English counterparts.

The letter ¢ most commonly represents the #s sound we hear
in the English word “bats,” although in some dialects or
regional variations of Plains Cree, the ¢ sounds more like the
ch in “batch.” In contrast to English, the ¢ never represents
the sound of a & (“call”) or an s (“cinnamon”).

'The letter k sounds like the £ in “skate,” falling roughly
between the % in “Kate” and the g in “gate.”

The letter p sounds like the p in “spit,” falling roughly
between the p in “pit” and the & in “bit.”
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The letter t sounds like the #in “steal,” falling roughly between
the #in “teal” and the d in “deal.”

Plains Cree has three short vowels (a, 7, 0) and four long vowels (4, 7,
6, and é).

a sounds like the English a in “above” and the English # in

“upheaval,” but never like the # in “use” or “put”

d sounds somewhat like the English @ in “rather” or the a
in the word “father” if it were spoken with an Irish accent
(Okimasis and Wolvengrey, 7)

i sounds like the English 7 in “pit” or “mitt,” but never like the
g p )

iin “pine” or “mine”

i sounds like the English 7 in “nectarine,” but never like the

iin “fine”

o sounds like the English o in “only” or the oo in “foot” or the

u in “put”

6 sounds like the English o in “toe” or oa in “coat,” and

sometimes like the 0o in “moose”

é sounds like the English ay in “bay” or ai in “grain.” The
vowel & has no short counterpart.

The “h-consonant” cluster, as Okimasis and Wolvengrey call it,
occurs whenever an A precedes any consonant C. It has a significant
effect on the vowel that precedes the A, in most cases equalizing the
difference between long and short. This means that it can be very
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difficult to distinguish between a short and a long vowel before an
hC cluster.

Plains Cree has distinct and predictable patterns of stress, which
are quite independent of vowel length. Two-syllable words generally
place the stress on the last or ultimate syllable, as in péyak (pay
yuk) or atim (uh tim). Words with three or more syllables place the
greatest stress on the third to last, or antepenultimate, syllable, as
in awasis (uh waa sis) or awdsisak (uh waa sis suk). Words of five or
more syllables place a slight secondary stress on every second syllable
preceding the antepenultimate syllable. For example, nitdniskotapin
is pronounced “ni #aa nis ko taa paan.” These patterns of stress lend
a melodic quality to Plains Cree speech that makes the language
very pleasurable to hear.

Readers interested in learning more about Plains Cree grammar
and pronunciation will find a variety of sources listed in the
bibliography. This book is also accompanied by an audio version,
available on the AU Press website.
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The Road to Writer’s Block (A Poem to Myself)

Turn left at desire. Take this burden

and never let go. Cling

as a burr latches onto fleece.

Be sure that your load includes

the self-imposed responsibility to learn

a threatened language: namely néhiyawéwin.
Go home: kiwé.

Head north: kiwétinohk itohté.

Take a route unknown to you.

Do not plan too far

into the future. Do step forth with mute
naiveté. Invent a folktale so fantastic it can’t
be disbelieved. Do this in the same way

you would mould green truth from fact, tender

as the first prairie crocus — wdpikwanis.

The story must tell of your entitlement:

your right to write

poetry in this native tongue. Approach

this task without foresight,

as you would a one-way street on a dark night,
backwards: naspaici.

Entitlement: a provocative word

when it comes to language and culture,



a word so easily twisted to mean

ownership. Worry about this enough

that it becomes humiliating.

Try reading and writing your second

mother tongue before listening and speaking,.

Forget that poetry and Cree were spoken before written. Forget
this as you might your toothbrush, aspirins, or first-aid kit.
Forget not your Cree dictionaries,

because for all your literacy your aural

memory will be poor when you see the words

in print, twenty-five or even fifty times.

Bear the millstone of language loss

the way a woman drags home the last

buffalo: paskwdiwi-mostos,

as you confront the colonial tongue.

dkaydsimowin: the only patois

you'll ever perform with any finesse.

Learn how you've not learned

another mother tongue, well, a father

tongue: Scots Gaelic. Never mind

provisions other than baggage so heavy

it will take you years to reach your destination.
Don’t forget your heaviest tool,



a wrench to repair the damage you wrought

in admonishing your father for speaking

in code: namely néhiyawéwin.

Take a course so meandering you’ll forget

where you're going. Learn the Latin terms,

and then forget them,

for beauty you’ll behold before

even considering their Cree existence:

pelicans, bitterns, Great Blue herons, mergansers.
Now, write these bird words in néhiyawéwin:

cahcabkiwak, mohkahisiwak, misi-mohkahisiwak, asibkwak.

Detour around decades of indifterence

until you're so far past puberty

that learning a second language disorients

you the way adolescence

attacks all its victims,

the way an overturned canoe crashes

through wild rapids.

Become so encumbered procrastination

offers your only reprieve. Argue with your sister
with such intensity she is moved

to leave a message on your answering machine,

how she couldn’t sleep last night: a wrangle



about history and pioneers and Indians,

the Indian Act and racism and loss.

Argue from the passenger seat of her parked car,
so ferociously you can’t quite separate

one issue from the other, or

even remember what your position is. Fathom
your frustration. Negotiate

an awkward amnesty two nights later

in a telephone conversation,

but contemplate your confusion

as a monk might meditate on meaning.

Once you find
your way back to a quest choked
with bus fumes, stinging nettles, and inarticulateness,
ruminate on your lack of fluency:

namoya nipakaski-néhiyawan.

Embark on this pilgrimage in the midst

of your father’s passing. Start

a poem for your father, two weeks after he dies,
and title it fawdw, but leave it

for a year because it’s just too hard to write.
Tell Cree people why you,



a moniydaskwéw,

try to write poetry in Cree and English. Tell

them in néhiyawéwin as they lean

toward your crude Cree, trying

to understand, trying to give you some of their loss.

Speak these words, over and over, rehearsing them until you know
you sound fluent:

ninohté-néhiyawan ayisk é-ki-pakaskit nohtawipan. ayiki-sikahikanihk
ohci wiya mika moya é-ki-néhiyawit, ki-moniyidwiw.

ékwa mina é-dapibtawikosisiniskwéwit nikdwiy.

Say these words because they’re the most important. Consider
your mother’s experience, because she’s old enough to want

not to talk about being Métis. Study

the boundaries of the Métis National Council and then

don’t worry about them because they’re just like

four first-place ribbons at a local track meet. Stop

short of immersing yourself in a Cree community, the most

effective means of achieving fluency.

Learn about Cree syllabics:
Become so literate
you can teach them and maybe even
Standard Roman Orthography,
but don’t expect fluency in a classroom.



When you write that word —

cahkipéhikanak,
doubt your tongue and consult your grammar
guide yet again just to make sure
you got the plural suffix right. Now quit

doubting yourself because your tongue remembers.

Take on transcribing and transliterating

a Catholic prayer book — written entirely

in Cree syllabics — that takes

only God knows how long to complete,

agreeing to translate the last fifty pages:
hand-numbing, elbow-aching, mind-worrying,
tongue-stuttering work as you labour over the words
in their strange Oblate orthography. Trust

only Dorothy, awa iskwéw é-miyo-otétémimisk ékwa é-pakaskit,
and Jean and Arok from Saskatchewan

to verify your work.

Discover that you're a visual learner,

not aural. Then read everything written

about language and culture and with a certain innocence
partake in Indian identity and language politics

always brooding over Cree poetics.



Take so many Cree classes you lose count. But
kiskinohamakosi tanisi ka-isi-néhiyaw-akihcikéyan:

péyak, niso, nisto. ..

You cannot circumvent this unbeaten path, cannot skirt
the boulders and roots and loneliness of this mission.
But remember pen and paper anyway:

you'll need them each time you learn a new Cree word.
'Then throw away your writing materials: wépina,

or stuft them so far down into your grizzled,

arthritic backpack they’ll be too deep to dig out.

Now listen.

nitohta ékwa.

Listen hard.

nakatohké.

Listen to these Cree words, these beautiful Cree words:
nitohta 6hi néhiyaw itwéwina, 6hi ki-katawasisiki néhiyaw itwéwina.
Maybe then you’ll become not so much

a fluent Cree speaker but

a fluent Cree listener.

But hurry! You haven’t much time.
mika kakwéyiho! moya kitawipayihikon.



Trademark Translation

“Dad,” I ask,

enthralled by the irony of our identity,

“How would you say, ‘My wife is Métis,” in Cree?”
Without hesitation, with skin

as pale as mine, Dad looks straight into my eyes,

the colour of the North Saskatchewan sky,

says with the ease and contraction of a fluent speaker,
“nit’skwém ap’sis néhiyaw.”

He knows I understand, knows Mom doesn’t.

Then despite hair white and downy as a whisper,
twenty-one, a young man again,

he ducks his head and turns toward Mom, his eyes
the colour of the aspen parkland in autumn,

hers the colour of warm Saskatchewan loam.

He looks into them to translate with his trademark grin,
“My woman is a little bit Cree.”



paskwibk = On the Prairie

Why is it called Seneca root? Why, for so long, have I only
known it as Seneca root? When will I learn to see it on the
prairie? Will there be any prairie left even to look for Seneca
root? Who brought this name — Seneca root — forward? As
Grandma pulled that Seneca root on the wild Saskatchewan
grassland surrounding Bankend, which is, by the way, on
the map but not in the dictionary, she knew what it was
good for, but did she know it as Seneca root or as minisihkés?
She was born too late to witness the stamping, steaming,
heavy-breathing, massive, mammal-smelling buffalo, but
did she know the Cree called them paskwdiwi-mostoswak?
Did she taste paskwaiwi-mostosowiyds growing up there on
that boundless plain? If the prairie is called paskwaiw, a cow
mostos, and a buftalo paskwdiwi-mostos — prairie cow — which
came first, the buffalo, the cow, or the prairie? Does it really
matter? éha! Yes, because if Grandma didn’t know the word
for grandma — néhkom — and buftalo — paskwdiwi-mostos —
that’s where it started. Or ended. Why do I have to look up
Seneca root in the English-Cree dictionary to find minisihkés
and then again on the internet to find out what it’s good for?
What disguises itself as twisted coincidence in my sore throat
and sneezing this cold February morning as I ponder this?
Wasn’t Seneca some Greek sophist, and if a snake in Cree

is kinépik and Seneca root is also known as snake root, how



on God’s good green ground did a Roman rhetorician end up on
the Saskatchewan prairie — paskwdihk — in Plains Cree country —
paskwiwiyininihk — where the Plains Cree — paskwdwiyiniwak
— spoke, speak the Plains Cree language — é-paskwawinimocik?
How many of the Plains Cree people spoke Ojibwe — nahkawéwin
— or Assiniboine — pwdsimowin. tanitahto aniki paskwiwiyiniwak
kia-néhiyawicik ki-nabkawéwak ahpo ci ki-pwaisimowak? How did
the big, open prairie — dma ki-paskwik —become so unilingually,
monolingually unknowing? tdnéhki éka ka-ki-kiskéyimacik anihi
iyiniwa oki opitatowéwak? And how is it that I've finally come to
realize — to hear — how kd-ki-kiskéyimdicik — “they knew them”

— sounds so very much like kd-ki-kistéyimaicik — “they held them
in high regard”? Wouldn’t that have been a better history? If

we really know each other then we can really respect each other:
kispin tapwé kiskéyimitoyahki tapwé ka-ki-kistéyimitonanaw. Why
do I learn at forty-three, and not at twenty-three or thirteen,
that Grandma’s grandparents were Ojibwa? Are some stories

that hard to tell? Was Grandma Cree? Ojibwa? White? éha,

ékwa nohkomipan mina é-ki-nihtd-monahicépihkét.
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kiya ki-pakaski-nimibhitoyan = You Who Dance So Brightly

You died, Dad, and the skies darkened
as an eclipse extinguishes

the day, pushes the sun

into the ground.

wanitipiskipayin, kotdwiwipisim.

But soon enough I hear

you echo. wipac ka-péhtatin é-cistdwéyan,
and you shine clear as the Leaf-Falling Moon.
é-kihkayasowéyan

tapiskoc awa

pindskowi-pisim

é-kisikayasték.

I tell everyone your story,

how you spoke Cree so well,

so brilliantly I say,

é-ki-pakaskit nohtiwiy,

in néhiyawéwin.

As if you are a colour
shimmering keenly

as those ghosts who dance, ablaze
in the northern sky. kizaspasowin
mwéhci aniki

cipayak ka-nimibitocik.



Red like the sky as the sun retires,
tapiskoc ka-mihkwaskaik ispihk
ki-pahkisimok. Yellow, when
the sun emerges from slumber,
dawn beckons from a distance, osdwindkwan
tapiskoc ispihk é-pé-sakdsték.
Green, deepened as a forest
by winter’s interlude,
askihtakoskdiw

wdwis ka-pipohk.

Lucid as the hues in heaven
when kisé-manitow opens

the gates for you,
pakaski-kihci-kisikohk

ispihk é-yohtépitamdsk
kihci-kisikowi-yohténawéwina
kisé-manitow.

I am told not to look osdm
é-cipayamatisoyin ispihk

kiya é-cipayikawiyan
ka-pakaski-nimihitoyan

maka kipéhtatin

é-cistiwéyan ékwa

é-pakaskihtikosiyan.



tawdw = There Is Room, Always Room for One More

Mom tells the story of how

you didn’t barge in, how

you waited until the other guy
didn’t even know what he had lost,
how you told him

you were an opportunist

moving in where others leave room.

You saw the space,
saw lots of room for living.
kiki-wapahtén é-misi-tawik
ékwa ita ka-wikihk.

You asked her and she said, “Yes.”
There you were, the two of you,
your life to fashion together.

Lots of room, but no directions,
so off you went stepping gently,
leaving just enough of a trace

and just enough room

for others to follow.

é-ki-tawatahameék.



Along we all came, your children,
grandchildren, foster children,
cats, kittens, too many to count,
even a bird or two once or twice:
you and Mom cleared a space

for all of us.

kiya ékwa nikdwindn é-ki-tawinamawiyahk.

There was so much space around me
I couldn’t see it

until, your circle complete,

you made more space.

ayiwik nawac kiki-tawinikan.

There was room in your mind
for this Cree language

oma néhiyawéwin,

for this Cree culture

ékwa oma néhiyaw-isihcikéwin,
but I didn’t hear you.

Too busy, I wasn’t listening.
é-ki-otamihoyin ékosi moya
kiki-péhtatin osam

moya é-ki-nitohtitin.



Now, I wish I could have seen

and heard more,

anohc ékwa pitané ka-ki-waipahtamin
mina ka-ki-péhtamain ayiwik kikway,
wish I could have been more open
to your special way of living,
nimihtatén éka é-ki-nakatohkéyin

pitos ki-ki-isi-waskawiyan.

What do you think of me, Dad,
writing this in Cree?

Could there have been more room
for a Cree conversation,

for a Cree understanding,

for a daughter’s understanding
her father’s honour

in the space between, tdwayihk,
your childhood and your passing.
Is it enough that I've

cleared a space on my desk

to light this candle for you?

Would that I could
have made more room.

pitané ayiwaik ka-ki-tawinamdtin.
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Perfect Not Perfect

PAST PERFECT

If T had understood

a bit of Cree,

a bit of how Cree

had shaped you, I might not
have misunderstood you.

ahpo étikwé ka-ki-sohki-kotéyihtaman ka-nitohtitin.

PRESENT PERFECT

I have tried

to make peace with my tribe
as a wise woman

once advised.

é-witisanihitoyahk oma kiyinaw

kiyawadw ka-wihkomiyék.

FUTURE PERFECT

When I finish this task I will

have learned not to frown, but to lean
into the perfect pitch of your speech:

your voice, Tamarack tympanum.

nika-kakwé-tapahtéyimison

nika-kakwé-winaskan.

20



tawastéw — The Passage Is Safe

Above your hospital bed a sign:

tawdw.

An Irish chaplain visits us,

reads the other sign: Céad mile fiilte.

A hundred thousand welcomes, she says,
then tells us she learned Gaelic

as a child. zawdw says the sign

in the language you learned as a child,

néhiyawéwin, beside the Gaelic welcome.

She sings a song in Gaelic,

about a little boat

looking for a safe harbour,

a haven with an opening.

tawdw, just like the word says,

there is room, always room for one more.

We float on this metaphor
knowing that the Creator
makes room for you.

é~téhtapahipéyahk
nipihk ka-dastékamik,
é-kiskéyimayahk kisé-manitow

kisikohk é-tawinamadsk.
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You walk through the opening,
having not walked for nearly a year.
kisapohtawéhtin.

Relief comes slowly, gently,
as an ending opens the beginning,
as we know you surpassed your suffering.

The Creator

kisikohk é-tawinamadsk.

We hear this gracious
Innkeeper beckoning,
tawdw ota. maht ésa pihtokwé. ota ka-ki-aywépin.

