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Leaving Valdes, Staying
Lyackson: Voices of the

Indigenous Community
of Valdes Island

Brian Thom

In 2021, few Lyackson First Nation members live on any of the reserve
lands on Valdes Island, in spite of these having been ancestral village sites
for millennia. The Lyackson First Nation’s migration from their ancestral
village sites reveals a particular response to twentieth-century policies that
dramatically shifted the economies and livelihoods of Indigenous peoples in
the Gulf Islands and beyond. In 2014, I was invited by Lyackson to make
a study of the ‘Lyackson migration’, working with students to conduct oral
history interviews, community meetings and an analysis of archival and
archaeological sources."'

Our goal was to write a community-focused ethnography describing
the historic context and circumstances around this profound change in
occupancy of this Gulf Island landscape. This chapter is the result of this
project, where undergraduate and graduate anthropology students from the
University of Victoria and I worked to bring out the voices of the Lyackson
people and their histories. One of the goals of the community was to give
context and support to their work to establish a new land base for their
community on Vancouver Island.

1 Further details in the Acknowledgments at end of this chapter.
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Leeyqsun (Valdes Island) Overview

Located in the Strait of Georgia of British Columbia (BC), Valdes Island lies
40 kilometres southwest of Vancouver between Galiano Island and Gabriola
Island. Valdes Island has a total area of 2,488 hectares and is the fourth
largest of the Southern Gulf Islands. Valdes Island is the ancestral home
of the Lyackson First Nation, one of numerous Hul’qumi'num’-speaking
communities of the Salish Sea. The ethnonym Leeygsun is inspired by the
place name Leeyqsun on Valdes Island (Rozen 1985).? The anglicised term
‘Lyackson’ has been adopted since the time of reserve establishment to refer
collectively to the families and communities from Valdes Island (ibid.).

The gazetted names for Valdes Island (and its immediate neighbour Galiano
Island) are in recognition of the 1792 survey by Cayetano Valdés y Flores
and Dionisio Alacald Galiano, who were among the first Europeans to
survey this Gulf of Georgia area (Matson et al. 1999). In our conversations,
it was clear that the Lyackson community would value officially recognising
a name like Leeyqsun for their ancestral island.

The majority of Valdes Island land is now privately owned by a forestry
company, with numerous small residential and recreational lots—also
privately owned—dotting the coastline, particularly on the south and east.
There are also several large parcels of unoccupied Crown lands. Despite
extensive exploitation of natural resources through colonial settlement and
industrial resource extraction on the private and Crown lands, Valdes Island
remains the most ‘undeveloped’ Southern Gulf Island.

About a third of the island is held as Lyackson First Nation reserve lands.
The Lyackson First Nation’s three reserves have a total area of 791.6 ha.
Lyackson IR 3, toward the north end of the island, is the largest with
710.6 ha. Lyackson IR 4 is a 79.0 ha parcel located at Shingle Point.
Lyackson IR 5 consists of 2.0 ha and is situated at the south end of the
island on Porlier Pass.

2 Quwutsun Syuw’entst Lelum (2007) (Cowichan Teaching House) is the official source for the
orthography (spelling) of place names in Hul'qumi'num’ appearing throughout this chapter. However,
many other writing systems have been used in the past to write Hul'qumi’nun’, and where an alternate
orthography is used by a source cited in-text, this version will appear in parentheses next to the official

orthography.
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In a 1992 survey commissioned by Lyackson, 16.5 per cent (26 out of
158) of Lyackson band members lived on any of the Valdes Island reserves
(Vickers and Associates Management Consultants and Lyackson First
Nation 1992). When we did our work in 2014, there were no full-time
residents on the island. As this chapter details, the distinctive circumstances
of colonialism, along with regional economic changes, were instrumental
in the reconfiguration of how people have lived on and experienced their
ancestral villages on Valdes Island.

Place Names and Ancestral Villages

Prior to the introduction of the reserve system on Valdes Island, there
were three permanent settlements on Valdes Island: T’eet’'qe’ (T’ @at’ka?),
Tth'exul (Th’axel) and Tth’hwumqsun (Th’xweksen) (McLay 1999b: 11-2)
(see Figure 14.1). These villages have an important relationship to another
village, T’eet’qe’, located on an island at the confluence of the Koksilah and
Cowichan Rivers (George 2019: 1 footnote; Rozen 1985: 162, 278).

