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Sometimes a man with the right 
talents and sympathies is in the 
right place at the right time to make 
a significant contribution. But then 
the forces of time, politics, ambition 
and personalities conspire to make 
him invisible to the wider world. This 
book seeks to make James Alexander 
Teit (1864–1922) visible again and 
to recognise his substantial body of 
ethnological and Indigenous rights 
work that was well ahead of its time. 
In fact, as the book manages to com-
municate, we have taken a long time 

to catch up to Teit. 
James Alexander Teit was a Shetland Islander who 

emigrated to the British Columbia Interior in 1884. A 
combination of his own education and interests, linguis-
tic skills, and self-effacing friendly nature led him into 
a deep relationship with the Nlaka’pamux (Thompson 
Interior Salish) people. He was entrusted by the Allied 
Indian Tribes of British Columbia to speak for them in 
their political struggles to properly recognise land title 
and traditional rights. Teit amassed an ethnographic 
record that has seldom been equalled, but one that was 
not properly appreciated or attributed in his own time.

Teit arrived in Spences Bridge, British Columbia 
to work at his uncle’s store, just as the CPR was be-
ing constructed up the Fraser Canyon and into the 
Thompson River valley. The small town at the junction 

of the Thompson and Nicola rivers was experiencing a 
boom, but both settler and Indigenous inhabitants were 
warily mindful of the impacts from the Cariboo gold 
rush boom—and bust—a generation earlier. Like most 
other settlers, Teit made a living in many ways: working 
at the store, homesteading, guiding, and trapping. In 
the process, he learned several of the Interior Salish 
languages, married his first wife Lucie Antko, who was 
Nlaka’pamux, and began his own inquiries into the 
stories and culture of the Nlaka’pamux peoples. 

Their experience with the hardships imposed in a 
colonial setting chimed with Teit’s own background and 
political leanings. Shetland Islanders had a language 
and culture with Norse roots; language and place name 
revivals were part of a cultural revitalisation that was 
growing during Teit’s lifetime. The Shetland Islanders 
saw themselves as suffering economic and cultural hard-
ships from the British colonisers. The land clearances 
which forced so many Shetlanders off the land, and lack 
of opportunity to make a living in the old ways which 
forced the young to emigrate, provided a clear parallel 
to the situation of the Indigenous people in the 1880s. 
In this part of British Columbia, people had been forced 
onto a scatter of small reserves along the rivers at their 
winter settlements, although there were no formal trea-
ties. This removed them from most of their traditional 
territory and economic activities. Teit had been learning 
Salish languages, collecting stories, and documenting 
traditional and contemporary land use for ten years by 
the time he met Franz Boas in 1894 at Spences Bridge. 

love to read about seldom or never-before-published 
incidents. This book is treasure trove of that kind of 
material. Some members of that audience might also 
appreciate Dunn’s decision to ignore current historical 
debates on prairie history. Even those who embrace 
current discourse would be well advised to take a look 
at The NWMP 1873–1885 if they are doing some research 
on that period of prairie history, because, in spite of 
its shortcomings, the book has an excellent index and 
would be a wonderful research tool. 

Mike Fedyk
Hanley, Saskatchewan
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Boas became a seminal figure in the development of 
anthropology as a discipline in North America. But in 
1894, Boas was in the early stages of anthropological 
fieldwork himself, struggling to establish a secure 
academic position. Beginning in 1897, he coordinated 
the Jesup North Pacific Expedition for the American 
Museum of Natural History, with the aim of ‘rescuing 
information from dying cultures,’ establishing evidence 
for overarching cultural patterns, and refuting the 
prevalent racist ideas of white cultural supremacy. Field 
work was never Boas’s strength, however (the mud! the 
mosquitoes! the long backcountry horse trips!), and 
he found it difficult to make the necessary personal 
connections. Boas was delighted to meet someone like 
Teit who was so well established with the Indigenous 
communities, had guiding and organising skills, and was 
able to provide the kind of ethnological information that 
Boas needed. Boas returned to Columbia University and 
hired Teit in a series of ever more demanding contracts 
to provide ethnologies of many of the peoples of the 
British Columbia interior and northwestern USA. Much 
of this information was published as monographs in 
the Jesup publication series, edited by Boas. Later, Teit 
also provided information to Edward Sapir and Marius 
Barbeau at the new Anthropology Division of the 
Geological Survey of Canada, at the Victoria Memorial 
Museum in Ottawa. Sapir offered Teit a position in 
Ottawa, but Teit preferred to stay in Spences Bridge. 

Anyone who works with the Interior Plateau peoples 
knows of Teit and his publications. His works on the 
North Thompson were recognized at the time as being 
examples of the most complete and comprehensive eth-
nographies. But few are aware of just how much richer 
his work originally was, what a wide variety of subjects 
and interests it documented, and the extent to which it 
was edited by Boas. Wickwire, currently in an Emeritus 
position at the University of Victoria, researches oral 
history, the connection between landscape and memory, 
and the use of ethnographic methods in environmental 
history, particularly concerning the British Columbia 
Interior. This biography of Teit was undertaken at the 
request of Teit’s family and members of the Indigenous 
communities; it also is one publication resulting from a 
larger study that Wickwire is undertaking concerning 
Teit, Boas, and the early history of anthropology in 
Northwestern North America. 