“There is room here. Please come in. You can rest here.”

The passage is open, safe.

tawastéw.
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pahkwésikan — Bread

How Grandma baked the best bread
between Red River Colony
and Beaver Mountain House.

Dad approaching Grandma and Grandpa
asking permission to marry their daughter.
Because he loved Mom, loved Grandma’s bread,
and maybe Grandma could speak a little Cree.

I only heard Grandma speak
one Cree word. She baked

the best bread west of Red River.

é-ki-mah-mawaci-miyo-pahkwésikanihkét
pabkisimotihk isi

mibkwaikamiwi-sipihk ohci.

August 1975. Mom and Dad

married nearly fifteen years

and Grandpa passes on.

Dad welcomes Grandma into his home
thirteen years before it’s necessary.
“When it’s time and you're ready,” he says,

“you have a home in our home.”
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How Grandma baked all those dozens

of loaves for Ack Hall and the Sigurdsons

as a teenaged Métis girl

on the wide Saskatchewan prairie.

The way Ack Hall and the Sigurdsons

find their way into this poem.

Like the way Grandma

took her bread-baking into Beaver

Mountain House and Mom and Dad’s house.

é-ki-mah-mawaci-miyo-pahkwésikanihkét
pahkisimotihk isi

mibkwaikamiwi-sipihk ohci.

Winter 1988.

How Grandma didn’t trust

the modern oven, electric heat

faulty, by hook or by crook.

She’d open the door and stick her arm
in, testing the temperature,
remembering the wood-warmth

of Ack’s oven. Sixteen loaves at a time,
her house, and now Mom and Dad’s house,
a big bread oven emanating

heat and yeast and toasty love.
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I don’t know how much Cree she

spoke, but I do know Grandma baked
the best bread west of Red River.
namoya nikiskéyibtén é-ki-néhiyawét
nohkom, maika é-nisitawéyihtaman
é-ki-mah-mawaci-miyo-pabkwésikanihkét
pabkisimotihk isi

mibkwakamiwi-sipibk ohci.

Christmas 1998. Breakfast table
arrayed with porridge, bacon,
chokecherry jam and bread the colour
of a Saskatchewan wheat field, bread fresh
and warmhearted as a prairie harvest.
Grandma thanks God for life and food
and family, says “Amen,” then says
“pabkwésikan.” Dad, her son-in-law,
sitting kitty-corner to her, the only one
who understands pabkwésikan,

passes néhkom the bread.

How Grandma tells the story

of bread on the table when she

was a girl. Bread neatly sliced,

and ten kids hurly-burlying

for the crust. One brother grabs

the heel, sticks it in his armpit,

25



returns it to the plate. Another
brother seizes another heel, licks
it, returns it to the plate.

After that, no one wants the crust.

'The way my sister knows how

to bake bannock because Grandma
taught her. The way I bake bread
in the clay oven at Fort Edmonton,
tell visitors that the Scots brought
bannock over here from over there.

dkaydsiwak, moya oki
dkaydsimowak, 6ki
ka-pikiskwécik anima kotak
pikiskwéwin, oki
é-ki-pésiwacik pahkwésikana

0té ékoté obhci.

The way I explain that my Cree
toremothers taught my Orkney
torefathers about pimihkan.

Beaver Mountain House, a towering
pemmican processing plant.

oté é-ohcimakahk pimihkdn.
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ékoté é-ohcit pabkwésikan.

Pemmican from over here.

Bread from over there.

November 2006.

Winter hurries in hard this year.
How I notice pahkwésikan near
pabkwénéw in the dictionary,
pabkwésikan meaning bread,
pabkwénéw meaning to break

a piece off by hand, as in bread.
How I wonder, which came first
the bread or the breaking.

I have pounded meat,

poured warm water over yeast,
learned that to be a family,

it’s okay to be from over here

and to be from over there.

é-ki-iwahikanibkéyan,

é-ki-sikinaman kisakamicéwdpos ohpibkasikanihk,
é-ki-kiskinohamdikosiyin ka-witisanihitoyihk
kiydm 6té ka-ohciyihk

ékwa kiyam péskis é¢koté ka-ohciyihk.
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é-witisanihitoydihk asici pikiskwéwin — Language Family

é-néhiyawi-kiskinohamdikosiyin
I 'am learning to speak Cree
and I hear the language
rooted

in the land

not uprooted by séniydw.

Some may wish to call me méniyiw
because of the colour of my skin.

Let me tell you about my roots.

Ilearned a Cree word

and I really like it.
kéhkomipaninawak.

We use it to mean cucumbers.
Let me “do a derivation” for you
to illustrate

the logic of the language.

ohkom-: the root for “grandmother”
néhkom: “my grandmother”
kéhkom: “your grandmother”
kéhkominaw: “our grandmother”

You can already hear the logic of néhiyawéwin.
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-pan means “late,” “someone passed on or deceased.”
So the literal translation for kéhkomipaninawak
is “Our late grandmothers.”

But we also use the word to mean cucumbers.
“Where is the logic in cucumbers?” you ask.

Be patient, nitétém, be patient
and I will tell you.

When you plant a cucumber seed it grows

and spreads all over the place.

A whole bunch of cucumbers all over. ..

when you pick them, of course, each time you pick them

new little ones will sprout and grow.

kohkomipaninawak tells of the grandmother’s lineage.
nétokwéw is “Old Woman.”

An endearing term, complimentary.

See the proud grandmother in her garden

tull of children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
Her lineage, rooted in the land.

Her kinfolk, cucumbers multiplying.
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My mother’s mother,
nohkom didn’t speak a lot of Cree because
she was born at a time when

kihc-okimanahk told her she couldn’t
be an Indian.

But Grandma planted kéhkomipaninawak anyway.

nohkom mistahi ki-miyohtwiw é-ki-apihtawikosisiniskwéwit
¢kwa mistahi niki-sakihaw.

Listen. Can you hear the lyricism in the language

of néhiyawak?

noéhkom mistahi kisakibitin.

ohtéwimdw: the word for “father,”
kohtawiy: “your father.”
Sweet logic says nohtawiy is

“my father”

A woman once told my father
it didn’t matter how well he spoke Cree,
she wouldn’t like him because

he was a méniyiw.
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nohtawiy naméya néhiyaw maka mistahi pakaski-néhiyawéw.

nohtawiy mistahi miyohtwdaw moniydw.
nobtawiy mistahi kisakibitin.

okdwimaw: the word for “mother,”
kikdwiy: “your mother.”

Logic and love tell me

nikdwiy is “my mother.”

A colleague asked my mother, over and over,
“What nationality are you?”

“Métis,” said my mother, “does it matter?”
The colleague didn’t have much to say

to my mother after that.

nikdwiy namoya néhiyawéw maka mistahi é-pakaski-pikiskwét sikihiwéwin.

nikawiy mistahi miyohtwaw é-dpihtawikosisdniskwéwit.
nikadwiy mistahi kisakibitin.

'This is the colour of my skin: nasakay wapiskisiw.

'This is the colour of my blood: nimihkom mibkwiw.

Did you know, it’s the same colour as your blood?
This is the colour of my roots: mibkwdw.
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Kinship means much in néhiyawéwin.

Ilearned a Cree word.

I quite like it.

kohkomipaninawak — cucumbers.

All these little roots: they sprout, they spread,

they grow.

Language and land, logic and love, lineage and lyricism.
If you pick the cucumbers, of course,

they will spread all over the place.

ekwa ka-nimibitocik mistahi katawasisiwak.
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é-witisanihitoyihk ékwa é-péyihtakowéyihk — Relative Clause

nisimé, my sister, your jokes,
those cracks you're always looking
for, cracks in the sidewalk, cracks
in the foundation, anything

to goad the gloom.

How do you do it, my sister;

how do you think so fast?

tanisi anima é-isi-tétaman, nisimé.

tanisi anima é-isi-Risiskd-mamitonéyihtaman?

You're the Mother Magpie.

Such a sense of humour

have you, you don’t mind

presiding over a clutch of crows.
Tell a joke, my sister, that story

the one that makes us laugh

no matter how many times

you tell it.

naniwéyitwé, nisimé, anima dcimowin
kd-mdci-pahpiyihk mana ahpo piko

tahtwaw ka-dcimoyan.
nisimé, my brother, your giggle,

that one you laugh when you forget
you're an adult, yes, that one.
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It tickles all who hear.

Your children, your sister’s children,
adults, we're all amused

when something enchants you.

We like to hear your giggle, that one,
the one that beguiles the blahs.
nimiywéyihténan

ka-péhtitihk ki-kéyakahpisiyan,
nisimé, anima kéyakahpisiwin

kd-ohci-pahpiyibk.

nisimé, yes you, my only brother,

the one who most bears

the evidence of our Cree
inheritance, the baby blue

lumbar bruise, the one who

has to explain he’s not Lebanese

but Métis. Giggle, my brother,
giggle when your funny-bone itches,
and cry when your heart hurts.

It’s okay my brother, giggle your child’s
giggle, cry your grown man’s cry.
kiyam nisimé, pahpi

anima kéyakahpisiwin,

tapiskoc ana awdsis
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ki-kéyakahpisit;
mdto anima matowin

tapiskoc napéw ka-isi-matot.

nisimé, my younger sister,

you are the youngest and the oldest.
Born of a different mother,

but my sister anyhow.

nisimé, having borne children
yourself, and the burning worry

of a vessel filled with a history

so diagnosable it’s preventable. Protect
your children from this burden, nisimé.
Laugh, my sister. Celebrate

your children, those children

the ones you love, with laughter.
mandcihik kitawdsimisak

oma pwawatéwin ohci.

Ppahpi nisimé. miyawdsik

kitawasimisak,

aniki awdsisak

ka-sakibacik,

miyawadsik, asici pabpiwin.
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Your smile, my youngest sister,

could fill your children’s hearts

to the brim. Fill their hearts, my sister,
with love. Leave no room

for liquid misgivings.

sakihik kitawdsimisak, nisimé.

Mom, nikd, 1 heard you say twice you wished
you had learned to speak Cree.

Is that so, Mom, or have the curious
stares, restaurant chairs empty

and unavailable, neighbours

from afar, bad neighbours,

ungrateful guests, have

they discouraged you? Laugh at them,
Mom; laugh in their faces.

pahpihik, nikd, pahpihik;
tépwé-pahpihik.

I remember you told us, Mom,

when the leaves on black poplars turn
upwards, it will rain. Did you know,
Monm, this is a natural sign

the Cree use? Remember Dad’s laugh?
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Remember how his whole body
would shake with delight?

He’s gone now, Mom, but remember
his laugh, that laugh, the one

that made us all feel better.
é-ki-nakatikoyahk ékwa,

nika, maka kiskisitota

opahpiwin, anima pahpiwin

ka-ki-nahéyihtamihikoyahk.

All my relatives, you, the ones who
married my siblings,

my nieces and nephews,

my aunties and uncles,

my cousins, my grandparents,

the ones who came before,

the ones who will come after.

kahkiyaw niwdahkomakanak, kiyawdiw

ka-wikimadyékok nitisinak,

nitdnisak ékwa nistimak, nitibkwatimak ékwa nikosisak,

nikdwisak ékwa nohcawisak,

niciwdmiskwémak, nitawémawak, nicihkosak ékwa nikéhté-ayimak,
aniki nistam ka-ki-pé-takosihkik,

aniki mwéstas ké-takosibkik.
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Some of you are Cree,

some of you are not,

but we all live in Cree country.
Close your eyes for just a moment.
Listen for the rhythms

of the region,

pulse of the prairie.

Can you hear it?

Shhhh, now

kiydmapi ékwa. Try to block
out all that other noise. There,
you can hear it in the dirges
of the birches, and spruces tuned
with the wind. And there,

in the declarations

of history. In the laughter

of old and young,

then and now.

Shhhh. kiydamapi.

It’s a pleasing refrain,

that echo,

the one that won’t go away.
miyohtikwan

anima cistgwéwin,

éwako ¢ka ka-ponihtikwahk.
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Critical Race Theory at Canadian Tire

Three days after submitting Chapter Four
I'm still unable to be angry

in Cree. So let me

be angry in English.

Mom, having never before told me

she has bad days, let alone rough weeks,
has had a rough week. She tells me

two stories. Two things happened to her
but she wanted to wait

until I'd finished Chapter Four

before telling me.

I think I've had it rough,
accused of appropriation,
misrepresentation,

for writing in Cree
while wearing white,
skin that is.

Mom’s first story, involving
toilet paper, has the potential
for great humour. This first story,

however, is far from funny.
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While shopping at Canadian Tire
Mom spies a brand of toilet paper

she likes in someone’s buggy.

“Where did you find that toilet paper?”
she asks the woman with the buggy.
“What!” snaps the woman.

“What aisle did you find

that toilet paper in?”

Mom asks again.

“You’re an Indian,

and I don’t help Indians!”

sneers the woman from another country,
let’s just say a warm country.

The woman probably thinks my mother,
who neither has nor wants

treaty entitlements,

is a freeloader.

The second story is still
too hard to tell.
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RECLAMATION POEMS






Cree Lessons

We are keen, though some of us have better ears than others.
The teacher’s voice inflects the pulse of 7éhiyawéwin as he teaches us.

He says a prayer in the first class.

Nouns, we learn, have a gender.

In French, nouns are male or female,

but in Cree, nouns are living or non-living, animate or inanimate.

A chair, téhtapiwin, is inanimate. fohtdsdpoy, or milk, is also inanimate.

But the breast it comes from is animate.

So, too, are the female private parts...animate.

To the great disturbance of the men in our class, the ndpéw dpacibcikan
is inanimate.

'The men are somewhat relieved to discover the animacy of the

napéw isihcikdsowin.

We learn some verbs.
nimicisonan: we eat.
nimétawdndn: we play.
é-nikamoyihk: we are singing.
é-nimihitoyihk: we are dancing.

é-pahpiyihk: we are laughing.

We try conjugating noun with verb. We are, after all,
men and women, old enough to conjugate,

though not experienced enough

to follow the rules.
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Our Cree teacher tells an inspirational story.

A méniyéw marries a néhiyawiskwéw.

The ndpéw commits to learning néhiyawéwin,
but his progress is slow until owikimaikana says,
“néhiyawé, or you're sleeping on the couch.”

Soon, very soon, that man mistahi nihti-néhiyawéw.

Another story, another lesson.

A sick old woman lay in her lodge speaking quietly,
calling for her husband.

“Sam nds,

Sam nds.”

“Go get Sam,

Go get Sam”

An old man, not her husband, walked by and heard her call,
samindas,

saminds.”

“Touch it softly,

touch it softly”

é-pahpiyihk ékwa é-kiskinohamdikosiyihk.
We are not yet fluent

but our bond with néhiyawéwin

grows tighter.
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tanisi ka-isi-nibti-abhpinihkéyan — How to Tan a Hide

Watch how your grandmother does it. Listen
because the scraper sounds

differently from the flesher.

Remember that sound.

kiskisitota o6ma kd-itihtikwahk.

Get four strong saplings for the frame.
Wiatch the way your grandmother ties
them together with rawhide laces. Pull
the cords tight if her hands

are aflame with arthritis. It’s important
to work the flesh side first. Remove

fat, muscle. With the mibkibkwan.
Don’t let the smell

bother you. Remember

to work the flesh side first.

kiskisi nikan ka-mibkitaman ité kd-wiydsiwik.

Help your grandmother prepare

the meat for drying. This will take
about four days with a smudge

under the hot sun. Remember the feel
of the meat when it curls around. Brittle
enough to break. Taste it
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to be sure. Remember.
kiskisi because one day you, too,

will be a grandmother.

Turn the frame over so the fur side
is up. Now watch how your grandmother
scrapes the fur off. Uses the scraper.

wdpam tanisi é-itdpacihtit 6ma matahikan.

Listen

for how the mdatahikan sounds

different from the mibkibkwan.

nitohta.

nakatohké ékwa kika-péhtén

tanisi pitos matahikan

é-itihtakwabk ispihci mibkibkwan.

Your grandmother will show you just how
to scrape the hide so it’s the same
thickness all over. Watch the way £éhkom
taps it. Listens for the sound. Checks

for even thickness. You listen too.
Remember that sound.

nitohta mina kista.

kiskisitota 6ma kd-itihtikwahk.
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Once all the fur is removed you're ready

to oil the hide. Brains of the animal

work just fine. Boil them in a small

amount of water, about a bucket full. Watch

as your grandmother works the brains

into the hide over and over again,

until the hide begins to soften. Until

the brains saturate the hide. Remember,

the brains soften the hide. 4iskisi,

wiyitibpa ohi é-dpacihtihk ka-yoskinamihk askékin.

Once softened, the hide is ready

for tanning. Listen to your grandmother.
She’ll tell you what kind

of wood to collect. Look for a fallen tree
that has progressed nearly to soil.