Figure 14.1 Valdes Island, with a selection of Hul'q’'umi’num’ place names
Source: Brian Thom.
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T’eet’qe’ was the largest village on Valdes Island and in the mid-nineteenth
century hosted the second largest population of Coast Salish people in the
Gulf Islands (DMCS 2011b: 7), estimated at up to 650 (McLay 1999a),
and is today part of Lyackson IR 4.

Tthlexul is located at Cardale Point, on the southwest side of the island
and was not set aside as reserve land, being privately owned today. The late
Lyackson elder Agnes Thorne was born on Valdes Island and spent her
childhood at Tth’exul, which is also where her father was born (ibid.). She
recalled that there was considerable affinity between Tth'exul and T’eet’qe’,
however they retained their identity as distinct villages with distinct
names (ibid.).

Tth’hwumgsun (Th’xwemksen), is located near Cayetano Point on the south
end of Valdes Island (Rozen 1985: 69) and is part of Lyackson IR 5 today.
In the 1980s the late Agnes Thorne estimated that in the previous century
there may have been five long houses at the point, which housed between
100 and 150 people on a full-time basis (ibid.: 69—-70). However, by 1915
only two or three houses were still standing at this smaller winter village site
(DMCS 2011b: 7-8), as most people had moved to Shingle Point or other
locations off-island (Rozen 1985: 70-1). Tom Peters, a Lyackson elder we
spoke with who grew up on the southern end of Valdes Island, remembered
five families and seven modern-style houses in the area.

Original Peoples

One of the earliest oral tradition recordings related to the origin of Valdes
Island came from anthropologist Franz Boas’ work in island Hul'qumi’num
communities. The story, which was originally published in German in 1985
and translated and republished by Bouchard and Kennedy (2002: 148) said:

Along, long time ago, Sqoé’te used to be a tree standing upright whose
top reached up to the sky. Down this tree the people descended from
the sky, as did deer with white backs and black legs and antlers which
bent forward and covered the sides of their faces. When the people
had arrived on earth, they pondered how they could bring down
the tree. So two men called for the rats (?) and told them to gnaw
through the tree. When the rats had gnawed for twenty days, they
had almost reached the middle of the tree. The two men then told
them to start from the opposite side, and here, too, the rats gnawed
a deep hole. While the rats were gnawing, the people sang in order
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to keep their spirits up. The people were glad that the tree would
fall soon and sang, ‘Oh, let it fall and not break. Many deer will live
on the trunk and we will build our houses on it.” When the rats had
finished their task, they ran out of the tree and it fell over. But the
top broke off and formed A'wik-sen Island. Many deer then lived on
the islands. (The informant, an old man in S’Amenos, maintained
that he once had seen one of these deer, but he didn’t dare shoot it.)

Bouchard and Kennedy analyse Boas’ imperfect representation of the term
Awilk-sen and suggest that it refers to the name Leeygsun ‘Douglas Fir Point’
(Bouchard and Kennedy 2002: 148 footnote; see also Rozen 1985: 74).
This term has been more recently interpreted as ‘Broken Point’ or “Tip of

Douglas Fir' (DMCS 2011b: 9).

Archacological evidence shows a continuous presence of Coast Salish
peoples on Vancouver Island and the surrounding Gulf Islands, including
Valdes Island, for at least the past 5,000 years (ex. Grier et al. 2009: 255,
262), with even earlier sites obscured by today’s higher sea levels. Eric
McLay’s systematic archaeological survey of Valdes Island (one of the
best surveys done in the entire region) has documented the presence of at
least 56 additional archacological sites (1999a). These sites span from the
northern tip to the southern end of the island and include 47 shell matrix
sites, two defensive sites, four cultural depressions, seven early pre-contact
or early historical burials, three rock shelters, a petroglyph and other isolated
‘utilization sites’ (McLay 1999a: 80-94).

Valdes Island is archaeologically important, as many of the sites have
remained largely undisturbed given the lack of urbanisation or other non-
forestry development in the area. Though there have been surprisingly few
controlled archacological excavations at any of three village sites of T’eet’qe’,
Tth’hwumgsun and Tth'exul, their long-term occupation is evident from
the impressive depth and aerial extent of shell deposits (‘shell middens’)
(McLay 1999b). Excavations at T’eet’ qe’ by University of British Columbia
archaeologist R.G. Matson revealed at least five ancient house floors (Matson
etal. 1999), including one very large structure measuring 55 m long x 17 m

wide (Matson 2003).

The monumentally large clam garden south of Shingle Point—spanning
4-6 meters wide and approximately 750 meters long—suggested long-term
management of the site, requiring a significant and consistent investment

of labour (Grier 2014). Grier has concluded that village sites like Shingle
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Point throughout the Gulf Islands were the primary homes for groups based
in the islands, rather than peripheral locations of interim occupation for
communities based on Vancouver Island (Grier 2007).

