Pre-contact Mi’kmaq Handout (Brief)
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The largest group of First Nations peole on the east coast are called the Mi'kmaq. There are now Mi'kmaq communities in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec, Prince Edward Island and the island of Newfoundland.  The Mi'kmaq language is still spoken in some communities. 
Food
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Mi'kmaq were able to live off the many animals that lived in the forest. This included bear, moose, porcupine, hare, grouse and passenger pigeons. The passenger pigeon no longer exists. There were once so many in the air that the sky would turn black with them. They were killed off when French and English settlers arrived with guns.

The Mi'kmaq also gathered cranberries, blueberries, strawberries and raspberries to eat. They caught fish. Some fish, such as the sturgeon, weighed up to 800 pounds (400 kg). Along outlets of rivers by the ocean, the Mi'kmaq were able to catch shellfish, lobster, crabs, salmon and eels. [image: image3.png]


There were also walrus, seals and whales.

Clothing

Mi'kmaq clothing was made from the skins of animals that they hunted. Deer and moose skins were used for leggings, sleeves and moccasins. In winter, the Mi'kmaq wore fur robes. Clothes were often decorated with coloured porcupine quills.
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Shelters 
The Mi'kmaq lived in shelters called wigwams. These were cone-shaped and were made in a variety of sizes. There was a place for a fire in the middle. The frame of the wigwam was built of spruce poles tied together. Sheets of birch bark tied together were placed over the frame to keep out the cold. Wigwams were easy to build, take apart, and move from place to place. Some wigwams were built to hold as many as 30 people.

Transportation
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The Mi'kmaq made their canoes out of birch bark. These birch bark canoes were around 10 to 30 feet (3 to 9 m) in length. They were made higher on the sides so that water wouldn't get in if they went on the ocean. The Mi'kmaq also made boats out of moose skin. They would sew together 25 skins or so. A moose skin boat could carry several families and their supplies. The Mi'kmaq also made snowshoes for the winter. 
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Education

Mi'kmaq children were educated in their traditions by listening to stories told by their elders. Stories were told by way of oral tradition, rather than being written down. The people memorized their stories and passed them on through storytelling. These stories are called "atookwakuns" in Mi'kmaq. It was the oldest people in the villages who would tell the children how everything came to be. Storytelling was also a way of entertaining the children, especially in the winter when it was harder to go outside.

Language

Mi'kmaq is part of the Algonkian language family. This is a type of language spoken by many different Aboriginal peoples in the east and some in the west. The Mi'kmaq also called themselves Elnu, meaning "the people".

Religion
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Mi'kmaq spiritual leaders were called "puoin". This name comes from the same root word that we get the word powwow from. These puoin could heal the sick by using certain plants. They also acquired guardian spirits to help them in their healing. The beliefs of the Mi'kmaq were similar to other Algonquin societies in that they used the sweat lodge. The Mi'kmaq also believed that all living things -- plants, animals and humans -- had a spirit, so they treated all forms of life with respect.

Creation Story - Glooscap 
The stories that the Mi'kmaq liked to tell the most were about Glooscap. Glooscap was said to be both a human being and a spirit. He lived on the earth before there were any Mi'kmaq. One day Glooscap arrived with his brother Malsum on an island he called Uktamkoo. (Today that island is known as Newfoundland.) It was there that Glooscap made the little people. The little people are similar to fairies and are hairy in appearance and known to live among the rocks. Today, it is believed that only children can see them most of the time. Rarely do the little people make themselves known to grownups. Next, Glooscap made the marten. This is a small creature that has a long furry body. The marten became Glooscap's companion. Then Glooscap created men and women. Soon after, these men and women left Uktamkoo. They spread out, becoming the Mi'kmaq, Maliseet, Penobscot, and Passamaquoddy peoples. These four Aboriginal peoples are very similar to one another in their customs and language. Glooscap taught them  everything they needed to know about how to survive.







