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An Ontario archaeologist 
says indigenous reclama
tion of artifacts, digs and 
heritage sites in the prov
ince is on the move as frus
tration with the Ministry 
of Tourism, Culture and 
Sport's handling of archae
ology grows. 
"I think that we're com
ing to a point where son;ie 
good things are happen
ing between the federal 
government and First Na
tions," says Paul Racher, an 
archaeologist with Archae
ology Research Associates. 
"We're seeing IO years of 
supreme court decision af
ter decision that is affirming 
both inherent and treaty 
rights for First Nations and 
archaeology is intertwined 
with that because if you 
think about it, archaeolog
ical remains are part of the 
cultural legacy of the First 

Nations who live here." 

He said, "sooner or later, 
my thought is those re
mains ... the control over 
them is going to be taken 
from the provincial govern
ment and it's going to be 
vested in the First Nations 
to whom it has morally be
longed all along." 

"It's your history," Racher 
said during a presentation 
at the annual New Credit 
Historical Gathering last 
week. 
"The trick then is of course 
one thing the government 
has really profited by lor 
ages - they love seeing First 
Nations at one another ar
guing over treaty rights and 
who's entitled to what and 
so on." 

With respect to that, 
Racher said, "What we find 
in the archaeological record 
is that people shared the 
lands. We've found Algon-
uin sites within kilometers 

of Haudenosaunee and Wy
andot and Erie and Neutral 
sites. We find them very 
clearly. They shared the 
land in ways way different 
than European nations." 

He said the European con
cept of boundaries is dif
ferent than the indigenous 
concept of land occupation 
before colonization. 
"We find that they (indig
enous people) shared the 
land in some really complex 
ways. Their notion of land 
tenure was very clearly dif
ferent than that of Europe
ans." 

He said when indigenous 
people are disagreeing over 
archaeological remains, 
"they're disagreeing along 
European lines - that this 
particular piece of land has 
a border on it." 
The idea of borders, he 
said, is "very Eurocentric. I 
know our legal system has 
a hard time coping with 
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that (indigenous idea of 
land tenture) but it needs 
to find some way to come 
to terms with that com
plexity because archaeo
logical remains - the sights 
and the artifacts from them 
- those are cultural prop
erties. They belong to the 
First Nations. They're pro
duced by indigenous people 
through indigenous ingenu
ity. The control of them was 
never ceded to the Crown. 
Why the crown decided it 
was theirs is because it got 
lumped in with resources 

but it's not resources; it's 
history and the history be
·1ongs to First Nations." 

Racher said sooner or later, 
control over archaeology 
is going to be handed over 
to First Nations, both the 
sites and the artifacts. 

"I've never met a First Na
tion person who thought, 
'yeah, it's great the gov
ernment has control of 
history' because they do 
a pretty terrible job at it. 
Right now, there's a great 
focus that everybody really 
doesn't like the Ministry of 
Tourism, Culture and Sport, 
who claims that this be
longs to them." 

But, said Rach-er, "Once 
control goes to First Na
tions what's that going to 
look like? I think that we 
can find models for how 
to make good decisions 
about archaeology and 
history and these cultural 
properties. In the archae-

ology record itself, we find 
Haudenosaunee people and 
Anishinabe peoples living 
side by side." 

He said indigenous people 
have, "Always lived to
gether and shared. That is 
a traditional value that is 
found among all the com
munities. There's very few 
people from Six Nations or 
New Credit that don't have 
relatives from either side 
and elsewhere." 

He said the indigenous tra
dition of welcoming the 
poor and the oppressed and 
the outsider and bringing 
them "inside the circle is 
characteristic of the First 
Nations. Maybe there's a 
model there for some kind 
of model to reclaim archae
ological remains and these 
cultural properties are tak
en care of." 

"When it comes to archae
ology, it's so complex." 


