Indian women were first
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‘Western Canada farmers:

~ On the sloping banks of Manito-
ba’s Red River, a team of archeo-
logists is piecing together a portrait
of Western Canada’s first farmers.

Contrary to popular belief, those
farmers weren’t big-shouldered Eur-
opeans who arrived in sheepskin ja-
ckets and homesteaded in sod shan-
ties. -

They were Indian women who
likely dressed in buffalo-hide cloth-
ing and wore copper jewelry.

Evidence unearthed in a five-
year project indicates that Indians

- grew corn just north of Winnipeg as

early as 1200, long before a grain
named wheat arrived to earn a
place as the Prairie’s No. 1 crop.

“It seems to me a little surpris-
ing that no one had come fo that
conclusion earlier,”” said Tony
Buchner, an archeologist with the
Manitoba government and head of
the project.

“It’s fairly straightforward.
People have been finding hoes there
(dating from times before European
settlement) since the 1950s.”

The area, named Lockport be-

cause of locks on the nearby Red
River, has attracted and mystified
researchers since the 1860s.

Traces of four distinct native cul-
tures dating back 3,000 years have
been documented on the site, which
stretches several hundred metres
along the river bank and includes at
least eight hectares of corn fields.

Buchner said farming techniques

appear to have been brought by wo-
men from the corn-growing native
settlements of Iowa, Minnesota and
the Dakotas.,

- “The male hunters up here would
have been acquiring farming brides
from the south and bringing them
‘home to Lockport,” said Buchner.

Thirty years ago, scientists found

hoes fashioned from the shoulder

blades of buffalo and deer but
thought they were primitive shovels.
Milling stones, used to grind corn,
were also discovered. :

Researchers more recently
uncovered 150 corn kernels, preserv-
ed because they had been burned
black by fire. Evidence also sug-
gests the Indians stored corn in
bark-lined holes in the ground.

“The farming techniques were
probably pretty simple,” Buchner
said. “They involve breaking the
soil with hoes and sticks, then keep-
ing corn weed-free with the hoes.”

It’s possible the natives can also
be credited with being the Prairie’s
first grain traders. Corn would like-
ly have had a place in lively Indian
trading across North America in
such items 'as ocean shells, hides
and various types of stone.

“It’s a suspicion, but probably a

fairly well-founded one,” Buchner °

said.

Little else is known of the Lock-
port group, which numbered up fo
1,000 people until a prolonged cold
spell around 1500 forced them back
to a nomadic lifestyle.

No traces of clothes or lodgings
have been discovered, although the
group was known across the con-
tinent for the quality of the buffalo
hides it produced.

It is known that the Lockport In-
dians weren’t the first farmers in
Canada: Iroquois in Eastern Canada
were growing corn before them.

There is no record of the lang-

.uage  the Lockport farmers spoke,

but they’re believed to' be predeces-
sors of modern Cree. Researchers
haven’t found any signs of beans or
squash, popular crops -of early
American Indians.

“It was still, I think, a pretty
good existence,” Buchner said. '

‘A diverse diet included wild
plums, wild rice and hefty catfish
caught in the river, which today
makes the Lockport area the prov-
ince’s most popular fishing spot
among a mess of hotdog stands and
fishbait stores.

~The archeological project has
funding until next year. Buchner
thinks many of the artifacts have
been lost forever as ‘a result of
riverbank erosion and the spread of
modern houses and trailer parks.