'The underside might be earth but the wood
inside is perfect: that pulpy,

spongy wood that won’t flame

but makes good smoke. Watch closely

as your grandmother hangs that hide

over the smudge. Stay with your grandmother.
Help her with that hide.

Feed the smoke.
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witapim kobkom.
wicth ka-matahikét.

kaskapasiké.

Listen very carefully.

Remember, the brains soften the hide.
Remember

so you will know.

nakatohké.
kiskisi wiyitibpa anihi é-dpacihtihk ka-yoskinamihk askékin.
kiskisi

ékosi kika-nakacihtin.
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aniki niso napéwak ki-pikiskwécik — Two Men Talking

ohci Mowat Edgar Mcllwraith ékwa Dr. Harold Cardinal

When I think of how

you might have sounded

had you talked, I imagine

the persistent thrum of peace.
nipéhtén é-takahkihtikwahk
péyihtakéyimowin.

If I listen carefully

I hear buds opening

in May, as you parley

in harmony.
nipéhtén é-takahkihtikwahk
péyahtakéyimowin.

If I lean into the rhythms
of néhiyawéwin
as you converse on a summer
morning the aspens clap
their shy applause.
nipéhtén é-takahkihtikwahk
péyihtakéyimowin.
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When I consider your debate

I hear water trickling

over pebbles set expressly

for the timbre of soft talk.
nipéhtén é-takahkihtikwahk
péyihtakéyimowin.

As I catch the cadence

of Plains Cree speech

kisiskdciwani-sipiy

flows swiftly but peacefully.
kisiskdciwan maka é-ciwék ékwa é-péhtamin
é-takahkibtikwahk
péyihtakéyimowin.

When I think I recognize
your thoughts on this fall day
I hear a pause:

you both wait patiently

for understanding, you hold
your words carefully, offering
them only when you're sure
they’re a gift.
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kiyawadw kipikiskwaititondwiw
maka é-mandcimitoyék

¢kwa kinisitohtitondwaiw.
kiyawdw niso ndpéwak

ka-pikiskwéyék.

Two snowflakes, suspended on air,
tarrying, not wanting
the conversation to end.

niso piwakonisak
é-nohté-ahkami-pikiskwaititoyék,
moy é-nitawéyihtamék

ka-kipibtowéyék.
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néhtiwiy opikiskwéwin — Father Tongue

I read about the -ikawi suffix

and the unspecified actor form,
wonder about the curiosities

of active or passive voice in Cree,
but mostly I yearn to learn

real Cree words, am eager to hear
néhiyawéwin itwéwina in the air.

Want to hear your voice.

Food words like bread and tea
and water —

pabkwésikan, maskibkiwdpoy,
ékwa nipiy.

Words for tree and bud and leaf —

mistik, osimisk, ékwa nipiy.

Seasonal words for winter, spring,
summer, and fall —
pipon, miyoskamin,

nipin, ékwa takwaikin.

Weather words like snow and rain,
sunshine and wind —
mispon ékwa kimiwan,

wdséskwan ékwa yotin.
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More food words like cookie,
tomato, and cheese —
wihki-pabkwésikanis,
kihci-okiniy, ékwa

apakosisi-miciwin.

Nature words for lake, mountain,
prairie —

sakahikan, asiniwaciy,

paskwiw.

How to say picnic and camping —
papa-micisowin ékwa kapésiwin.
How we always picked bottles
when we went picnicking or camping —
kikiké é-ki-mosihkinamahk
météyapiskwa ispi
ka-ki-papa-micisoyihk

ahpé é-nitawi-kapésiyihk.

How the sky is blue just now,
when it’s been grey for so long.
sipibkondkwan mékwac kisik
mika kinwés é-ki-pihkonikwahk.
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I want to hear words for car and canoe

and toboggan and cradleboard —

séhképayis ékwa cimin

napakitapanask ékwa tihkinikan.

Baby, boy, girl, man, and woman —

oskawasis, napésis, iskwésis, napéw, ékwa iskwéw.
Boyfriend and girlfriend —

nicimos ékwa nicimos.

Kinship terms like mother and father —
nikawiy ékwa nohtawiy.

Grandmother and grandfather —
noéhkom ékwa nimosém.

My little siblings, sister and brother —
nicisanak, nimis ékwa nistés.

Auntie and uncle —

nikdwis ékwa nohcdwis.

If only I had stopped long enough

to say “my girl” or “my boy” —

“nitanis” ékwa “nikosis.”

Words for old woman and old man —

nocokwésis ékwa kiséyinis
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Words for hard and soft,
loud and quiet —
é-maskawaik ékwa é-yoskik
é-séhkibtikwahk ékwa

é-kamwdaitahk.

Words for the ground is hard —
é-maskawahbcik,

the silence is loud —
é-sohkihtakwahk kipihtowéwin,
your voice soft and quiet —

é-miyotamoyan ékwa é-kimwitahk.

You always spoke so softly

like a steady rain on parched land.
kikiké é-ki-mandcimiyahk

tapiskoc kimiwan,

é-pabkipéstik

ité é-pahkwahcik.

Maybe that’s why you sound
so far away now —
kiydwihtikosin ékwa anobc.

Verbs for listening and persevering —
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é-nitohtawiyan ékwa é-ihkaméyihtamobiyan,
and loving and raising children —
é-ki-sikihiyihk ékwa

kiya ékwa nikdwinan

é-ki-nihtdwoséyék.

Words for birth and death and funeral —
é-ki-miyo-pimatisiyan, mika

ispihk é-ki-kisipipayiyan

ékwa kiki-dstésinin kitaywépiwinihk.

Verbs for kind and just

and humble and soft-spoken —
é-ki-kiséwatisiyan

ékwa é-ki-kwayaskwatisiyan,
é-ki-tapahtéyimisoyan

ékwa é-ki-péyahtakowéyan.

The verb for soft-hearted —
é-ki-yoskatisiyan,

and how you had a soft spot
in your heart for all

Cree people —
é-ki-yoskitéhéstawacik
kahkiyaw néhiyawak.
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Verbs for generous and caring —
é-ki-sawéyimacik ékwa é-ki-nikatéyimacik.
Words for thoughtful and oh,

such good Cree speech —
é-ki-kah-kakihcihiwéyan,
é~ki-miyo-totaman

tahtwadw é-ki-néhiyawéyan.

Words for being so good
at so many things —

é-ki-nahiyan mistahi kikway.

Words for sadness and regret —
nipikiskatisin ékwa kikisinatéyibtamatin.
Because sickness stole your speech

and I came too late to listen —

osam kitdhkosiwin

kipikiskwéwin é-kimotamakoyan

ékwa é-ki-mwéstasisiniyin

ka-nitohtitin.

Yet now youre whispering
and I'm listening —
maka ékwa anohc dta é-kimwéyan

kina-nahibtitin.
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ninitahtamon kititwéwiniwdwa = 1 Borrow Your Words

moya ninéhté-wanitiotén ispihk néhiyawascikéyani
ahpé néhiyawéyani. ninitawéyibtén
ka-nisitohtitakok kinéhiyawihtwiwiniwiwa

kipikiskwéwiniwiwa.

I mean no wrong in writing
or speaking your language. I mean
to understand you on your terms,

in your words.

tahto itwéwin é-miyondikwahk
tapiskoc anima ka-yikopiwik niwdsénamanihk,
anohc kda-kikisépdyik kiwétinobk. tahto cahkasinahikan

tapiskoc mikwan isindkwan wasénamanihk.

Each word intricately embroidered
like the frost on my window this cold,
northern morning. Each inflection

a feathered essence on the glass.

tapiskoc piyésis é-nikamot itihtikwan tahto itwéwin
mayaw ka-kitoyék. tanisi mika
ka-ki-kaskihtdyan ka-otinamasoyin

kikitohcikéwiniwdw?
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Each word a songbird as soon
as you speak it. How
could I possibly steal

your music?

kitasotamatitindwadw:
méya niwi-otinamdson,
Oki mikwanak wasénamanihk é-aydicik,

kitiwéwiniwdwa.

I give you my word;

I won’t take what’s not mine.
These feathers on my window,
your words.

nika-nitohtén kikitohcikéwiniwaiw, itwéwina
tapiskoc piyésisak ka-takabkihtikosicik, é-ohpahocik,
é-nikamocik, onikamowiniwdwa é-itwémakaniyiki,

é-kistéyihtakosicik, é-miyohtikwaniyiki ki-kikisépdaydyik.

I will listen for your music,

winged words of warblers, swooping
mightily in song, metres

of meaning, melodies of the morning.
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I return your words, thanking
you for loaning them to me.
Thank you, my Cree friends, all my friends,

may we speak again.

kawi kimiyitindwadw kititwéwiniwdwa.
kinandskomitindwaw é-awihiyék.
ay-hay, nitotémitik néhiyawak, kahkiyaw nitotémitik,

kihtwam ka-pikiskwaititonaw.
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aniki niso napéwak ki-masinahikécik — Two Men Writing

John Searle ékwa Jacques Derrida

é-ki-kiskéyibtamék ci
moy anima é-nihta-néhiyawéyék
néhiyawasinahikéyéko?

nitohtamok.

kakwé-nisitohtamok.
Did you know,
to understand Cree

is not merely to write in Cree?

Listen.

Try to understand.
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sapobhtawin = Ghost Dance

Mid-June 2004 and it feels

like January. Wind stirs up

white caps on the small lake,

on the small reserve, where

on a big hill stands an amphitheatre
with a roof but no walls.

We will not dance

the Ghost Dance on that hill.

Over there, where the young men

construct a lodge from the trunks

of young black poplar trees,

there we will dance

with kimosomipaninawak, kohkomipaninawak
ékwa kabkiyaw kicipininawak

ékota kika-wici-nimibhitomainawak.

Two tripods hold up the lodge;

a small fire burns near each tripod.
Flames leap like the Northern Lights.
Blankets cover the cold ground.
Containers filled with food cover

the blankets at one end of the lodge,

the end where the women sit.
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Seven men sit along one angle

of the elliptical structure, share
four drums, sing,

sing, sing the Ghost Dance song.
é-nikamocik sapohtawdan nikamowin.
One man has a voice

sweet as saskatoon syrup.

Another man doesn’t sing

but pretends he’s a chicken.
Everyone laughs when this trickster —
awa moéhcobkin —

crows at unpredictable times.

A helper — oskipéwis — serves pimibkin

near the tripod at the men’s end of the lodge.
We dance several circles,

the chicken-man sings several chicken songs,
and everyone laughs at this funny man.

ékwa kahkiyaw é-pahpihdiyihk

awa é-wawiyatéyihtikosit napéw.

Then we sit on the blankets on the ground,
ready to feast. A young man

quietly tells me not to sit cross-

legged. “éka ékosi itapi, kitohkapin anima,” é-isit.
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I have since learned

to sit properly.

ékospibk é-ki-kiskinohamakosiyin
ka-isi-kwayaskapiyan.

'The food, prepared by the women,
is now served by the men.

The men serve the guests first.
All manner of food, Cree and not,
including a bucket

of Kentucky Fried Chicken.

We dance some more.

ayiwdk ninimihitonin
Chicken-man, from Onion Lake,
cackles some more.

kah-kitow ayiwik awa méhcobkin.
We eat more food.

ayiwdk nimicisondn.

The man with the voice sweet

as saskatoon syrup sings some more.
é-nikamot ayiwdik awa napéw
kd-miyotamot tapiskic

misaskwatomindpoy é-siwak.
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Two years after the Ghost Dance,
a year and a half after Dad

walks through the opening,
someone tells me that the Cree call the
Ghost Dance sdpohtawin

because the ghosts walk through.
'They pass right through.
sapohtéwak just like Dad:
é-ki-sapohtawéhtét.

And those ghosts who are dancing,
the ones we dance with,

they are very beautiful.

ékwa aniki kd-nimihitocik,
ka-wici-nimibitomayihkik,

mistahi katawasisiwak.
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é-ki-piciciyihk = We Danced Round Dance

We followed the moon
trom January to February
é-ki-piciciyahk

from dusk toward dawn.

We danced round and round
again and again
just as the sun moves round and round

again and again.

é-ki-piciciyiahk

kah-kibhtwam

tapiskoc pisim ka-isi-waskawit
kah-kihtwam

They make a pleasing sound with the drums
so others can hear them from far away.

é-takahkwéwétiticik

¢kwa é-matwéwéhwacik
Aspen-Raine, her long

brown legs, her long brown hair,
her deep brown eyes, her
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nine-year-old hope, dances
round and round
kiah-kihtwaim

with her long, brown Dad
with her Dad’s tall woman.

The drummers, hurtin-hearted men,
pound the drums.

Standing in a circle

each drum a heartbeat,

as small big-hearted boys,

aspire to be big-hearted men
pounding the drum.

é-takabkwéwétiticik

ékwa é-ma-matwéwéhwicik

And I hope my Dad and my Grandma
can hear the pounding from the earth
where they rest.

We danced round and round

again and again

just as the sun moves round and round
again and again.
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é-ki-piciciyahk

kih-kibtwaim

tapiskoc pisim ka-isi-waskawit
kih-kibtwdim

And the pounding can be heard

from far away.

é-takabkwéwétiticik

ekwa é-ma-matwéwéhwicik

The women, strong-hearted ladies,
show us the way to take

steps small enough to meet

the hurtin-hearted drums,

show us the way

to follow the moon

from January to February

from dusk toward dawn.

é-ki-piciciyiahk

kah-kibtwaim

tapiskoc pisim ka-isi-waskawit
kih-kibtwam
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The hurtin-hearted ladies know
just when the strong-hearted men
will tap those drums just so

softly, and the strong-hearted women
circle round the drums and the men,
and when those strong-hearted men
tap those drums just so,

those hurtin-hearted ladies

sing a heart-song that resonates
with the beat of the drums

with the spirit of the heart.

é-ki-piciciyiahk

kiah-kihtwaim

tapiskoc pisim ka-isi-waskawit
kah-kihtwam
é-takahkwéwétitacik

ékwa é-ma-matwéwéhwicik

69






A FEW IDEAS FROM amiskwaci-wéskahikanihk






The Young Linguist

A girl, perhaps five,

whose father will later tell me she speaks
English, French, and Armenian,
approaches me at Fort Edmonton Park.
“How do you say ‘Hi’ in the teepee way?”
she asks. Near the entrance

to the Indian Trade Store, guarded

by a six-sided stronghold, fortified

by twenty-foot bulwarks, and four
towering, aloof bastions, we regard

each other. I crouch down.

“Around here,” I reply, “the Cree say,
‘tanisi, or if you want to say,

‘Hello, how are you?’

we say, ‘tdnisi kiya?”
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tinisi ka-isi-nibti-pimibkéyan — How to Make Pemmican

You will need a very large cutting board or a very large, flat cutting
surface, one really sharp and longish knife, a lot of practice, strong
hands, a good sense of using a knife without de-limbing — or
should I say de-digiting — yourself, and certainly some experienced
tutelage from an old Cree woman, or a Dene woman, or an Ojibwe
woman, or a Blackfoot woman, or an Apache woman. I was asked
recently, “Why can’t men make pemmican?” No reason, other than
the men were likely off hunting. The knife needs to be more than
very sharp to make it easier for you to slice the buffalo meat into
thin slices. Now, it doesn’t have to be buffalo meat; it could be deer
or moose or muskox or elk, too, but I've made it with buffalo meat

(paskwdwi-mostosowiyds).

Now, I owe all my knowledge of pemmican to four individuals.
Olive Modersohn and Alice Harkness, who are sisters, have
worked at the Fort Edmonton Park Native Encampment for many
years; they and their other sister, Mariah, taught me how to do
this. I also credit Dr. Anne Anderson for her description, the

one I read in a little book called Le#’s Learn Cree: Namoya Ayiman.
My Dad knew Dr. Anderson because he grew up at Frog Lake
where Dr. Anderson lived, but unfortunately I did not have the
honour of meeting her before she died.
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Alice and Mariah are very good meat cutters. They and Olive are
from Nipawin (correctly spelled in Cree nipawiwin), in Saskatchewan,
and they learned from their own mother and grandmother there. I
would say, based on my memory of doing this about six or seven years
ago, to cut the meat about a quarter of an inch thick. I also remember
that Mariah, who was especially good at cutting the meat, would
study the meat very closely to determine the grain of it and then she
would cut along that grain. Now, she wou/d not cut right through the
roast. She would stop cutting the meat maybe a quarter of an inch
before cutting each slice right off; then she would turn the roast over
and slice it through from that side. This way, the slices of meat would
come off shaped almost like the two wings of a butterfly, each wing
being about the size of one of my hands — palm and fingers included.

I understand if this is hard to visualize, but the written word does

have its limitations!