Two defensive sites have been documented on Valdes Island, including
the earthwork trench embankment at the Cardale Point, which is one
of the most well-preserved sites of its kind in the Gulf of Georgia region
(Angelbeck 2007: 266; McLay 1999a). In the nineteenth century T eet’'qe
was the home of the powerful leader Tth’asiyten who helped establish the
Fort Langley in the 1820s and continued to play an important role in the fur
trade and in the historic Battle of Maple Bay (Suttles 1976; George 2019).

Population History and Census Data

It is likely that the first and most serious smallpox epidemic impacted
the area around 1782, ten years prior to European contact, followed by
smallpox, measles, influenza and tuberculosis outbreaks during the early
colonial period (Galois 1995). Lyackson elder Sally Norris recounted
a narrative shared with her by elders as a young girl, which detailed the
impacts of smallpox and the role of Valdes Island as a refuge:

It was something new to us, that smallpox ... So, anybody that was
okay was wrapped up and put on a canoe. I shall name it Leeygsun,
Valdes ... they made tents there. (DMCS 2011b)

While there are no clear population records prior to the introduction of
these diseases, the earliest census shows that T eet’qe’ was the second largest
village in the Gulf Islands (after Penelakut), with 647 people living there in
1852 (Rozen 1985).

Following the devastating pattern of depopulation from these virgin soil
diseases elsewhere in the Salish Sea, the population of Lyackson people living
on Valdes Island plummeted in the 25 years following the 1852 census,
hovering between about 50—-80 people up until World War II. According to
the Department of Indian Affairs annual reports, the population of Valdes
Island dropped significantly again after 1885 as a result of a large forest fire
that swept over the island (Lomas 1885, 1887).

The immediate post-war decades lack clear population statistics, but it
was during this time a majority of Lyackson families migrated from Valdes
Island to Vancouver Island (Thomas 2004). In the 1980s a few members



14. LEAVING VALDES, STAYING LYACKSON

tried to re-establish their reserve community on Valdes Island, but the lack
of infrastructure and access to vital services limited these efforts. In the years
that have followed, very few Lyackson people have lived full-time at their
ancestral village sites.

Establishment of Reserves

While the everyday family situation of the shocking depopulation of nearly
90 per cent of Lyackson in the second half of the nineteenth century is hard
to imagine, their autonomy in terms of land remained largely undisturbed
until after confederation. There were a few notable exceptions, such as the
granting of 307 ha of spectacular land at Gabriola Passage on the north
tip of the Island in 1876 to Navy Captain Baldwin Wake. However, after
BC joined the Canadian Confederation in 1877, the Joint Indian Reserve
Commission (JIRC) undertook its work to establish reserve lands on Valdex

Island, resulting in more drastic changes for the Lyackson First Nation
(Sproat 1877).

Indian Reserve Commissioner Sproat recounted to the JIRC how Lyackson
community members adamantly defended their title to Valdes Island and
defended the significance of the land for their communities. However,
the JIRC staunchly dismissed Lyackson First Nation’s appeal to recognise
Lyackson title over the entirety of their ancestral island. The JIRC justified
their response by pointing out that the community had not attempted to
cultivate the entirety of the island in the fashion of European agriculturalists
(Sproat 1877)—a requisite for ‘existing land use’ by colonial authorities,
but which did not reflect land use and occupation practices and patterns of
Hul'qumi'num peoples. That year (1877), the JIRC designated three Indian
Reserves on Valdes Island, opening up the remaining island lands to further
grants and tenures of land and resources by the provincial Crown. The JIRC
set aside 32 ha of land at Shingle Point was for the village site, graves and
a ‘small piece of rough timbered land around it for firewood’ (ibid.: 12).
The reserve at Porlier Pass was recognised as a dogfish fishing station, and
the large piece of land comprising Lyackson IR 3 towards the north end
of the island was intended for a ‘cattle or sheep range’ (ibid.: 12). Sproat
wrote that the rough and poorly timbered area on the north of the island
was not suitable for a white settler to make a living (ibid.: 13). In 1889,
Samual Robins acquired 1,085 ha of land on Valdes Island through five
Crown grants. After this, there was little remaining Crown land, as much
of the rest of Valdes Island had been acquired as fee-simple private property.
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Residential Schools

The shadow of Lyackson members’ encounters at the Kuper Island residential
school frequently came up in our discussions, making connections to its role
in the alienation of people from their lands and resources. The Kuper Island
Industrial School was established in 1890 and operated for 85 years until
around 1975 (Indian Residential School Resources 2015). Generations of
Lyackson children, like so many others across Canada, were forced from
their families’ homes on Valdes Island and isolated from their community
(McLay 1999b). Lyackson scholar Robina Thomas (2004) asserts that the
residential school experience has been the most devastating colonial impact
that Indigenous peoples in Canada have encountered. Each former student’s
experience is unique, but the overall negative impacts of residential schools
were made clear by Lyackson elders.

