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James Alexander Teit, who emigrated to British Columbia in 1884, and only came back to 
Shetland once, has never been entirely forgotten here. Peter Jamieson wrote about him in the 
New Shetlander in 1960, deploying reminiscences from people who had known him. In 2007 
Judy Thompson’s lavishly illustrated book Recording their Story: James Teit and the 
Tahltan, became popular in Shetland, and introduced his ethnological work to people who 
had merely heard about it. 

   Wendy Wickwire began to investigate Teit’s career in 1989, and worked for thirteen years 
with his son Sigurd (he died in 2002). She has now brought their joint work to fruition. The 
resulting work isn’t an autobiography – large tracts of Teit’s personal life hardly feature in it, 
and may well be irrecoverable. She has, however, explained the connection between his 
ethnographic and his political work, in a way that no scholar has done to date. It is a complex 
and illuminating reconstruction.  

   What made it especially difficult was the misunderstanding by anthropologists in North 
America, sometimes wilful, about Teit’s work. Scholars were loath to believe that a bumpkin 
could have produced important monographs: they implied that he assembled random material 
that was then licked into shape by university professors. They called him an ‘informant’, a 
‘technician’, or (bewilderingly) a ‘squaw man’. 

   Part of the problem, they imagined – although they didn’t say so - was his too-close 
relationship with the Indigenous People whom they were all meant to be studying. Teit had 
arrived at Spences Bridge in British Columbia to be a clerk for his mother’s brother. He 
found that Indian people frequented his uncle’s store, and he got interested in their culture 
and company.  

   Much later James McKenna, an Indian Department apparatchik, described what happened: 
‘he took to mingling with the Indians of the country with whom his uncle’s chief trading was 
carried on. He not only thoroughly mastered the language, but entered into the minds of the 
people, from among whom he took a wife … His sympathies with an interest in her tribe 
grew and extended to other tribes.’ 

   Scholars before Wickwire imagined that it wasn’t until 1894, when the anthropologist 
Franz Boas visited Spences Bridge, that James Teit began to collect information about his 
Indian neighbours. That was nonsense. During his first ten years in BC he set up home with 
and eventually married Antko, an Indian woman, who taught him her language, and fired his 
imagination with folklore and local information.  

   The marriage made him an object of suspicion to his white neighbours, and to his family at 
home. ‘You cannot bring her here if you wished’, his father wrote from Lerwick sternly. 
Even after Antko died, and Teit married again, dolts taunted his children by the second 
marriage as the offspring of a ‘klootchman’. 

   Teit ignored the anthropologists and the xenophobes. He was a solitary kind of man, who 
preferred long hunting treks in the countryside, and discussion with the Indians whom he 
found there. Far from merely furnishing scraps of information to boffins, he began to collect 
it systematically, using his own system. Franz Boas eventually helped him with that work, 



and with money, but the hard thinking was Teit’s own. By that time he was, as Wickwire 
says, ‘a seasoned and sophisticated ethnographer in his own right. He had logged ten years of 
Nlaka’pamux language study and cultural immersion.’ 

   His first great monograph, The Thompson Indians of British Columbia, 250 large pages of 
text, with 200 illustrations, appeared in 1900. He was justly pleased with it, and sent a copy 
to his boyhood friend Sandy Ratter, by then the librarian in Lerwick. (That copy is now in the 
Shetland Archives.) Half a dozen more major works appeared in due course. 

   Wickwire explains carefully how Teit’s work differed from that of contemporary scholars. 
His field methodology, she says,  

had required no formal academic training (indeed, it might have suffered from it …) 
The ‘field’ was his home; so-called ethnographic informants were his relatives, 
neighbours, and friends; and ‘participant observation’ was his daily practice. …  [H]is 
anthropology of belonging … led him not to high philosophy but to strong practice, to 
what is now defined (clinically) as ‘participant observation’ and, later, to political 
praxis, all of it decades ahead of its time. 

   ‘Nothing in his ethnographic writings or his political writings’, she says later, ‘suggests 
“salvage for salvage’s sake”, or anthropology as an act of “speaking for” or “about” naïve 
peoples lacking the capacity to speak for themselves. His was never a friendship forged to 
extract knowledge for abstract analysis. Teit pursued knowledge in the service of the 
community …’ 

   Wickwire thus begins to explain why his interests turned more and more to the social and 
political travails of his Indian friends. Naturally, when he interviewed them about 
ethnographic matters, the discussion turned to ways in which they were oppressed. In 1876 an 
act of parliament had reduced the Indian population to ‘a distinct legal category’, to be treated 
as minors without rights of citizenship, their affairs dealt with by ‘Indian agents’. Ten years 
later the Supreme Court of Canada had deprived them of legal right to their land. Their 
situation was dire.  

   When they called on their friend Teit to help them, to be their ‘agent’, he couldn’t say no. 
There was ‘no resisting the Indian appeal’, he explained later. ‘I was so well known to the 
Interior tribes and had so much of their confidence, and was so well acquainted with their 
customs, ideas, languages, and their conditions and necessities’. 

   I am sceptical about how Wickwire deals with Teit’s political ideas. She traces them back 
to Lerwick. She imagines that there was some kind of radical tradition in Teit’s homeland 
during his youth, but that is gross exaggeration. Certainly, when he revisited the place in 
1902, some of his friends were beginning to take an interest in the social democracy and 
Marxism of the period. Teit learned from them, and when he got back to Canada made 
contact with the rather doctrinaire Socialist Party of Canada. (He was not the only Shetlander 
to do so.) 

   But his campaigns on behalf of his Indian friends were something different. They took up 
much of his attention for the last fifteen years of his life: ‘the beginning of a worklife of 
unfathomable complexity and commitment’, Wickwire says. The work involved careful study 
of legislation, and clever tactics in dealing with bureaucrats.  



   It could be gruelling, but Teit took it very seriously. When he died a friend recalled hearing 
him translate for his Indian colleagues at a public meeting, ‘in clear, cultured English’. He 
was struck by the ‘simplicity, felicity, and clearness’ of Teit’s renderings. 

   It could be dangerous work. The government maintained hefty files of information about 
Teit the agitator and his colleagues. Reactionaries attacked white friends of the Indigenous 
People as a ‘scoundrelly class of missionaries engaged in inventing Indians’ grievances’. 
Wickwire says: ‘Teit charged through these accusations undeterred’. 

   He died in October 1922, his anthropological and political work incomplete. It has taken 
nearly a hundred years for a scholar to give that work the attention and credit it deserves. 
Wendy Wickwire has at last given due consideration to both strands of Teit’s career: the 
anthropological one and the political one.  

   As a scholar he was admirable. A friend said when he died that ‘he claimed no copyrights’: 
the material he collected and thought about and arranged was made public for everyone’s 
benefit. James Teit was the very reverse of a careerist! 

   His political work was equally selfless. ‘I do not have much faith in governments’, he wrote 
in 1915, ‘for I know exactly what they are. They are not for the people nor for the good of the 
people, their advancement, the advancement of science and truth, etc. They are more 
executives of the capitalist class of their respective countries …’ Teit, on the other hand, 
worked for social justice. 

   His Shetland friend Sam Anderson wrote in 1942: ‘What a companion Teit was! What a 
storyteller! What a scholar and scientist! … I hope that someday someone will write his life.’ 
Now someone has, and the result is a triumph. 

         Brian Smith 

 