ékosi, so now at this point the meat cutter must muster up as much
patience as humanly possible and not be too frustrated by the chunky,
choppy results she or he may be getting. Slicing the meat as expertly
as Mariah, Alice, and Olive do takes decades of experience. Keep
slicing the meat as best you can until you have it all sliced up. I should
have mentioned you should also have a large stainless steel bowl to
place the meat slices in.
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Once all the meat is sliced you are ready for smoking and drying.
Except you will have prepared your tripod or meat-drying rack
(akwdwdn) well in advance even of slicing the meat. For this very
important phase in making pimibkan (correct Cree spelling) you
will need a large fire pit over which you will set your drying rack.
Now, before you bring the meat to the rack, it is very crucial that
you build a large fire and let it burn into hot, hot coals. You will also
need to have done considerable work gathering wood and chopping
it into small firewood. You will need A LOT of small firewood,
and it needs to be small because when you actually dry your meat
YOU DO NOT WANT A FIRE. YOU WANT A SMUDGE.
I apologize for yelling in the printed word, but it is really important
that the meat is SMOKED AND NOT COOKED. This is also
why you need to burn a fire for a long time before actually smoking
the meat, so that you can build up a very hot bed of coals on which
to put the small firewood. When you smoke the meat several
conditions must exist. First the fire cannot be a fire: it must be a
smudge. Oh yes, I already said that, but I think it merits saying
again. Next, (sorry I have to shout again) YOU DO NOT WANT
ANY MOISTURE AT ALL TO GET ONTO OR INTO THE
MEAT. For this reason, you must smoke your meat only on a hot,
sunny day. If it starts to rain, quickly gather up the meat, place a
cloth over it, and run for cover. Two things will hasten the process
of the dried meat going bad: heat and moisture.
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ékosi, so I haven’t mentioned and should that if the environment
around you has any moss or punky wood this is very useful material
in quelling a smudge that is too big for its britches and wants to be

a blaze. A blaze, like a fire, you definitely do not want. So, if you put
your small firewood (chopped about the diameter and length of my
forearm — and I am a rather smallish woman, in stature that is) onto
the bed of coals and that damn chopped-up firewood is impudent,
throw some moss or punky wood on it. What on earth do I mean
by punky wood? Well, Olive showed me.

We went for a walk into the thick, prickly, brambly woods behind
the teepee at Fort Edmonton, along the North Saskatchewan River.
Now, I think Olive is about sixty-five years old so she knew what
she was doing. We walked and looked, and before long she found
what we were looking for: a tree that fell over £ayds (a long time ago)
and that was now progessing into the finer state of earth, namely
soil. This takes £dh-kinwés (quite a long time) and you will find that
tree in varying states of progression (I think that’s the word that
biologists use for this process of tree decomposition). Choose only
the punky wood — that is, the wood that is thready and moist and
almost earthy. Pretend like you are not a woman or a human being,
but maybe a cat of some kind, yeah a cougar that does not mind
wallowing around in the earth and getting a bit, well not dirty,

but earthy. Now, you will need quite a lot of this punky wood so
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hopefully you have a bucket or some other portable vessel into which
you can gather it. We had a big, old, wooden wheelbarrow, on which
we had placed a very large barrel, into which we poured punky wood
from our two smaller buckets. We had to do this several times to

fill up the barrel. This involved tromping up and down through the
briars and the brambles and the prickles back and forth from the
fallen, progressing tree down in the woods and the wheelbarrow up
on the dirt road. I really forgot that I was a woman just then because
I didn’t want Olive to get all scratched up, so we went and got
another, younger historical interpreter to help with this labour.

One time, a few years after Olive showed me all this, I went for the
punky wood search with another young, keen interpreter. We got all
our gear ready and placed on the road and off I went down into the
scratchy thick. I left Liam up on the road so I could shout at him,
when I found the right tree in an excellent state of progression, to
wheel the barrow over to the place on the road nearest me and the
tree. As I walked I was watching very carefully for holes in the earth,
because I had just missed stepping into one that was at least as deep as
my short leg is long. Had I stepped into that hole I might have started
progressing — that is, decomposing — myself! ékosi, so then I found

an appropriately progressed tree and called up to my young helper.

He wheeled the barrow over and brought down two buckets and two
fire irons. Oh yes, the fire irons. These we found extremely helpful
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in digging around inside the tree and loosening the bark to get at the
punky wood. I prefer an L-shaped fire iron because it works good.
Once we filled up our two buckets, we turned to climb up to the road.

This time I narrowly missed stepping on a wasp’s nest. Yes, those
damn buzzers nest in the ground too! Now, this would have been

an excruciating and possibly even worse experience if I had actually
stepped on that wasp nest because at Fort Edmonton the woman
interpreters inside the fort wear long, loose skirts that we often
describe as the “pillow-case skirt.” Into Vogue magazine the skirt

will not get you, but into serious trouble with a horde of wasps if they
fly up your skirts into your netherlands, I mean nether regions, the
skirt will take you. I always wore a pair of gym shorts under my
skirt, precisely because of my fear of being stung you know where...

Whew!

Back to the pimibkin. Get a real good smudge happening and then
place your meat slices carefully on your drying rack. Please, please be
sure that it’s not raining. If the wings of the butterfly have a spine,
that would be the thicker part that actually contacts the drying rack.
Watch that smudge closely and give it hell, I mean moss and/or punky
wood, if it tries to be a fire. The more smoke the better, because that
will scare away all the bugs, especially those wasps that have followed
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you up from their hell in the ground. You will find the wasps par-
ticularly pesky, moreso than any other insect. Wasps are even more
carnivorous than humans. Now, all that smoke might scare away
the men too, but if a man is scared of smoke I don’t need him.

I want a man that can live with me, smells and all!

How long do you smoke the meat? For several days, as long as those
days are hot and sunny, and for as long as the day is long. I would
say it takes about four or five days of smoking and drying until the
meat is dried and brittle enough for pounding. If even one raindrop
falls out of the sky, catch it on your tongue and get that meat to
safety! As the meat smokes and dries it will curl up and change from
a bright red colour to a darker brownish colour. Keep drying and
smoking until it is brittle enough to tear and break off into pieces.

Once all the meat is really dried and smoked, break it into quite
small pieces, as small as a toonie or a loonie if you can manage it.
You want to do this because it will facilitate pounding the meat into
as fine a powder as you can. It’s best to have a leather or rawhide bag
in which you put the meat, because all that pounding with a rock
really takes a toll on the bag. For all our efforts at Fort Edmonton
Park, we didn’t have a rawhide bag so Alice made us two thick
canvas bags with special stitching so they wouldn’t blow apart with

the first blow. We had lots of help with the pounding, and we had
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little kids and big dads and strong moms pounding the meat with
us. It really needs to be pounded an awful lot, about ten times more
than you will think it needs and about twenty times more than you
will want to pound, because the finer the powder and the fewer the
chunks the better the pimihkin.

With your bowl of pounded meat — you will notice the quantity
seems a whole lot less than the big roast you started with because

all that drying and smoking has evaporated all the moisture and
reduced the size — prepare for the final stages of making the
pimihkin. Ah yes, try to do this in mid-to-late July when either the
saskatoons or a little later the chokecherries are ripe. Pick a bunch
of berries and try not to eat too many. Dry them for a couple of days
with your meat. Cheesecloth works good at the top of your drying
rack. We constructed a little shelf up there with smaller sticks
fastened onto the main branches of the tripod. Once your berries are
dried, really dried, you can crush and grind them and pound them
similarly to the way you made minced meat. If you use chokecherries
it is okay to crush and grind the pits of the chokecherries too. But
some people will tell you not to.

Okay, so now you have dried and pounded meat and berries. You

need one more ingredient: rendered buftalo fat or the fat of whatever
kind of meat you've dried. If there is anything that will attract a
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wasp but scare a man away, it is rendering fat! That is one smelly job
that stirs up quite a stink. Build another fire and get a big, cast iron
pot that won’t mind being used for rendering fat. Throw the fat into
the pot and place the pot over the fire. This takes some time too,

as the fat needs to boil for awhile until the solid chunks separate.
These solid chunks, by the way, will look and smell suspiciously
like Kentucky Fried Chicken. As the fat cooks, remove the chunks.
When the fat has cooked for quite some time and you're quite
certain all the chunks have emerged that are supposed to, you have
finished rendering the fat.

This is one job you will definitely want to do in clothes that you
don’t much care about.

Remember a ways back when I said there are two things you need
to avoid in preparing pimihkin? Heat and moisture. This means
that when you add the fat to the meat and berries, you must LET
IT COOL. Don’t cool it so much that it starts to solidify again;
just cool it so that it’s tepid and you can touch it with your fingers.
THE FAT CANNOT BE HOT. Mix the crushed berries with
the pounded meat first; do this thoroughly. Now pour some cooled
liquid fat onto this mixture. For the life of me, I can’t say with any
exactness what the quantities are. I will stress, however, that you
don’t want to overdo it with the fat because it will be too greasy.
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Basically put only enough cooled, liquid grease in until the meat
and berry mixture starts to bind or stick together.

'This brings me to the nutritional value of pimibkin. The meat pro-
vides much-needed protein and good taste. The berries provide

fibre and vitamin C and the fat acts both as a binding agent and
somewhat as a preservative. Men in the fur trade carried the burdens
of beasts and their employers needed to feed them accordingly.
When meat was plentiful and competition stiff, men were allotted
six to eight pounds of fresh meat per day. A quarter of a pound of
pimihkan was the equivalent of a pound of fresh meat, so men might
eat about two pounds of pimihkéin per day, along with a loaf of bread
and a fish or two.

I credit my knowledge to Alice, Olive, Mariah, and Dr. Anne
Anderson, but I have read that Peter Pond, who worked for the
Northwest Company, wrote in his journal of pimibkin in about
1779 when he made it up into Athabasca Country. I am taking all

this from memory, including what I read of Peter Pond.
In my estimation, pimihkéin is even more ingenious than more

modern inventions, because Indigenous peoples were able to process
meat for long-term storage in the absence of spices and refrigeration.
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We had two responses to our pimihkin, and I think I have made

it three times: great interest or great distaste. You will either like it
or not like it, and, out of necessity, if you have to eat it for survival,
you will grow to like it. I went to a real Ghost Dance at Kehewin
First Nation about four years ago and I tasted their pimihkin.

I would say that my third effort at Fort Edmonton was very close
to the pimibkain 1 tasted at Kehewin.
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HISTORY POEMS






maskihkiy maskwa iskwéw é6ma wiya ohci = For Medicine Bear Woman

14 ayiki-pisim 2004

You spoke to me that day.

You thanked me and the others for listening.

That day, I first heard your words as you spoke them.

Speak, my friend, speak. Your words are your medicine.
kiki-pikiskwdsin anima ékospihk.
kiki-nandskomindn é-ki-pé-nitohtitihk.
nistam anima ékospihk ka-ki-péhtaman kititwéwina é-pikiskwéyan.
pikiskwé, nitotém, pikiskwé. kititwéwina kinanatawihikon.

Someone asked you what you have learned about justice.
You said, “There is no justice.

There’s just us and all the rest.”
awiyak kiki-kakwécimik kikway é-kiskinohamdakosiyan kwayask
wiyasiwéwin ohci.
omisi kiki-itwdn “namoya kwayask wiyasiwéwin ihtakon.
kiydnaw oma piko ékwa kotakak wiyawaw kahkiyaw.”

Tell me, I want to understand you.

I want to know about the just ones.

Like that judge who gave you the power of speech.
wihtamawin, é-nohté-nisitohtitin.
ninéhté-nisitawinawdwak aniki ki-kwayaskwatisicik.

tapiskoc ana owiyasiwéw ka-ki-miyisk sohkibtikosiwin.
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I saw you on the outside.

I listened to you on the outside.

You talked to me on the outside.

You said, “I'm not a bad person inside.

The Creator doesn’t make junk.
kiki-wapamitin ékwa kiki-nanihkasihtitin,
kiki-nitohtitin ékwa kiki-nandahkasihtitin.
kiki-pikiskwdsin isi kd-ki-nanahkasihtatan.
omisi kiki-itwadn: “naméya 6ma é-mac-dyiwiyin.

namoya macikwands osihtaw kisé-manitow.”

Someone asked you what you do with your anger now.
You said you make statements whenever you can.
When you spoke of what you made in art class,
I wondered who did bad things to you.
I wondered if that’s why you did that bad thing.
awiyak kiki-kakwécimik tanisi ékwa é-isi-niakatawéyihtaman
kikisiwdsiwin.
omisi kiki-itwadn: “nitd-ay-dsibtan kispin kaskihtayini.”
ispihk ka-mamiskotaman anima tapasinahikéwin ka-ki-osihtayan,
awina étikwé ana ka-ki-mayititask niki-ay-itéyihtén.

matwan ci anima éwak ohci ka-ki-mayinikéyan.
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I asked you how speech and words give you power.
You said, “Words and speech are power but they’re not power
if there ain’t no one listening.”
I wondered if you felt the power of all of us listening to you.
pikiskwéwina ékwa itwéwina.
kiki-itwan, “pz‘kis/é‘wé‘wina ékwa itwéwina maskawisimakanwa maka
namoya maskawisimakanwa kispin nam awiyak nitohtihki.”
matwan ci kiki-mosihtan nimaskawisiwindn kabkiyaw niyandn ékota
ka-nitohtatahk.

Now I read your words as you wrote them.

Your great-grandfather, mistahi-maskwa, said, “Words are power.”

You say, “If no one ever speaks the words that should be spoken,

the silence destroys you.”
anohc ékwa nitayamibtan anihi kipikiskwéwina ki-ki-masinahaman.
kitdniskotdpdn, mistahi-maskwa, omisi ki-itwéw, “itwéwina

maskawisimakanwa.”

kititwan kiya, “kispin nam awiyak éka pikiskwéci anihi itwéwina

ka-ki-pikiskwéhk, éwako kamwatisiwin kika-nisiwandcihikon.”
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I listen to you on the outside.
Can you hear me listening?
kinitohtitin ka-ki-isi-nandahkasibtitin.

ka-ki-péhtawin ci kd-ki-isi-ndndahkasibtatan?

Speak, my friend. Your truth is your power.
I want to hear your power.
pikiskwé, nitotém. kitdpwéwin anima kiwicibikowisiwin.

kiwicihikowisiwin nindhté-péhtén.

Speak, Medicine Bear Woman.

pikiskwé, maskihkiy maskwa iskwéw.
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mistabhi-maskwa

Big Bear’s speech, as rendered by William Cameron

The charge was treason-felony and the verdict guilty.

When Big Bear was brought before the court to learn his fate,
Justice Richardson said:

“Big Bear, have you anything to say before sentence is
passed upon you?”

'The old man drew himself up with that imperious air that
proclaimed him leader and fitted him so well; the thick nostrils
expanded, the broad, deep chest was thrown out, the strong jaw
looked aggressively prominent, the mouth was a straight line. He
gave his head the little characteristic toss that always preceded his
speeches.

“I think I should have something to say,” he began slowly,
“about the occurrences which brought me here in chains!” He spoke
in his native Cree, knowing no English. He paused. Then with the
earnestness, the eloquence and the pathos that never failed to move
an audience, red or white, he went on to speak of the troubles of the
spring.

“I knew little of the killing at Frog Lake beyond hearing the
shots fired. When any wrong was brewing I did my best to stop it in
the beginning. The turbulent ones of the band got beyond my control
and shed the blood of those I would have protected. I was away
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trom Frog Lake a part of the winter, hunting and fishing, and the
rebellion had commenced before I got back. When white men were
tew in the country I gave them the hand of brotherhood. I am sorry
so few are here who can witness for my friendly acts.

“Can anyone stand out and say that I ordered the death of
a priest or an agent? You think I encouraged my people to take part
in the trouble. I did not. I advised them against it. I felt sorry when
they killed those men at Frog Lake, but the truth is when news of
the fight at Duck Lake reached us my band ignored my authority
and despised me because I did not side with the half-breeds. I did
not so much as take a white man’s horse. I always believed that by
being the friend of the white man, I and my people would be helped
by those of them who had wealth. I always thought it paid to do all
the good I could. Now my heart is on the ground.

“I'look around me in this room and see it crowded with
handsome faces — faces far handsomer than my own” (laughter).
“I have ruled my country for a long time. Now I am in chains and
will be sent to prison, but I have no doubt the handsome faces 1
admire about me will be competent to govern the land” (laughter).
“At present I am dead to my people. Many of my band are hiding
in the woods, paralyzed with terror. Cannot this court send them
a pardon? My own children! — perhaps they are starving and outcast,
too, afraid to appear in the light of day. If the government does
not come to them with help before the winter sets in, my band will
surely perish.
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“But I have too much confidence in the Great Grandmother
to fear that starvation will be allowed to overtake my people. The
time will come when the Indians of the North-West will be of
much service to the Great Grandmother. I plead again,” he cried,
stretching forth his hands, “to you, the chiefs of the white men’s
laws, for pity and help to the outcasts of my band!

