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Arctic 

With no edible vegetation, and driftwood their only wood, the Arctic Peoples — the Inuit — 
led a precarious life in the Far North. They hunted seals, whales, and walruses along the 
coastline, and followed the caribou inland. Birds, birds’ eggs, and small mammals were other 
food sources. Blubber, fish, and meat were eaten raw. Dog teams pulled the snow sleds they 
made from driftwood, whalebone, and caribou antlers. Because of their keen sense of beauty, 
even everyday objects were fashioned with extraordinary care. All adornments had animal 
motifs. Groups of up to 100 people wintered in snow house villages. Shamans and medicine 
men were highly regarded by these deeply spiritual people. 
 

Subarctic 

This culture encompassed mobile bands of Algonquian speaking Cree and Innu east of 
Hudson Bay, and Athabascan-speaking Chipewyans, Dogrib, Hare, Dene-thah (Slavey), 
Dunne-za (Beaver), Gwich’in, Tutchone, Tahltan, and Dakelh to the west. Skilled hunters, 
they occupied the taiga and boreal forests from Yukon to Newfoundland and Labrador. 
Caribou was their staple and this animal provided most of their necessities. Each summer, 
groups joined forces to socialize, pick berries, make canoes and snowshoes, and tan hides. 
 

Pacific Northwest 

Salmon-swarming rivers, a bountiful sea, and the majestic rainforest gave power and wealth 
to the Haida and Coast Salish, the trading Tsimshian, the Nuu-chahnulth (Nootka) whalers, 
the Tlingit, the Kwakwaka’wakw, and the Nuxalk (Bella Coolas). Food was varied and 
abundant. Towering red cedars yielded rot-resistant beams and framing for their fine homes, 
logs for their 22-metre-long canoes, and rain-resistant bark for clothing and blankets. 
Renowned carvers of totems, masks, bowls, and helmets, they revered shamans for their 
links to the spirit world. The potlatch, a communal ritual of feasting, storytelling, dancing, and 
gift-giving, was all important. 
 

Plateau 

Fishing and foraging were mainstays of the Carrier, Lillooet, Okanagan, Shuswap, and other 
small tribes living between the Coast and Rocky mountains. They had great diversity of dress, 
religious beliefs, and language. They spoke dialects of four major language groups. Most 
wintered in semi-underground dwellings they entered through the roof; in summer they built 
bulrush-covered wooden lodges. The Columbia and Fraser rivers were their travel and trade 
routes and source of fish. Other foods were berries, wild vegetables and game. The Plateau 
people fashioned canoes from the area’s pine and cottonwood, and traded copper, jadeite, 
and herbs to the coast Indians for otter pelts, oolichan oil and decorative baskets. 
 

Plains 

The Plains culture encompassed the nomadic Assiniboine, Blackfoot, Sarcee, and Plains Cree. 
Other than water and poles for their tipis, the buffalo met all their needs. Its meat was eaten 
at every meal. Hooves were boiled into glue; sinew became thread; stomachs served as pots; 
horns and bones were fashioned into tools and utensils; ribs became sled runners; hides 
made tipi covers, clothing, moccasins, and sleeping robes; buffalo hair made comfy cradle 
boards. Before horses, buffalo were hunted by herding them into enclosures or over cliffs. 
The arrival of horses in the early 1700s gave the hunters a distinct advantage and horses 
became a kind of currency on the prairies. The Plains women played important roles in 
religious rituals. 
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Eastern Woodlands 

Two major language groups dominated this culture. Algonquian speaking Ojibwa, Algonquins, 
Mi’kmaq, and Malaseet occupied land from Lake Superior to the Atlantic. The Iroquoian-
speaking tribes included the Huron, located in southern Ontario, and the Iroquois, the 
Mohawk and others who lived in villages south of the Great Lakes and the St. Lawrence. 
Iroquoian speakers had a warring tradition. Men hunted and fished; women cultivated beans, 
maize, squash, and tobacco. When the soil was depleted in one place, they moved to new 
sites. The Algonquian speakers’ lives were governed by the seasons: hunting in fall and 
winter; harvesting roots and berries in summer. 


