
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Woolgathering: Awareness of the Foreign  in Published Works About Cowichan Woolworking

        

        
        
          Alt-Academic, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Paula Johanson

        

        
          Published by Doublejoy Books, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      WOOLGATHERING: AWARENESS OF THE FOREIGN  IN PUBLISHED WORKS ABOUT COWICHAN WOOLWORKING

    

    
      First edition. October 18, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Paula Johanson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1989966167

    

    
    
      Written by Paula Johanson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Dedicated to May Sam, Elder for the First Peoples House at University of Victoria, with thanks for her kind support at my master's defense.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Acknowledgement


[image: ]




I acknowledge, as history scholar Sylvia Olsen does, the importance and difficulty of using appropriate names for people of Colonial and First Nations descent. The colonists cannot be called “Englishmen” because many were Scots and some were women; they weren’t all European because many were Canadian or American-born or even of African descent. And that issue is the easiest dilemma of naming people in the subject of this paper, Woolgathering. 

Like Olsen, literary scholar Alan Twigg uses the terms “First Nation” “Indian” “native” “indigenous” “aboriginal” “Coast Salish”  “Salish” and “Siwash” in his book Aboriginality when each of these words is appropriate for the times and events being discussed. Words can change quickly or slowly, but courtesy is always appropriate. In this text, I hope to follow the examples set by Olsen, Twigg, and film-maker Christine Welsh in using a variety of names – always with courteous intent and consideration for other people’s perspectives. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Introduction


[image: ]




In the logbook from the Nootka portion of his 1778 voyage around the world, Captain James Cook recorded trading for “a sort of woollen stuff, or blanketing”1; Cook collected several woollen blankets woven by First Nations people of the Pacific Northwest coast in their traditional manner. The distinctive qualities of Cowichan woolworking have been remarked upon many times since, and understanding this history of commentary is a crucial step toward understanding the Cowichan sweater’s place within non-Cowichan culture. On a January 2013 episode of CBC television’s show Dragon’s Den, for example, when Salish Fusion Knitworks pitched a business expansion plan, the “dragon” investors dismissed it as too small with the rude statement “How many grandmothers can you enslave?”; this reply carries with it a complex array of cultural assumptions about the Cowichan people, about First Nations peoples, and about woolworking. Woolworking has long been a primary cultural communication method of the Cowichan people, but as these comments suggest, non-Cowichan people have consistently failed to understand what was being communicated. When we examine the last 240 years of comments on Cowichan woolworking, whether published works by non-Cowichan authors primarily intended for non-Cowichan readers, or published works involving Cowichan participation, we see emphasized throughout the question of foreignness. 

During this inquiry, I will compare and contrast the approaches of such works as official 19th-century colonial reports, 20th-century newspaper articles, 21st-century films and television, books by fibre arts professionals, and juried art shows accompanied by books based on artists’ statements. These published works can be considered together as examples of an ongoing commentary, not only on the fabric-making of the Cowichan people but on the idea of foreignness, in a particularly West Coast manifestation. For each of these writers, their statements about Cowichan woolworking have been accompanied by their awareness of something foreign, by any of several definitions of the word “foreign.” The speaker is aware of a different culture or country, subject to a different jurisdiction of law, and with different customs, where the people are different in appearance because of race and clothing as well as different in behaviours such as work, food preparation and home life – different, that is, from the speaker’s own norms, or those of the intended reader. In the case of the Cowichan people, I am discussing here the gathering and processing of wool – first the wool of mountain goats and wool dogs and later the wool of sheep – by Cowichan woolworkers, in culturally specific ways anchored in the experience of a particular place. 

Cowichan is the name of a bay and a fertile agricultural valley on the east shore of Vancouver Island, north of the city of Victoria and south of the city of Nanaimo, on the Pacific coast of Canada in the province of British Columbia. “The Northwest Coast of North America was, for the English, the ocean’s farthest shore,” wrote historian Barry Gough.2 Before the area was settled in 1862 by colonists backed up by Crown Colony gunboats, this bay and valley were already the home of several thousand First Nations people (Dorricott and Cullon 206-7). The Cowichan people are part of the Hul’qumi’num-speaking First Nations; Coast Salish is a term invented by anthropologists and linguists to describe one of several language groups on the Pacific northwest coast of North America, as fibre arts writer Paula Gustafson observed in her book Salish Weaving (Gustafson 17). On Vancouver Island, the Cowichan people are one of several groups who speak related dialects or languages in the Coast Salish language family, and there are other groups on the mainland in British Columbia and Washington state. While it is hard to determine how long Coast Salish people have lived in this part of the world3, the middens under some of their village sites have accumulated gradually for several thousand years (Mackie n.p.). “The Cowichan believe that wool working goes as far back as the ice age,” stated Sylvia Olsen in her landmark book Working With Wool (Olsen 35). The time of transition from traditional Coast Salish weaving to knitting among the Cowichan people was approximately 1855 to 1864; by the time of the 1858 Gold Rush, there was already little or no traditional weaving being done as settlers began moving into the Cowichan area. The production by Cowichan people of knitted goods for sale and for family use was underway by 1864 when the Sisters of Saint Anne founded a school in Cowichan, teaching girls and some of their parents how to knit and use spinning wheels instead of hand spindles, and that production continues to this day. Traditional weaving, in the latter part of the 20th century, saw a renewal through cultural exchanges with other Coast Salish groups and with other Indigenous weavers along the Pacific coast.

In this paper, I will show that during the last 240 years, the published works about Cowichan woolworking fall into three separate discourses in their ongoing commentary on foreignness: 1) the colonial discourse, from brief anthropological notes and comments, both by explorers and by Colonial authorities, to later commentary for general readers on traditional Coast Salish weaving and the development of the trade in knitted goods by Cowichan people in what was seen as a partially successful and ongoing assimilation to modern ways; 2) the fibre arts discourse, marked by a paradigm shift as fibre arts professionals and scholars published patterns and commentary on Cowichan woolworking and took pleasure in foreign qualities of this work; and 3) the indigenous discourse, visible in published works made by First Nations people or in very close consultation with them in the early years of the 21st
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