“I have only a few words more to say. Sometimes in the past
I have spoken stiffly to the Indian agents, but when I did it was only
in order to obtain my rights. The North-West belonged to me, but
I perhaps will not live to see it again. I ask the court to publish my
speech and to scatter it among the white people. It is my defense.

“I'am old and ugly, but I have tried to do good. Pity the
children of my tribe! Pity the old and helpless of my people! I speak
with a single tongue; and because Big Bear has always been the
triend of the white man, send out pardon and give them help!

“How! Aquisanee [é¢kos ani] — 1 have spoken!”

(Blood Red the Sun, 197—99)
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Take This Rope and This Poem (A Letter for Big Bear)

This is a poem with a rope around it

because I speak poorly.

These are the words I want to say

to the great-grandfather mistahi-maskwa

but first I must speak with the Elder’s helper.
Tell Big Bear I am sorry

for trying to speak for him.

nimibtitén é-ki-kakwé-pikiskwéstamawak

anohc nitapahtéyimison éka é-nihta-néhiyawéyin.

'This poem has a rope around it

the way a fence confines freedom,

the way words are crushed

when the land is sectioned, sold, stolen.
Like that rope Big Bear said would grab
his neck if he signed the treaty.

He said he didn’t want

to be bound and bridled like a horse,
but the corpulent treaty commissioners
thought mistahi-maskwa was afraid

of the hangman’s noose. Instead of hanging
the great-grandfather, they tethered him
to a jail cell in Manitoba.

94



There’s a knot in the rope clutching this poem.
ayis mwéstas tahto-askiy kéyapic

namoya é-kaskihtayin.

Because after all these years of study, still
I am not capable.

What does it mean that it took

me twenty years to reclaim

the word pisdkandpiy from

Shaganappi Trail> What

does it mean that it took me

twenty years to untangle the knot

of a traffic jam on a freeway

in Calgary and to recognize

pisikandpiy for what it is?

A rawhide rope.

Why did I have to go to a museum

to learn how to make rawhide?

What does it mean that I smell

diesel fuel in the frigid mid-winter

instead of the hot mucky membrane

of a hide scraped in the fever of mid-summer?

How has it come to this?

the roar of transit busses

instead of the rumble of buffalo: paskwdiwi-mostoswak
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the aftertaste of cafteine
instead of the tang of Labrador tea: maskékwipoy
Shaganappi Trail

instead of pisikandpiy méskanaw.

'The knot in this rope dniskohpicikan pisikandpihk
must surely be akin to the knot

stuck in his great-granddaughter’s throat.

Big Bear’s great-granddaughter, Yvonne, the one
who spent so many years unable to talk

because of a double-cleft palate.

What kind of malicious irony is this

when forked tongues knit together

like a steel foot-hold trap?

Tell the great-grandfather I've learned

that the knot in this poem

aniskohpicikan pisikandapihk

is not like a bead on a string

namdya tapiskoc aniskohocikan oma ka-tapisahoht,
and not at all like those chains

used to hold the old man

at Stony Mountain Penitentiary.

mwdc ahpo tapiskoc anibi piwapiskwéyipiya
ki-ki-dpacibtibk ka-sakahpitibt ana kiséyiniw

asiniwacty kipahotowikamikohk.
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Take this poem and tell mistahi-maskwa I've learned
that céskwa! means “Wait!”

and naki! means “Stop!”

Tell him that é-tapahtiskwékipawiyin

osam nika-dpahén aniskohpicikan nahiyikohk
ka-nisitohtaman é-ki-nohté-pikiskwatat ostésimawa
anihi ka-wapiskisiyit ostésimawa

kd-ki-masinahamiyit ostésimawasinahikan.

I stand humble, my head bowed

because I will loosen the knot just enough

to understand that he only wanted to talk to his brothers,
those older white brothers who wrote the treaty.

Take this rope and this poem

and tell the old man

ninéhté-paskisén pisikandpiy

ékwa é-nohté-wici-pikiskwémimak otayisiyinima.
naméya kikway ayiwak.

I want to cut the rope.

I want to speak with his people.

Nothing more.

ay-hay 1 say to you,
the one who helps Big Bear

kiya ki-wicihat mistahi-maskwa.
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sobkikipawi, nitétém — Stand Strong, My Friend

You said, “Stand in your own truth,”
and now that’s where you're standing:

on your own patch of truth.
nipawi kitdpwéwinihk

Truth is firm enough to support
a straight tall tree. Straight

as a tamarack on a cold

north hill. True as those needles
a gold blaze splashing

from horizon to horizon

in late September.
kwayaskokdpawi tapiskic ana wakindkan

Truth secures unsheltered tamaracks
flagging eastward from a mean
northwesterly, ready

for the possibilities of dawn

on a frigid winter night. Truth
harbours hope, a fugitive in frost

on rough bark, as steady ground

embraces heavy snow — a haven for shed needles.
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wici-kdpawistitok anohc tapiskoc aniki wakinikanak

Fatigued but fearless in ferocious
determination to defy deceit,
you stand sustained by truth,
even when corruption in a suit
and tie, or cowardice decked out
in denims and sneakers, hides
poised to strike.

sohkikapawi ékospihk nimiyo-totém

Sometimes truth is a patch of land
big enough for only one to stand,;
other times it might ofter space
enough to pitch your tent.

péyakokipawi kispin ékosi ispayiki, maka wici-kdpawistawik mina kotakak.

Truth, unyielding terrain, underlies the first
declarations of spring:

new growth of the crocus

emerging tender and rubbery

as a baby’s first cry.
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omisi isikdapawi tapiskoc ki-isi-sakakonékapawit apiscipakwanis.

A trail worn confidently

by courage, truth tracks sure as the first
spring raindrops refracting green
aroma after a monotone winter.

Rain that sharpens the earthy

tang of moist soil. Rain

that colours the pungent green

for those tuned into the truth

of a walk in the boreal forest.

kinokdpawi ayisk kisohkisin.
Black clean dirt under red
osier dogwood, truth is kinikinik.
Tobacco offered to an elder.
néhiyaw cistémdaw
“Stand in your own truth,” you said.
And it seems to me that truth

lies solid beneath the sharp
clear call of sandhill cranes
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needling northward, audible
only to those who listen

with an ear bent toward certainty.
natohta tapwéwin, nitotém.

Truth bears ripe raspberries

red off the bush, or the near-black
purple of chokecherries in late July.
A small patch of earth, the sweet
anticipation of saskatoon pie,

promises emerging from truth.
kiyamikdpawi ékwa cihkista ohi asotamakéwina.
Truth is the sixth sense
of survival, primeval, prickly perhaps
but perfect, pure as the knowledge

that comes before uncertainty.

sohkikdapawi nimiyo-totém, Ellen.

cipacikdpawi anita kitipwéwinihk.
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kah-kihtwim — Again and Again

“kinisitobtén ci?” Dad asked,

and I didn’t, mdya,

because I hadn’t listened enough,
hadn’t heard the words

quite often enough,

did not, could not, repeat

what I hadn’t heard.

moya niki-kaskihtin ka-tipowéyin osim
moya é-ki-pah-péhtamain osam

moya tapwé é-ki-na-nitohtawak.

But even as I thought I didn’t understand
because I hadn’t listened,

suddenly I could hear

that to understand Cree

is to listen to Cree,

repeatedly.

ka-nisitohtaman néhiyawéwin

ka-ki-nah-néhiyawi-nitohtaman
kah-kibtwim.
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More often than the sun
lowers or lifts,

the moon slumbers or stirs.
Oftener even than I heft a pen
to wrench words

trom the recesses of thought.

Suddenly I could hear it.
Can you hear it now,

as I repeat it? To understand
Cree is to listen to Cree,
repeatedly.

ka-nisitohtaman néhiyawéwin
ka-ki-nah-néhiyawi-nitohtaman
kah-kibtwaim.

As the hands of the day
rotate round the sun,

as the North Star submits

to the Morning Star,

when geese depart in August
and return in goose month —

niski-pisim — as March slips
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into April and ayiki-pisim

echoes with the exuberant exclamations
of ayikisak for their mates,

aniki ayikisak ka-nikamocik
kd-na-nikamocik,

to understand Cree is to listen

to Cree, again and again.

ka-nisitohtaman néhiyawéwin
ka-ki-nah-néhiyawi-nitohtaman
kah-kihtwaim.

As our hearts beat

over and over,

é-pah-pahkahokoyahk kih-kihtwim.
As we take in

the clean air of life,

é-yda-yehyéyahk kah-kihtwam.

'The way water washes

thirst from our lips,
é-ma-minihkwéyahk nipiy kah-kihtwaim.
Just as the North Saskatchewan River
courses continually

through the carotid of the prairies,

é-pa-pimiciwahk kisiskaciwani-sipiy kakiké.
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How a mother bear protects her young,
ékosi é-ma-mandcihit otoskawdsisa
aniki tapiskoc maskosisak

kd-ma-mécawésiyit kah-kihtwim.

When a freckle on a cheek,

a certain curve of jaw, a way of smiling,
or a long strong bone returns to the next
generation or the next one

after that, especially when

the great-grandchildren play

those same games, say those same words,
sing those same songs,

when the grandfathers tell the grandchildren
yet another story,

to understand Cree is to listen to Cree
again and again and again.
wah-pa-pé-kiwécik

cahcabkéwin aniwdihk,

tapiskan oma ka-wa-wikamok
é-isi-pah-pahpisit, ahpo é-ki-kinwaik
ekwa é-sdaséhkahk éma oskan
wadh-pa-pé-isindkosit ohci witisinihitowin

aniskotapin ahpo kihc-dniskotdpan
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éwako ani

wdAawis ci

wadh-ma-mécawécik aniskotipanak,

éwako anihi mécawéwina, wah-pa-pikiskwéyit
éwako anihi itwéwina,

wadh-na-nikamoyit éwako anihi nikamowina,
wadh-ay-dcimostawdcik omosomimawak
ocapanimiwdwa kotak dcimowin
ka-néhiyawi-nisitohtamihk
ka-ki-na-nitohtamihk néhiyawéwin
kah-kibtwaim.
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niki-pé-pimiskin — 1 Came This Way by Canoe

kaydas-dyiwan anima méskanas é-ki-pisci-miskaman, ka-ki-apacibticik
nitaniskéwiyiniwak

I stumbled upon that ancient trail, foot-fallen by my ancestors,

overgrown with green, bramble, centuries of former lives.

That green, wet place where my grandmother’s
mothers lived, breathed, died:
Lac du Bonnet, Manitoba.

June, 1989:
niki-pétapoyon,

There, on another river:
ékota kotak sipihk,
winipék sipihk.

We pulled our canoes up on shore,

stood there sweating, swearing

at the buzzing in our ears, peering

through the peepholes of our mosquito netting.

Comrades paddled those canoes with me,
sharing food, bugs, sunshine, rain;
travelled with me as I explored

former lives.
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Others, a convoy of my ancestors,
in my paddle,
in my pack,
in my experience,
wraiths insisting on a presence.
Shoulders, backs, abdominals, we are
our muscles. We move those canoes.
We are

perpetual

motion.

nitihtimanindina, nispiskwanindna, nitaskatayinina,
é-maskawisiwiyiniwiydhk.

nitdhkami-ma-miyo-pimatisindn.

ékota é-ki-nipawiyin.

There I stood: worn like our trail, weary

like the grip on my paddle, smeared

with mud, sweating like the river, straining
to hear the whispers of my foremothers,
searching for the footprints of my forefathers.

Eavesdropping on my ancestors,
now I hear footfalls that echo through time.
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é-kimohtawakik nitiniskéwiyiniwak.

anohc ékwa nipéhtén é-matwé-pimohtécik, é-paswéwéki, kayas naway ohci.

My grandmother knows that insect-infested place,
Lac du Bonnet. Her uncle drowned there,
her mother was born there,

and her grandmother before that.

Here I stand: looking, leaning back.
I breathe,

live,

want to know who I am,

search for who they were.

é-na-nipawiyin ota: é-dpasapahtaman, é-asésimoyan.
niyéhyain,

nipimatisin,

é-nohté-kiskéyihtaman awina niya,

é-nandtawdpamakik awinipanak wiyawiw.
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Spinning

My grandmother’s hands, veined with the labour
of children, milking cows, kneading

bread, and pulling Seneca root

nimbly finger the wool.

She has warmed nine younger siblings

with her knitting. Now, she and three

sisters are the last to remember.

She twists the unspun wool into the spinning wool.

My hands, chafed with the work of canoes, children,
and changing the oil, eagerly card the wool.

The secret, she says, is in the carding.

If you're a good carder, then the wool

will wear much better.

I card the wool. Flecks of dust and hay and dung
hang on. Like her five babies, four of them dead,
like the memories that won'’t let go.

She feeds the spinning wheel

while I card the wool.

'The travails of the Depression, dusty poverty,
and caring for many children,

not all of them her own, have shaped

her slippered, arthritic foot, which now
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deftly pumps the pedal. At the age

of thirteen she went away to work. More

bread, more laundry, and more cows,

she helped to make the ends meet back home.

Don’t hold too much, she explains, fingering the wool,

it goes on better a little at a time.

You try, she tells me, and my clumsy, sweaty hands
palm the wool. It goes on in clumps.

Don’t hold the wool too tight,

this part will join that part

if you feed it through your thumb and fingers like this.

Her brother Bud built her first spinning wheel
from a bicycle wheel. He brought it home

for her when she was twenty-two.

Grandma’s nimble fingers were in demand
when she worked that wheel. Her wool

was known in the district and people paid

for well-spun wool.

My fingers curl under in an inherited gesture.
Grandma’s brown hands guide my pale hands; we
make the ends meet. The ball of wool grows larger.
The unspun wool meets the spun wool.
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Practicing for My Defence

The Devil’s Advocate, dressed
as the mailman,

lives in my building, holds
open the door for me

while I check my mail,

asks me about my thesis.

I tell him I'm “doing”

my master’s in English, knowing
he won't quite get it

if I tell him too much.

“WEell, what’s it about?”

“I'm writing prose and poetry

in Cree and English.”
“Well, what’s it about?” he persists.

“I'm writing about linguistic
diversity and why that’s
important and the shame and
tragedy that so few care and

the wisdom we stand to lose
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if we let it get down to one

colonial language like English.”
“Well, that sounds pretty subjective,”
he says, assessing my argument.

“Yeah, I guess it is,” I concede,
readying myself for the defence.

“Well, if it’s so subjective
how can you support it?”

“Have you ever taken a

graduate course?” I ask,

teeling the need to take

a cheap shot. I'm on a roll now.
“You betcha, I've got lots of support.
Just because something’s subjective
doesn’t make it any less valuable
than something that’s objective.
Just because something’s got a pile
of numbers and graphs and statistics
behind it doesn’t make it more
valid. That’s quantitative
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research. Something that’s subjective
is qualitative; sure it’s subjective
but it’s artistic, more expressive.”
I follow him up

the stairs because he’s in 303

and I'm in 305. I manage

to distract him, ask him about
the weather and whether

or not he’s ever wiped out

on the blasted ice

when he delivers the mail.
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Like a Bead on a String

Like an umbilical cord, the rainbow
connects sky to earth:
mother and child hold each other close.

tapiskoc otisiyéyapiy pisimwéydipiy
é-itapékamohtit askibk kisikohk ohci

é-akwaskitinitocik awdsis ékwa okdwimaw.

Like a rawhide rope, the vocal cords
secure the gift of story and song:
grandfather and grandchild hold each other close.

tapiskoc pisakandpiy pikiskwéyapisa
é-tipahpitahk miyikowisiwin dcimowin ékwa nikamowin

é-akwaskitinitocik mosém ékwa ésisima

Like a bead on a string, my great-grandmother
sits next to her kin just long enough

for me to reach for her hands.
tapiskic ka-tapisahoht mikis, nitaniskotipin

apistawéw owdhkomakana nahiyikohk

kici-tépinamwak ocihciya.
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ibkatawdiw ay-itwéhiwéw — The Marsh Sends a Message

Reeds breathe and I sense

that in this wet world

the breath utters a language

not yet lost, whispers words

not yet forgotten

cries a marsh message

that must be heard. dniskowaskwa
speak to me of kinoséw,
sakahikan, manitow-sikahikan,
ékwa nipiy. Reeds

confident and eloquent
é-sohkéyimocik ékwa é-nibtawécik
tell me a story

é-dcimostawicik

dniskowaskwa, fluid and flowing
a fluent kind of knowing,
whispering a story about this great land.

é-kimwécik, é-dtotahkik oma kihci-askiy.
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kakwécibhkémowin ohci kdnata otdcimowina =

A Question for Canadian History

awa péyak néhiyaw
awin dna wiya
ka-ki-nakiskawait

Henry Hudsonwa?