Wickwire set herself the task of finding as many of 
Teit’s original field notes and recordings as possible. In 

the course of this project, she documented the extent to 
which Boas and his students made Teit invisible, even 
while they relied on his contributions. This was partly 
due to a philosophical difference. Boas, the academic, 
was concerned to discover pure overarching cultural 
patterns from the past; he had no room for the individ-
ual. Teit worked in the present tense; he was primarily 
concerned with the individual, and was careful to 
maintain the links between the individual and the data 
he collected. This concern makes him seem absolutely 
contemporary. To our postmodern eyes, the deliber-
ate efforts of Boas to efface the names and individual 
attributions of stories, songs, photographs, and basketry 
patterns are heartbreaking. They went beyond editing, 
to the extent of throwing out primary documentation. 
Teit was careful to collect stories that showed cultural 
practices continuing into the contemporary world, 
with responses to the situations that the people found 
themselves in at the time, showing that the cultures are 
very much alive and evolving. Boas had no place for this; 
he saw the Indigenous cultures as dying out, and wanted 
to uncover precontact archetypes and unchanging 
patterns from a timeless and nebulous ethnographical 
period. But even given this, there seems to our eyes no 
honourable reason for Boas and his students to dismiss 
Teit as merely a helpful informant, or for Barbeau to 
erase his name completely from recorded sessions with 
the Indigenous peoples that Teit had organised, facilitat-
ed, and interpreted (in the sense of language, and of the 
intent and meaning of both parties, each to the other). 

It is possible to read this book on several levels. It is 
a well-written biography of a really interesting man, 
interspersed with stories of Wickwire’s own evolving 
experience with the same Indigenous communities. The 
story of Teit’s six-week trip from the Shetland Islands to 
Spences Bridge rivals any adventure tale. The biography 
highlights Teit’s own background as someone interested 
in the survival of Shetland’s older Norse cultural roots 
in the face of British colonial settlers, and his socialist 
politics, seeing this as giving him a sympathy and inter-
est in the similar Indigenous situation. But Wickwire 
has other main themes, all of which speak to bridging 
divides.

First is the sheer volume and wide range of the 
contributions to ethnology that Teit made. His obser-
vations were grounded in a sense of belonging to the 
landscape and the community himself, sharing a desire 
to safeguard the ongoing relationships between people 
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and the land in the face of overwhelming cultural and 
environmental change. He described what he lived 
and knew. He was not making heroic sojourns into the 
wild, as other contemporary ethnographers saw the 
nature of their work. Teit’s publications are of the first 
importance, and there is still much to be learned from 
a study of his surviving and scattered field notes. He is 
remembered and well thought of in the Nlaka’pamux 
community today. 

The second theme is Teit’s formal involvement as a 
political agent in the efforts of the Indigenous peoples 
to have their unceded land title rights settled. At the 
time, there was major friction between the federal and 
provincial governments over the question of reserve size 
and Indigenous land use, partly arising from divided 
responsibilities. Neither Victoria nor Ottawa was much 
interested in having the Indigenous peoples speak for 
themselves, and indeed Teit came under considerable 
suspicion as an agitator for speaking on their behalf. But 
the communities trusted Teit to speak for them, to work 
with their lawyers and compose formal submissions, to 
accompany delegations to parliaments in Victoria and 

Ottawa, to prepare submissions meant for London, and 
to interpret the formal proceedings back to the commu-
nities. These efforts occupied Teit increasingly to the 
end of his life. The issues of Indigenous land use rights 
and treaty negotiation are still very much live questions 
today in British Columbia.

A third theme is the relationship of people that share 
common interests, but are working across a gulf of 
understanding. Many of us will nod sympathetically at 
the thought of people with their boots on the ground 
trying to accommodate the demands made by academ-
ics and bureaucrats far removed from the situation. 
Westerners and easterners, lay people and the educated 
elite, government bureaucrats and local communities, 
rural and urban, Indigenous and settler—there are still 
many divides that need bridging.

At The Bridge has won or been short-listed for a dozen 
awards, from literary, historical and social justice associ-
ations. These are well deserved, and I too would highly 
recommend it as a really good read. 

E. Gwyn Langemann
Stantec Consulting, Calgary

The author of this biography knows 
a good story when he comes upon it. 
That the main materials behind the 
story survived at all is a tale in itself, 
originally connected with the man-
uscript collecting proclivities of the 
17th-century diarist, Samuel Pepys, 
and another bibliophile of those 
times, Thomas Rawlinson.1 The first 
four travel accounts of French-born 
Pierre-Esprit Radisson (ca. 1636–1710) 
were penned in 1668–1669. After 
1755, these accounts lived in the 
British Museum and the archives 

of the Hudson’s Bay Company, where they languished 
until 1885 when Gideon Scull published an edition 
for the Prince Society of Boston. Thereafter appeared 
various detailed studies and, in 1961, a new edition of 
The Explorations of Pierre-Esprit Radisson by Arthur T. 

Adams.2 A definitive edition of the writings has now 
been published by Germaine Warkentin, including the 
lesser known ‘Relations’, composed in the mid-1680s, 
dealing with the Nelson River country of northern 
Manitoba.3

Mark Bourrie, an experienced journalist and histo-
rian at Carleton University, has done his homework 
with respect to past scholarship and is well aware of 
the controversies and puzzles surrounding Radisson’s 
travels, some carried out in the company of his less 
literary and much older brother-in-law, Médard Chouart 
des Groseilliers (1618–1696). The author is not overly dis-
tracted by the questions surrounding these trips. They 
have been well sifted by scholars, and Bourrie works 
their revised conclusions into his narrative in a suitable 
fashion. What the author seeks to reveal is the character 
of the man and his circumstances. Who was he and why 
should we care? Bourrie proceeds in the customary way 
for biographies—chronologically. His initial inclusion 
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