'This one Cree,
who was he,

that one who met

Henry Hudson?
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kiskinohamadkéwin ohci kdnata otdcimowina <=
An Instruction for Canadian History

kiyamapi.

pého ékwa. ..

ahpo étikwé kika-péhtén kikway
kipihtowéwinihk.

Be quiet for a minute.
Wait now. ..

You might hear something
in the silence.
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kiyim = Let It Be

The dictionary tells me

it means “think nothing of it,” and
“let’s go then,”

“so much for this,”

“let there be no further delay,”
and a few other things like that.

I remember my Dad saying,
“kiyamapik,”

when we wouldn’t settle down
for the night. He’d

come running upstairs

and tell us to “kiyamapik.”
Which pretty much meant,

»

“Go to sleep!

The dictionary also says 4iydm
« . »
means “never mind,” and
“let it be,” or
“oh well,”
“it’s okay,” but
I know some people are hurting

too much to let anything be.
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“kiyamapi,” nipéhtawiw awiyak é-itwét,

“mabh! kéhté-ayak é-ayamihicik.”

“Shhhh,” I hear someone saying,
“Listen. The Elders are praying”
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notes on the poems

THE ROAD TO WRITER’S BLOCK (A POEM TO MYSELF)

Mark Abley, in his book Spoken Here: Travels Among Threatened Languages, gave me
the idea that a fluent speaker must first be a fluent listener.

pahkwésikan — BREAD

“Beaver Mountain House”: The Cree people called Fort Edmonton amiskwaci-wdskahikan,
“Beaver Mountain House,” after the nearby Beaver Hills.

é-witisdnthitoydhk ékwa é-péydhtakowéydhk — RELATIVE CLAUSE

In Cree, relative clauses are introduced by the particle kd- affixed to the verb, rather than

by a relative pronoun such as “who,” “that,” or “which.” Relative clauses also occur more
frequently in Cree than in English. As Jean Okimisis points out, when we translate from Cree
to English, we will often need to eliminate a relative clause in the Cree in order to produce

an idiomatic English sentence, and, as a result, “the English translation does not capture

the thought process of the Cree and the way they express that thought.” To borrow from her
examples: the Cree é-nitawéyihtaman cf anihi maskisina kd-mihkwdki? literally means,
“Do you want those shoes that are red?” But in English we would say, “Do you want those red
shoes?” Similarly, tdnispihk anima kisimis ka-ki-wdpamat? literally means, “When was it
that you saw your younger sibling?” But we would say simply, “When did you see your younger
sibling?” (See Jean Okimasis, Cree: Language of the Plains = néhiyawéwin: paskwdwi-
pikiskwéwin, 147-48.)

“The evidence of our Cree / inheritance, the baby blue / lumbar bruise”: Children are some-
times born with a bluish mark on their backs, most often in the lower lumbar region — the
so-called “Mongolian spot.” Such marks, which generally fade by the time the child reaches
puberty, are significantly more common among children of colour than among Caucasians.
For more information, see Alberto Cordova, “The Mongolian Spot: A Study of Ethnic
Differences and Literature Review,” Clinical Pediatrics 20, no. 11 (1981): 714-19.

tdnisi ka-isi-nihtd-dhpinihkéyan — HoOw TO TAN A HIDE

I credit Alice Harkness, Olive Modersohn, and Dr. Anne Anderson for teaching me how to
tan a hide, and | thank Cheri Fiddler and Jenny Baril for learning with me.
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aniki niso ndpéwak ka-pikiskwécik — TwWo MEN TALKING

When this poem appeared in the Edmonton Stroll of Poets anthology Found in Translation
(2010), I included the following note on the poem:

| wrote “aniki nfso ndpéwak ka-pikiskwécik: Two Men Talking” to honour my late
father, Mowat Edgar Mcllwraith, and the late Dr. Harold Cardinal, both of whom were
bilingual in Cree and English. Sadly, they never conversed because they did not meet

each other before sharing a hospital room in their last days, and amyotrophic lateral

sclerosis (ALS) took away my father’s ability to speak at all.

I write in Cree and English for these reasons: to search for meaning, to express peace,
and to express hope that we can keep this beautiful language — néhiyawéwin — alive.

In the epigraph, “ohci Mowat Edgar Mcllwraith ékwa Dr. Harold Cardinal,” ohci means “for,”
and ékwa is “and.”

nohtdwiy opikiskwéwin — FATHER TONGUE

Cree verb forms are extraordinarily complex. As in English, verbs can be transitive or intransitive,
but they can also be animate or inanimate. The - ikawi suffix is added to the stem of transitive
animate verbs to produce the “indefinite actor” form of the verb. It denotes that the action of the
verb is performed by an unspecified actor. For example, é-sawéyimikawiydn means “I am blessed”;
é-itikawiydn means “l am called.” Although there is some resemblance between indefinite actor
verbs and the agentless passive in English, é-kakéskimikawiydn — | have been cautioned — not

to assume that the transitive animate indefinite actor verb form in Plains Cree is equivalent to the
passive voice in English.

aniki niso ndpéwak kd-masinahikécik — TwWo MEN WRITING

| wrote this poem after reading a written exchange between John Searle and Jacques Derrida
on the subject of language and, in particular, speech act theory. It struck me that they were
having a fistfight in words and that, in their preoccupation with delivering written blows,
they had forgotten the spoken word and the power of conversation.
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é-ki-piciciydhk — WE DANCED ROUND DANCE

| thank Roger Epp, the Hobbema Elders, the University of Alberta Aboriginal Student
Services Centre and Faculty of Native Studies, Shana Dion, Tracy Bear, and Ellen Bielawksi
for hosting the Round Dance at the Augustana Campus of the University of Alberta, in
Camrose, 29 January 2011: ohci kihiwikwan ay ay mistahi nitétémtik! | also thank
Aspen-Raine Northwest and her parents, Carrie and James Northwest, for permission to
include her name in this poem.

maskihkiy maskwa iskwéw 6ma wiya ohci — FOR MEDICINE BEAR WOMAN

Early in the spring of 2004, | met Yvonne Johnson, the great-great-great granddaughter of the

Cree leader mistahi-maskwa (Big Bear). She had been invited to speak at the University of Alberta.
At the time, Yvonne was serving a life sentence at the Edmonton Institution for Women, a federal
penitentiary not far from where | live in West Edmonton. Immediately after hearing Yvonne speak,

| went to the U of A bookstore and bought Stolen Life: The Journey of a Cree Worman, which she
wrote with Rudy Wiebe. Her story is disturbing. This poem expresses my amazement at the strange
ironies of history: mistahi-maskwa’s oratory powers, Yvonne’s double cleft palate, which left her
incapable of speech until she was in her late teens (when she underwent surgery), and current
efforts to establish official language status for Plains Cree and other Indigenous languages, in the
urgent hope that these languages will survive the relentless onslaught of English — that the ability
to speak will not be lost.

The statements in the poem attributed to Yvonne and to Big Bear are from Rudy Wiebe and Yvonne
Johnson, Stolen Life: The Journey of a Cree Woman (Toronto: Jackpine House, 1998). For reasons
of euphony, I refer in the poem to Big Bear as Yvonne’s great-grandfather (and, in “Take This Rope

and This Poem,” to Yvonne as Big Bear’s great-granddaughter).

mistahi-maskwa

In December 1882, after waiting six years for the Canadian government to deliver on broken
promises, mistahi-maskwa finally agreed to sign Treaty Six. He was the last Plains Cree chief to

do so, having understood that the government’s intentions were not honourable. Before signing
the treaty, he harangued the treaty commissioners for several hours, suggesting metaphorically
that he was being led around just like a horse with a rope round its neck. Two-and-a-half years later,
at Easter 1885, mistahi-maskwa tried to stop what history now calls “The Frog Lake Massacre.”
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Unfortunately, too many of his people were sick and hungry, and the young men were angry.

Old man that he was, mistahi-maskwa could not stop the killing of nine white people, including
two priests. Caught and incarcerated a few months later, mistahi-maskwa delivered this speech
— in néhiyawéwin — to the people in the courtroom after he was convicted of treason-felony.
William Cameron provides this English translation, but we will, of course, never know precisely
what mistahi-maskwa said.

kdh-kihtwdm — AGAIN AND AGAIN
In Plains Cree: A Grammatical Study, H. Christoph Wolfart says this about reduplication:

Verb and particle roots are freely reduplicated. Reduplication adds the meaning of continuity,
repetition, intensity, etc....

With roots beginning in a consonant, the reduplication syllable usually consists of the first
consonant (also of a cluster) plus 4, e.g., kdkipa ‘over and over, mdméscihtdséw ‘he carried
on his work of extermination,’ cdcimatdw ‘he plants it upright (everywhere), etc....

Where a root begins with a vowel, the reduplication is normally marked by ay- (or 4y-?),

e.g., ayohpikiw ‘he grows up.’ (66)
This poem contains numerous examples of reduplication: é-nd-nitohtawak, é-pdh-péhtawak,
é-pdh-pahkahokoyahk kah-kihtwdm, é-yd-yéhyéyahk kah-kihtwdm, é-ma-minihkwéyahk
nipiy kdh-kthtwam, é-wadh-ay-dcimostdcik, and so on.
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cree—englisb correspandences

FAMILY POEMS

THE ROAD TO WRITER’S BLOCK (A POEM TO MYSELF)

néhiyawéwin
kiwé

kiwétinohk itohté

wapikwanis

naspdaci
paskwdwi-mostos
dkaydsimowin
cahcahkiwak
mébhkahdsiwak
misi-mdhkahdsiwak
asihkwak

namdya nipakaski-néhiyawan.
tawdw
méniydskwéw

ninéhté-néhiyawan ayisk é-ki-pakaskit
nohtdawipan.

ayiki-sakahikanihk ohci wiya mdka méya
é-ki-néhiyawit, ki-moniyawiw.

ékwa mina é-dpihtawikosisdaniskwéwit nikdwiy.

cahkipéhikanak
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the Cree language, speaking Cree
go home

go north, northwards
(towards the north wind)

flower

opposite, contrarily

buffalo

the English language; speaking English
pelicans

bitterns

Great Blue herons

mergansers

I do not speak good Cree.

come in; you're welcome; there is room
white woman

| want to speak Cree because my late father,
he spoke Cree brilliantly.

He was from Frog Lake, but he was not Cree;
he was white.

And my mother is a Métis woman.

diacritical marks in a syllabary;
syllabic symbols



awa iskwéw é-miyo-otétémimisk ékwa
ka-pakaskit

kiskinohamdkosi tanisi ka-isi-néhiyaw-
akihcikéyan: péyak, niso, nisto . ...

wépina
nitohta ékwa
ndkatohké

nitohta 6hi néhiyaw itwéwina, éhi
ka-katawasisiki néhiyaw itwéwina.

mdka kakwéydho! méya kitawipayihikon.

TRADEMARK TRANSLATION

nit’skwém ap’sis néhiyaw.

paskwdhk =< ON THE PRAIRIE
paskwdw

paskwdhk

ministhkés

paskwdwi-mostos

paskwdwi-mostosowiyds
éha

néhkom

kinépik
paskwdwiyinindhk

paskwdwiyiniwak
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This woman, the one who is a good friend
to you and who speaks Cree brilliantly

Learn how to count in Cree: one, two, three.. ..

throw them away
now listen
listen attentively

Listen to these Cree words,
these beautiful Cree words.

But hurry! You haven’t much time.

My woman is a little bit Cree.

prairie, plains
on the prairie (locative case)
Seneca root

buffalo, bison
(plural: paskwdwi-mostoswak)

buffalo meat

yes

my grandmother

a snake

in Plains Cree country

Plains Cree people



é-paskwdwinimocik
nahkawéwin
pwdsimowin

tanitahto aniki paskwawiyiniwak ka-néhiyawicik
ki-nahkawéwak ahpé cf ki-pwasimowak?

éma kd-paskwdk.

tanéhki éka ka-ki-kiskéyimacik anihi iyiniwa
ki opitatowéwak?

ka-ki-kiskéyimdcik
ka-ki-kistéyimdcik

kispin tapwé kiskéyimitoyahki tapwé ka-ki-
kistéyimitondnaw.

éha, ékwa néhkomipan mina é-ki-nihtd-
ménahicépihkét.

they speak the Plains Cree language
the Ojibwe language
the Assiniboine language

How many of those Plains Indians, who
were Cree, spoke Ojibwe or Assiniboine?

It is open country.

How did the Europeans not know the Indians?

They knew them
They held them in high regard

If we truly know each other, we can truly
respect each other.

Yes, and she was my Grandma, and she
was good at pulling Seneca Root.

kiya kd-pakaski-nimihitoyan — YOU WHO DANCE SO BRIGHTLY

kiya ka-pakaski-nimihitoyan
wanitipiskipayin, kotdwiwipisim
wipac ka-péhtdtin é-cistawéyan.

é-kinkdydsowéyan tdpiskéc awa pindskowi-pisim
é-kisikdydsték.

é-ki-pakaskit nohtdwiy
néhiyawéwin

kitaspasowdn mwéhci aniki cipayak
kd-nimihitocik,

tdpiskéc kd-mihkwaskak ispihk
ka-pahkisimok
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You who are dancing so brightly
to darken, as in an eclipse
You make an echo soon.

You shine brightly just like the Leaf-Falling
Moon.

My father spoke Cree very fluently (lit., brightly).
the Plains Cree language

You shine brightly just like those ones, those
ghosts who dance [the Northern Lights],

like the red sky at sunset

the sun that retires



osdwindkwan tdpiskéc ispihk é-pé-sakdsték.
askihtakoskdw wawis kd-pipohk.
kisé-manitow

pakaski-kihci-kisikohk ispihk é-yohtépitamask
kihci-kisikowi-y6hténawéwina kisé-manitow.

osdm é-cipaydmatisoydn ispihk kiya
é-cipayikawiyan kd-pakaski-nimihitoyan
madka kipéhtatin é-cistdwéyan ékwa
é-pakaskihtdkosiyan.

It is yellow when the sun rises.
The forest is green, especially in winter.
the Great Spirit

Heaven is brilliant when the Great Spirit
opens the gates for you.

because | am visited by ghosts when you are
a ghost who is dancing so brightly, | can hear
you, you are echoing and you are fluent.

tawdw — THERE IS ROOM, ALWAYS ROOM FOR ONE MORE

tawdw

kiki-wdpahtén é-misi-tawdk ékwa ita ka-wikihk.

é-ki-tawatahamék.

kiya ékwa nikdwindn é-ki-tawinamawiyahk.

ayiwdk nawac kiki-tawinikan.
éma néhiyawéwin
ékwa 6ma néhiyaw-isthcikéwin

é-ki-otamihoydn ékosi méya kiki-péhtdtin osam
méya é-ki-nitohtdtan.

anohc ékwa pitané ka-ki-wdpahtaman mina
ka-ki-péhtaman ayiwdk kikway

nimihtdtén éka é-ki-nakatdhkéydn pitos
kd-ki-isi-waskawiyan.

tawdyihk

pitané ayiwdk ka-ki-tawinamatan.
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come in; you're welcome; there is room

You saw that there was lots of space and lots
of room for living.

The two of you blazed a trail.

You and Mom, the two of you cleared
a space by hand for us.

You made more space.
this Cree language
and this Cree culture

I was too busy, and | wasn't hearing you
because | wasn't listening to you.

Now | wish | could have seen and heard more

I wish | could have been more open to our
special way of living.

between the places, in the place between

| wish that | could have made more room.



PERFECT NOT PERFECT

ahpé étikwé ka-ki-séhki-kotéyintaman ka-
nitohtatan.

é-witisanihitoyahk éma kiydnaw.
kiyawdw ka-wahkémiyék
nika-kakwé-tapahtéyimison.

nika-kakwé-wanaskan.

tawastéw — THE PASSAGE IS SAFE
tawastéw

tawdw

Céad mile fdilte

néhiyawéwin

é-téhtapahipéydhk

nipihk kd-dstékamik.

é-kiskéyimdydahk kisé-manitow

kisikohk é-tawinamask.

kisdpohtawéhtan.

tawdw 6ta. maht ésa pihtokwé. 6ta ka-ki-
aywépin.

pahkwésikan — BREAD
pahkwésikan
é-ki-mah-mawaci-miyo-pahkwésikanihkét

pahkisimotahk isi
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Perhaps | could have tried harder to listen
to you.

We are a family
All of you, you are the ones who are my relations
I will try harder to be humble.

I will try harder to be at peace.

There is a safe passage

come in; you're welcome; there is room

Gaelic for “One Hundred Thousand Welcomes”
the Cree language

We are floating

on this water, the water that is still and calm.
We know that the Creator [the Great Spirit]
makes room for you in heaven.

You walk through the opening.

There is room here. Please come in.
Here you can rest.

bannock, bread, flour
She made really good bread

the best in the west



mihkwdkamiwi-sipihk ohci.

namdya nikiskéyintén é-ki-néhiyawét
néhkom, mdka é-nisitawéyihtaman
é-ki-mah-mawaci-miyo-pahkwésikanihkét
pahkisimotahk isi
mihkwdkamiwi-sipihk ohci.

néhkom

dkaydsiwak, mdya 6ki
dkaydsimowak, 6ki

ka-pikiskwécik anima kotak
pikiskwéwin, 6ki

é-ki-pésiwdcik pahkwésikana

Oté ékoté ohci.

pimihkdn

Oté é-ohcimakahk pimihkan

ékoté é-ohcit pahkwésikan

pahkwénéw

é-ki-twahikanihkéydan

é-ki-stkinamdan kisdkamicéwdpds

ohpihkasikanihk
é-ki-kiskinohamakosiydn ka-witisanfhitoydhk
kiyam 6té ka-ohciyahk

ékwa kiydm péskis ékoté ka-ohciydhk.
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of Red River.

I don’t know if Grandma spoke Cree
but I do know

she made really good bread
the best in the west

of Red River.

my Grandmother

The British, not those

ones who speak English, those
ones who speak that other
language, those

ones who brought bannock
from over there to here.
pemmican

pemmican from over here
bread from over there

she/he breaks a piece of something
(e.g., bread) by hand

| have pounded meat

I have poured warm water over yeast

I have learned that to be a family
It is okay to be from here

and it is okay to be from over there.



é-witisdnthitoydhk asici pikiskwéwin — LANGUAGE FAMILY

é-witisanthitoydhk asici pikiskwéwin.

é-néhiyawi-kiskinohamdkosiyan.
séniyaw

moniyaw
kéhkomipaninawak
ohkom

néhkom

kéhkom
kéhkominaw
néhiyawéwin
kéhkomipaninawak
nitétém

nétokwéw
kihc-6kimdndhk

néhkom mistahi ki-miyohtwaw é-ki-
apihtawikosisaniskwéwit ékwa mistahi
niki-sakihaw.

néhiyawak

néhkom mistahi kisakihitin.
ohtawimaw

kohtdwiy

nohtawiy

nohtdwiy naméya néhiyaw mdka mistahi
pakaski-néhiyawéw.
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We are related to each other and with
the language.

| am learning to speak Cree.
money

a white person
cucumbers
grandmother

my grandmother

your grandmother

our grandmother

the Cree language

our late grandmothers
my friend

She is an old woman
the government

My grandmother was a very kind Métis woman,
and | loved her very much.

the Cree People

My Grandmother, | love you very much.
father

your father

my father

My father is not a Cree person, but he speaks
Cree brilliantly.



nohtdwiy mistahi miyohtwaw méniydw.
nohtdwiy mistahi kisdkihitin.
okdwimdw

kikdwiy

nikdwiy

nikdwiy namdya néhiyawéw maka mistahi
é-pakaski-pikiskwét sakihiwéwin.

nikdwiy mistahi miyohtwdw
é-dpihtawikosisdniskwéwit.

nikdwiy mistahi kisdkihitin
nasakay wapiskisiw
nimihkom mihkwaw
mihkwaw

ékwa ka-nimihitocik mistahi katawasisiwak.

My father is a very kind white man.
My Father, | love you very much.
mother

your mother

my mother

My mother does not speak Cree, but she speaks
love very well.

My mother is a very kind Métis woman.

My Motbher, I love you very much
My skin is white.

My blood is red.

It is red.

And when the ancestral spirits dance,
the Northern Lights are very beautiful.

é-witisdnthitoydhk ékwa é-péydhtakowéydhk — RELATIVE CLAUSE

é-witisanihitoydhk ékwa é-péydhtakowéyahk

nisim

nisimé

tdnisi anima é-isi-tétaman, nisimé?
tdnisi anima é-isi-kikiskd-mdamitonéyintaman?
naniwéyitwé, nisimé, anima dcimowin

ka-mdci-pdhpiyahk méana ahpé piko
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We are relatives and we are careful with
our words

my younger sibling
(a younger brother or sister)

my younger sibling
(vocative case)

How do you do it, my sister?
How do you think so fast?
Tell a joke, my sister, that story

that makes us laugh no matter



tahtwdw kd-dcimoyan.
nisimé

nimiywéyihténdn

ka-péhtatdhk ka-kéyakdhpisiyan

nisimé, anima kéyakdhpisiwin
kd-ohci-pdhpiydhk.

kiydm nisimé, pahpi

anima kéyakahpisiwin
tdpiskéc ana awdsis
ka-kéyakadhpisit

mdto anima mdtowin
tdpiskdc ndpéw kd-isi-matot.
nisimé

mandcihik kitawdsimisak
éma pwawatéwin ohci.
pahpi nisimé, miyawdsik
kitawdsimisak

aniki awdsisak

kd-sakihacik

miyawdsik, asici pdhpiwin
sdkihik kitawdsimisak, nisimé
nikd

pahpihik, nikd, pahpihik
tépwé-pahpihik.

é-ki-nakatikoyahk ékwa
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how many times you tell it.
my brother

We like

to hear you giggle

my brother, that giggle

the one that makes us all giggle.
It's okay my brother, giggle
that little giggle

just like that child

the one who giggles

cry that cry

just like that grown man'’s cry.
my younger sister

protect your children

from this heavy burden.
laugh my sister, celebrate
your children

these children

these ones you love
celebrate them with laughter
love your children, my sister
mother! (vocative case)
laugh, my mother, laugh
laugh in their faces.

He has left us now



nikd, mdka kiskisitota

opdhpiwin, anima pdhpiwin
kd-ki-nahéyihtamihikoyahk.

kahkiyaw niwdhkémakanak, kiyawdw

ka-wikimayékok nitisdnak

nitdnisak ékwa nistimwak, nitihkwatimak ékwa

nikosisak

nikdwisak ékwa néhcawisak

niciwdmiskwémak, nitawémawak, nicdhkosak

ékwa nikéhté-ayimak

aniki nistam kd-ki-pé-takosihkik
aniki mwéstas ké-takosihkik
kiydmapi, ékwa.

miyohtdkwan

anima cistawéwin

éwako éka kd-pénintakwahk.

RECLAMATION POEMS
CREE LESSONS

néhiyawéwin

téhtapiwin

tohtdsdpoy

ndpéw dpacihcikan
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my mother, but remember

his laugh, that laugh

he made us all feel better.

all my relatives, all of you

the ones who married my siblings

my brother’s daughters and my sister’s
daughters, my brother’s son and my sister’s
sons

my aunties and my uncles

my mother’s sister’s daughters, my mother’s
sister’s son, my father’s brother’s son,

my father’s brother’s daughters, and my
grandparents

the ones who came before
the ones who will come after
Shhhh, now.

it sounds pleasant

that echo

it won't stop sounding.

the Cree language
chair
milk

the man’s tool



ndpéw isthcikdsowin
nimicisondn
nimétawdndn
é-nikamoydahk
é-nimihitoydhk
é-pdhpiyahk
méniyaw
néhiyawiskwéw
napéw
owikimdkana
néhiyawé
mistahi
nihtd-néhiyawéw
nds

sdminds

é-pdhpiyahnk ékwa é-kiskinohamdkosiyahk

the man’s private parts

we eat

we play

we are singing

we are dancing

we are laughing

a White man

a Cree woman

man

the man’s wife

speak Cree

a lot, very much

she/he speaks Cree very well
to go and get someone

to touch something very softly

we are laughing and we are learning

tdnisi ka-isi-nihtd-dhpinihkéyan — How TO TAN A HIDE

tdnisi ka-isi-nihtd-dhpinihkéyan

kiskisitota 6ma ka-itihtakwahk.

mihkihkwan

kiskisi nikdn ka-mihkitaman ité kd-wiydsiwik.

wdpam tanisi é-itdpacintdt 6ma matahikan.

nitohta.
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how to tan a hide

Remember that sound.

hide scraper

Remember to scrape the meat off first.

Watch how she uses that hide scraper,
the one that scrapes the fur off.

Listen.



ndkatohké ékwa kika-péhtén
tdnisi pitos madtahikan
é-itintakwahk ispihci mihkihkwan.
kéhkom

nitohta mina kista.

kiskisitota 6ma ka-itihtakwahk.
kiskisi

wiyitihpa 6hi é-dpacihtdhk ka-ybskinamihk
askeékin.

witapim kéhkom.

wicih ka-matahikét.

kaskdpasiké.

ndakatohkeé.

kiskisi wiyitihpa anihi é-dpacihtdhk
ka-y6skinamihk askékin.

kiskisi

ékosi kika-nakacihtan.

Listen carefully and you will hear
how the fur scraper does not

sound the same as the flesh scraper.
your grandmother

You will also hear.

Remember that sound.

Remember

how she uses these brains to soften the hide.

Stay with your grandmother.
Help her to work that hide.
Keep up that fire.

Listen carefully.

Remember, the brains soften the hide.

Remember

so that you will know.

aniki niso ndpéwak ka-pikiskwécik — TWo MEN TALKING

aniki niso ndpéwak kd-pikiskwécik

nipéhtén é-takahkihtakwahk
péydhtakéyimowin.

kisiskaciwani-sipiy

kisiskdciwan mdka é-ciwék ékwa é-péhtaman

é-takahkihtdkwahk
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these two men, the ones who speak together

| can hear the pleasing sounds of

peace.

North Saskatchewan River

It flows swiftly but peacefully and | am hearing

the pleasing sounds of



péydhtakéyimowin.

kiyawaw kipikiskwatitondwaw
madka é-mandcimitoyék

ékwa kinisitohtatondwaw.
kiyawdw niso ndpéwak
ka-pikiskwéyék

niso piwdkonisak
é-néhté-ahkami-pikiskwatitoyék
mdy é-nitawéyihtamék

ka-kipihtowéyék.

peace.

You talk to each other

and you are careful with each other

and you listen to each other.
these two men
the ones who speak together

two snowflakes that float

you want to speak Cree with each other

you do not want

to stop talking.

néhtdwiy opikiskwéwin — FATHER TONGUE

néhtawiy opikiskwéwin
-ikawi

néhiyawéwin itwéwina
pahkwésikan, maskihkiwdpoy
ékwa nipiy

mistik, osimisk, ékwa nipiy
pipon, miyoskamin

nipin, ékwa takwdakin
mispon ékwa kimiwan
wdséskwan ékwa yotin
wihki-pahkwésikanis

kihci-okiniy, ékwa
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My father, his language
(suffix)

Cree words

bread, tea (lit., medicine water)
and water

tree, bud, and leaf
winter, spring

summer and fall

snow and rain

sun and wind

cookie

tomato and



dpakosisi-miciwin

sdkahikan, asiniwaciy

paskwdw

papd-micisowin ékwa kapésiwin
kakiké é-ki-mésdhkinamahk
météydpiskwa ispt
kd-ki-papd-micisoydhk

ahpé é-nitawi-kapésiyahk.
sipihkondkwan mékwac kisik
mdka kinwés é-ki-pihkondkwahk.
séhképayis ékwa ciman
napakitdpandsk ékwa tihkindkan

oskawdsis, ndpésis, iskwésis, ndpéw, ékwa
iskwéw

nicimos ékwa nicimos
nikdwiy ékwa néhtdwiy
néhkom ékwa nimosém
nicisGnak, nimis ékwa nistés

nikdwis ékwa nohcawis

“nitdnis” ékwa “nikosis”
nécokweésis ekwa kiséyinis
é-maskawdk ékwa é-y6skak.
é-sohkintakwahk ékwa

é-kdmwatahk.
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cheese (lit., mouse food)
lake, mountain

prairie

picnic and camping

We always picked bottles
bottles when

we went picnicking

or camping.

The sky is blue now

but for a long time it has been grey.
car and canoe

toboggan and cradleboard

baby, boy, girl, man, and woman

my boyfriend and my girlfriend (my sweetheart)
my mother and my father

my grandmother and my grandfather

my sister and my brother

my auntie (my mother’s sister) and my
uncle (my dad’s brother)

“my girl” and “my boy”
old woman and old man
It is hard and it is soft.
Itis loud and

it is quiet.



é-maskawahcdk

é-sohkintakwahk kipihtowéwin
é-miyotdmoyan ékwa é-kdmwatahk.
kakiké é-ki-mandcimiydhk

tdpiskéc kimiwan

é-pahkipéstak

ité é-pahkwahcak.

kiydwihtdkosin ékwa anohc.

é-nitohtawiyan ékwa é-ahkaméyintamohiyan.

kiya ékwa nikdwindn
é-ki-nihtawoséyék.
é-ki-miyo-pimatisiyan, madka
ispihk é-ki-kisipipayiyan

ékwa kiki-dstésinin kitaywépiwinihk.

é-ki-kiséwatisiyan

ékwa é-ki-kwayaskwatisiyan
é-ki-tapahtéyimisoyan

ékwa é-ki-péydhtakowéyan
é-ki-yoskatisiyan
é-ki-yoskitéhéstawacik

kahkiyaw néhiyawak.

é-ki-sawéyimacik ékwa é-ki-ndkatéyimacik.

é-ki-kah-kakihcihiwéyan

139

The ground is hard

The silence is loud

Your voice is melodious and peaceful.
You always spoke carefully

just like rain

The raindrops are falling gently when
the ground is dried out.

You sound far away now.

You listen and you persevere.

You and Mom loved us and

you and our mother

raised up a good family.

You lived a good life, but

then you went on ahead

and you lay down to your rest in your
resting place

You were kind

and you were honest and just
You were humble

You were soft-spoken

You had a gentle heart

You had a soft spot in your heart

for all Cree people.

You were generous and you cared for us.

You were thoughtful



é-ki-miyo-t6taman

tahtwaw é-ki-néhiyawéyan.
é-ki-nahiyan mistahi kikway.
nipikiskatisin ékwa kikisindtéyintamdtin
osdm kitdhkosiwin

kipikiskwéwin é-kimotamdakoyan

ékwa é-ki-mwéstasisiniydn
ka-nitohtatdn.

mdka ékwa anohc dta é-kimwéyan

kina-nahihtatin.

You did a good thing

each time you spoke Cree.

You were so good at so many things.
I am sad and | am regretful

because sickness

took away your talk

and | came too late

to listen.

But now you're whispering

and I'm listening.

ninitdhtdmon kititwéwiniwdwa — | BORROW YOUR WORDS

ninitdhtdmon kititwéwiniwdwa

mdbya nindhté-wanitétén ispthk
néhiyawascikéydni

ahpdé néhiyawéyani. ninitawéyihtén
ka-nisitohtdatakok kinéhiyawihtwdwiniwdwa
kipikiskwéwiniwdwa.

tahto itwéwin é-miyondkwahk

tdpiskéc anima ka-yikopiwik niwdsénamanink

anohc ka-kikisépdyak kiwétinohk. tahto
cahkasinahikan

tdpiskdc mikwan isindkwan wasénamdnihk

tdpiskdc piyésis é-nikamot itihtdkwan tahto
itwéwin
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| borrow your words

| mean no wrong in writing

or speaking your language. | mean

to understand you on your own terms
in your words.

Each word intricately embroidered
like the frost on my window this cold

northern morning. Each inflection

a feathered essence on the glass

Each word a songbird as soon



mayaw ka-kitoyék. tdnisi mdka
ka-ki-kaskihtdydn ka-otinamdsoydn
kikitohcikéwiniwdw?

kitasotamatitindwaw

mdya niwi-otinamdson.

oki mikwanak wadsénamanihk é-aydcik
kititwéwiniwdwa.

nika-nitohtén kikitohcikéwiniwdw itwéwina

tdpiskdc piyésisak kd-takahkihtdkosicik,
é-ohpahocik

é-nikamocik, onikamowiniwdwa é-itwémakaniyiki

é-kistéyintakosicik, &-miyohtakwaniyiki
kad-kikisépayayik.

kawi kimiyitindwaw kititwéwiniwdwa
kinandskomitindwdw é-awihiyék.

ay-hay, nitétémitik néhiyawak, kahkiyaw
nitétémitik

kihtwam ka-pikiskwatitonaw.

As | speak it. How

could | possibly steal

your music?

| give you my word

| won’t take what’s not mine.
Those feathers on my window
your words.

I will listen for your music

winged words of warblers, swooping

mightily in song, metres

of meaning, melodies of the morning.

| return your words,
thanking your for loaning them to me.

Thank you, my Cree friends, all my friends

may we speak again.

aniki niso ndpéwak kd-masinahikécik — TWO MEN WRITING

aniki niso ndpéwak ka-masinahikécik
é-ki-kiskéyintamék ct

mdy anima é-nihtd-néhiyawéyék
néhiyawasinahikéyéko?

nitohtamok

kakwé-nisitohtamok
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these two men, the ones who write
Did you know

to understand Cree

is not merely to write in Cree?
Listen

Try to understand



sdpohtawdn — GHOST DANCE
sdpohtawdn

kimosémipaninawak, kéhkomipaninawak
ékwa kahkiyaw kicdpaninawak

ékota kika-wici-nimihitémdnawak.
é-nikamocik sapohtawan nikamowin.
awa méhcohkdn

oskdpéwis

pimihkdn

ékwa kahkiyaw é-pahpihdyahk

awa é-wawiyatéyihtdkosit ndpéw
“eka ékosi itapi, kitéhkapin anima” é-isit.
ékospihk é-ki-kiskinohamdakosiydn
ka-isi-kwayaskapiydn.

ayiwdk ninimihitondn.

kah-kitow ayiwdk awa méhcohkan.
ayiwdk nimicisondn.

é-nikamot ayiwdk awa ndpéw.
ka-miyotdmot tapiskéc
misdskwatémindpoy é-siwdk.
sdpohtéwak.

é-ki-sapohtawéhtét.

ékwa aniki kd-nimihitocik
kd-wici-nimihitémdydhkik

mistahi katawasisiwak.
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Ghost Dance

The grandfathers, the grandmothers,
and all the ancestors

There we will dance with the ancestors.
They sing the Ghost Dance song.

this clown, trickster

helper

pemmican

and everyone laughs

at this funny man

“Don’t sit like that,” he says to me.

I have since learned

to sit properly.

We dance some more.

That clown calls out some more.

We eat more food.

The man sings some more.

He has a sweet voice just like
saskatoon syrup.

They pass right through.

He passed right through the opening.
And those ghosts who are dancing
the ones we dance with

they are very beautiful.



é-ki-piciciydhk — WE DANCED ROUND DANCE

é-ki-piciciyahk

kéh-kihtwdm

tdpiskdc pisim kd-isi-waskawit
kéh-kihtwdm
é-takahkwéwétitacik

ékwa é-ma-matwéwéhwicik.

We danced round and round

again and again

just as the sun moves round and round
again and again

They make a pleasing sound with the drums

and they pound the drums so others can
hear them from far away.

A FEW IDEAS FROM amiskwaci-wdskahikanihk

THE YOUNG LINGUIST
tanisi

tanisi kiya?

Hello

Hello, how are you?

tdnisi ka-isi-nihtd-pimihkéyan — HOwW TO MAKE PEMMICAN

tdnisi ka-isi-nihtd-pimihkéyan
paskwdwi-mostosowiyds

Namoya Ayiman

nipawiwin
ékosi
akwdwdn
kayds

kah-kinwés
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how to make pemican
buffalo meat

It’s not difficult (the title of Anne Anderson’s
book Let’s Learn Cree: Namoya Ayiman)

the standing place
so then
meat-drying rack
along time ago

quite a long time



HISTORY POEMS

maskihkiy maskwa iskwéw 6ma wiya ohci — FOR MEDICINE BEAR WOMAN

maskihkiy maskwa iskwéw 6ma wiya ohci
ayiki-pisim

kiki-pikiskwdsin anima ékospihk.
kiki-nandskomindn é-ki-pé-nitohtdtdhk.

nistam anima ékospihk ka-ki-péhtamdn
kititwéwina é-pikiskwéyan.

pikiskwé, nitétém, pikiskwé. kititwéwina
kinandtawihikon.

awiyak kiki-kakwécimik kikway

é-kiskinohamdkosiyan kwayask wiyasiwéwin ohci.

omisi kiki-itwdn “namédya kwayask wiyasiwéwin
ihtakon.

kiyanaw 6ma piko ékwa kotakak wiyawdw
kahkiyaw.”

wihtamawin, é-néhté-nisitohtatan.

ninéhté-nisitawinawdwak aniki ka-
kwayaskwatisicik.

tdpiskéc ana owiyasiwéw ka-ki-miyisk
s6hkihtdkosiwin.

kiki-wapamitin ékwa kiki-ndndhkasthtatin.
kiki-nitohtdtin ékwa kiki-ndndahkasihtatin.
kiki-pikiskwasin isi kd-ki-ndndhkasthtatan.

omisi kiki-itwan: “namdya dma é-mac-dyiwiyan.
namdya macikwands osthtaw kisé-manitow.”

awiyak kiki-kakwécimik tanisi ékwa é-isi-
ndkatawéyintaman kikisiwdsiwin.
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for Medicine Bear Woman

April

You spoke to me that day.

You thanked me and the others for listening.

That day, | first heard your words as you
spoke them.

Speak, my friend, speak. Your words are
your medicine.

Someone asked you what you have learned
about justice.

You said, “There is no justice.

There’s just us and all the rest.”

Tell me, | want to understand you.

I want to know about the just ones.

Like that judge who gave you the power
of speech.

| saw you on the outside.

I listened to you on the outside.

You talked to me on the outside.

You said, “I'm not a bad person inside.
The Creator doesn’t make junk.”

Someone asked you what you do with your
anger now.



omisi kiki-itwan: “nitd-ay-dsihtdn kispin
kaskihtayani”

ispihk kd-mamiskétaman anima tdpasinahikéwin
ka-ki-osthtayan

awina étikwé ana ka-ki-mdyitétdsk
niki-ay-itéyihtén.

matwan cf anima éwak ohci kd-ki-mayinikéyan.
kiki-kakwécimitin tanisi é-isi-miyikoyan
maskawisiwin pikiskwéwina ékwa itwéwina.
kiki-itwan, “pikiskwéwina ékwa itwéwina
maskawisimakanwa mdka naméya maskwa-
wisimakanwa kispin nam awiyak nitohtdhki.”

matwan cf kiki-mésihtdn nimaskawisiwindn
kahkiyaw niyandn ékota ka-nitohtdtahk.

anohc ékwa nitayamihtdn anihi kipikiskwéwina
kd-ki-masinahaman.

kitdniskotdpdn, mistahi-maskwa, émisi ki-itwéw,
“itwéwina maskawisimakanwa.”

kititwdn kiya, “kispin nam awiyak éka pikiskwéci
anihi itwéwina ka-ki-pikiskwéhk, éwako
kdamwatisiwin kika-nisiwandcihikon.”

kinitohtdtin kd-ki-isi-ndndhkasihtatan.
ka-ki-péhtawin cf ka-ki-isi-ndndhkasihtatdan?

pikiskwé, nitétém. kitdpwéwin anima
kiwicihikowisiwin.

kiwicihikowisiwin nindhté-péhtén.

pikiskwé, maskihkiy maskwa iskwéw.
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You said you make statements whenever
you can.

When you spoke of what you made in art class

| wondered who did bad things to you.

I wondered if that’s why you did that bad
thing.

I asked you how speech and words give
you power.

You said, “Words and speech are power,
but they’re not power if there ain’t no one
listening.”

| wondered if you felt the power of all of us
listening to you.

Now | read your words as you wrote them.

Your great-grandfather, Big Bear, said,
“Words are power.”

You say, “If no one ever speaks the words that
should be spoken, the silence destroys you.”

I listen to you on the outside.
Can you hear me listening?

Speak, my friend. Your truth is your power.

| want to hear your power.

Speak, Medicine Bear Woman.



TAKE THIS ROPE AND THIS POEM (A LETTER FOR BIG BEAR)

mistahi-maskwa
nimihtdtén é-ki-kakwé-pikiskwéstamawak.

anohc nitapahtéyimison ékd é-nihtd-
néhiyawéyan.

ayis mwéstas tahto-askiy kéydpic
namdya é-kaskihtdydn
pisakandpiy
paskwdwi-mostoswak
maskékwdpoy

pisakandpiy méskanaw
aniskohpicikan pisakandpihk

namdya tapiskoc dniskéhdcikan 6ma
ka-tdpisahoht

mwdc ahpé tdpiskdc anihi piwdpiskwéydpiya
kd-ki-apacihtdhk ka-sakahpitiht ana kiséyiniw
asintwaciy kipahotowikamikohk.

céskwal

naki!

é-tapahtiskwékdpawiyan

osdm niki-Gpahén dniskohpicikan nahiyikohk

ka-nisitohtamdan é-ki-néhté-pikiskwatdt
ostésimdwa

anihi kd-wdpiskisiyit ostésimawa
ké-ki-masinahamiyit ostésimdwasinahikan

ninéhté-paskisén pisdkandpiy
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Big Bear
I regret trying to speak for him.

Now | am humbled because | do not speak
Cree competently.

Because after all these years,
still 1 am not capable

a rawhide rope

buffalo

muskeg tea (Labrador tea)
Rawhide Rope Road

a rope with a knot in it

not at all like a bead that has been threaded
onto a string

not at all like those chains

used to hold him

at Stony Mountain Penitentiary.

Wait!

Stop!

I stand humble, my head bowed

because | will loosen the knot just enough

to say | understand that he wanted to talk
to his brothers

those older white brothers who wrote the treaty
these ones who signed the treaty

| want to cut the rope



ékwa é-néhté-wici-pikiskwémimak otayisiyinima
namdya kikway ayiwdk.
ay hay.

kiya ka-wicihat mistahi-maskwa.

sohkikdpawi, nit6tém — STAND STRONG,

séhkikdpawi, nitbtém
nipawi kitdpwéwinihk
kwayaskokdpawi tapiskéc ana wakindkan.

wici-kdpawistatok anohc tapiskéc aniki
wakindkanak.

s6hkikdpawi ékospihk nimiyo-tétém.

péyakokdpawi kispin ékosi ispayiki, mdka wici-
kdpawistawik mina kotakak.

omisi isikdpawi tdpiskéc ka-isi-sdkdkonékdpawit
apiscdpakwants.

kinokdpawi ayisk kiséhkisin.
néhiyaw cistémaw

natohta tdpwéwin nitbtém.

kiydmikdpawi ékwa cihkista 6hi asotamadkéwina.

séhkikdpawi nimiyo-tétém, Ellen.

cipacikdpawi anita kitdpwéwinihk.
kdh-kthtwdm — AGAIN AND AGAIN

kah-kihtwam

kinisitohtén ci?
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| want to speak with his people
Nothing more.

Thank you.

The one who helps Big Bear.

MY FRIEND

Stand strong, my friend

Stand there in your own truth

Stand straight just like that tamarack tree.

Stand with others now, just like those
tamarack trees.

Stand strong at those times, my friend.

Stand on your own if necessary, but also stand
with others too.

Stand this way, like the little crocus that stands
up sticking out of the snow.

Stand tall because you are strong.

Cree tobacco

Listen for the truth, my friend.

Stand quietly and enjoy these promises.
Stand strong my good friend, Ellen.

Stand very straight, there in your own truth.

again and again

Do you understand?



moya

mobya niki-kaskihtdn ka-tdpowéydn osam
méya é-ki-pah-péhtaman osdm

mbya tdpwe é-ki-nd-nitohtawak.
ka-nisitohtamdn néhiyawéwin
ka-ki-ndh-néhiyawi-nitohtamdn
kah-kihtwam.

ka-nisitohtamadn néhiyawéwin
ka-ki-ndh-néhiyawi-nitohtaman
kah-kihtwdm.

niski-pisim

ayiki-pisim

ayfkisak

aniki ayikisak ka-nikamocik
ka-nd-nikamocik.
é-pdh-pahkahokoyahk kdah-kihtwam
é-yd-yéhyéyahk kah-kihtwam.
é-ma-minihkwéyahk nipiy kéh-kihtwdm

é-pd-pimiciwahk kisiskdciwani-sipiy kakikeé.

ékosi é-ma-mandcihdt otoskawdsisa
aniki tdpiskéc maskosisak
ka-md-mécawésiyit kah-kihtwam.
wah-pd-pé-kiwécik

cdhcahkéwin aniwdhk
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No

No, I could not repeat him because

I hadn’t heard him repeatedly because
I did not listen enough.

To understand Cree

I must listen to Cree

again and again.

To understand Cree

you must listen to Cree

again and again.

March (Goose Month)

April (Frog Month)

frogs

those frogs who sing

and sing again and again.

As our hearts beat over and over

As we breathe in and out again and again.
As we drink water again and again

The North Saskatchewan River flows along
repeatedly.

The way a mother bear protects her children
Just as those young bears

play their games again and again.

When they return

a freckle on a cheek



tdpiskan éma kd-wd-wdkamok
é-isi-pdh-pahpisit, ahpé é-ka-kinwdk
ékwa é-sdséhkahk éma oskan
wah-pa-pé-isindkosit ohci witisdnthitowin
aniskotdpdn ahpé kihc-dniskotdpan
éwako ani

wawis ci

wdh-md-mécawécik dniskotdpdnak

éwako anihi mécawéwina, wah-pd-pikiskwéyit

éwako anihi itwéwina

wdh-nd-nikamoyit éwako anihi nikamowina
wah-dy-dcimostawdcik omosémimdwak
ocdpdnimiwdwa kotak dcimowin
ka-néhiyawi-nisitohtamihk
ka-ki-nd-nitohtamihk néhiyawéwin

kah-kihtwam.

this jaw that curves

he smiles in this way, or it is long

and this bone is strong

when the next generation appears to be near
or the next one after that

and so after that

especially when

the children play

those same games, when they say

those same words

when they sing those same songs

when the grandfathers tell a story

yet another story to their great grandchildren
To understand Cree

they must listen to Cree

again and again.

niki-pé-pimiskdn — | CAME THIS WAY BY CANOE

niki-pé-pimiskdn

kayds-dyiwan anima méskands é-ki-pisci-

miskamdn, kd-ki-dpacihtdcik nitdniskéwiyiniwak

niki-pétdpoyon
ékota kotak sipihk
winipék sipihk

nitihtimanindna, nispiskwanindna,
nitaskatayindna
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| came by canoe

| stumbled upon that ancient trail, the one
my ancestors travelled

| came this way
There on another river
the Winnipeg River

Our shoulders, our backs, our abdominal
muscles



é-maskawistwiyiniwiyahk.
nitdhkami-md-miyo-pimatisindn.
ékota é-ki-nipawiydn
é-kimohtawakik nitdniskéwiyiniwak.

anohc ékwa nipéhtén é-matwé-pimohtécik,
é-paswéwéki, kayds ndway ohci.

é-na-nipawiydn éta: é-dpasdpahtaman,
é-dssimoyan.

niyéhydn
nipimatisin
é-nohté-kiskéyintamadn awina niya

é-nandtawdpamakik awinipanak wiyawadw.

LIKE A BEAD ON A STRING

tdpiskdc otisiyéydpiy pisimwéydpiy
é-itdpékamohtat askihk kisikohk ohci
é-akwaskitinitocik awdsis ékwa okdwimaw.
tdpiskéc pisdkandpiy pikiskwéydpisa

é-tipahpitahk miyikowisiwin dcimowin ékwa
nikamowin

é-akwaskitinitocik mosém ékwa bsisima.

tdpiskéc kd-tdpisahoht mikis, nitdniskotdpdn
apistawéw owdhkémdakana nahiyikohk

kici-tépinamwak ocihciya
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We are our muscles.

We persist in living a good life.
There | stood.

| am eavesdropping on my ancestors.

Now | hear distant sounds, | am close enough
to hear, they are echoes and they sound
beautiful.

Here | stand: | am looking, leaning back.

| breathe
I live
| want to know who | am

I search for who they were.

just like the umbilical cord, the rainbow
connect the earth and sky

Mother and child embrace each other.
Just like a rawhide rope, the vocal cords

secure the gift of story and song

The grandfather and his grandchild embrace
each other.

Like a bead on a string, my great grandmother
sits near to her relatives long enough

so that | can reach for her hands



ihkatawdw ay-itwéhiwéw — THE MARSH SENDS A MESSAGE

daniskowaskwa the reeds

kinoséw fish

sdkahikan, manitow-sdkahikan lake, God’s Lake

ékwa nipiy and water

é-s6hkéyimocik ékwa é-nintawécik they are confident and they are eloquent
é-dcimostawicik they tell me a story

é-kimwécik é-atotahkik 6ma kihci-askiy. They whisper a story about this great land.

kakwécihkémowin ohci kdnata otdcimowina —
A QUESTION FOR CANADIAN HISTORY

kakwécihkémowin ohci kdnata otdcimowina a question for Canadian history
awa péyak néhiyaw This one Cree

awin dna wiya who was he

ka-ki- nakiskawdt Henry Hudsonwa? the one who met Henry Hudson?

kiskinohamédkéwin ohci kdnata otdcimowina —
AN INSTRUCTION FOR CANADIAN HISTORY

kiskinohamakéwin ohci kdnata otdcimowina an instruction for Canadian history
kiydmapi Hush, now

pého ékwa and wait

ahpé étikwé kika-péhtén kikway You might hear something
kipihtowéwinihk in the silence
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kiydm — LET 1T BE

kiydm

kiyamapik

“kiydmapi,” nipéhtawdw awiyak é-itwét

“mah! kéhté-ayak é-ayamihdcik.”
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hush; be quiet; it will be all right
Be quiet you guys
“Shhh,” I hear someone saying

“Listen! The elders are praying.”
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