Abuses at the Kuper Island Industrial School were well known to the
generation of Lyackson elders born in the early part of the twentieth century.
Elders revealed that they were afraid to attend the school. They shared
harrowing stories about children getting food poisoning and children who
drowned while trying to escape from the school (Thomas Peters, Patricia
Peters and Doreen Thomas, interview, 11 March 2014).

Some Lyackson children managed to evade the system, running away from
the priests and nuns who came to collect them. Thomas Peters (interview,
11 March 2014) recalled how his father kept him from residential school,

I was on Valdes. I didn’t go to school because my dad had a bad thing
that happened when he went to school. He said it was contaminated
food, and part of his neck just dropped out, just dropped out right
from along here. And there was scars in two places, one on his back.
They thought he was going to die so they sent him home. But, my
great-uncle knew all kinds of medicine, Indian medicine. He started
giving it to him, and he survived. So when I was of school age he hid
me from everybody. I didn’t come to town too often, I stayed home.
I was wondering why he did that, and after I met my cousins from
Shell Beach [Thuq'min, near Ladysmith] there, and ... I asked how
did they learn how to read and they told me they went to school.
And I asked him how come you didn’t send me to school. Then he
explained what happened to him. He almost died, and he didn’t
want me to go through the same thing. He was scared for me to go
to school. I was the only son he has so he really cared a lot for me.
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Chief Richard Thomas spoke about the negative impacts that residential
school had in terms of interrupting the transmission of traditional knowledge
and language. He identified residential school as a major part of his youth,
which separated him from the island and from his family. As he reflected on
the effect of residential school in his family, Chief Thomas recalled what his
mother said about residential school:

She really didn’t share too much with me either. I think that’s part of
the effects of residential school for her too. The unfortunate part is
that the punishment of the day for residential school students who
were apprehended and brought over there and their only language
was our Hul'umi'num’ language and being punished for speaking
itand not speaking English. So my mom, she told me, she apologized
to me and she said ‘I never taught you how to speak our language
because of the punishments that were endured at the residential
school.” (interview, 20 November 2014)

Chief Thomas went on to share how later in his life, he reconnected with his
father and his cultural teachings by spending time together at Shingle Point,
where he connected with hunting and fishing:

a lot of things changed after residential school, that fishing was
always in me ... First things once I get to a hunting area is to have
a sacred bath up there and do my prayers up there too. So that’s
the teachings that we get, so it’s like so that’s what I'm able to pass
onto my kids, my grandkids. To pray in our own way. (interview,
20 November 2021)

Lyackson Migration History

In the post-war years, most of the people who had once lived on Valdes Island
eventually moved away. Elders recalled family members moving to Penekalut
Island and Vancouver Island, to the BC Lower Mainland and Washington
State (Herman Norris, Catherine Sager, Henrietta E. Underwood and
Thomas Peters, unpublished interviews). The last person from this era was
Sally Norris” grandmother, who was buried in the cemetery at Shingle Point
in the late 1950s or early 1960s (Sally Norris, interview).
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A few people returned in the 1980s to try and re-establish the community
at Shingle Point, building two modern homes and a Big House without
the benefit of municipal infrastructure or amenities. These late twentieth-
century residents of Valdes Island left for pragmatic and practical reasons,
despite their attachment to their ancestral home (Thomas 2004).

Lyackson elders’ narratives describe how remote island living in the late
twentieth century limited their access to basic resources, health care,
employment, education and security of property and possessions. The
villages and reserve lands of Valdes are not particularly remote from urban
centres—by boat Teet'qe’ is merely 15 km from the town of Ladysmith,
25 km from downtown Nanaimo and 35 km from the historically important
Fraser River port of Steveston in the Lower Mainland. However, the lack of
transportation infrastructure, municipal infrastructure and services of any
kind are significant pragmatic factors the community’s departure.

Lyackson elder Thomas Peters described how Valdes Island has: ‘No hydro,
no running water. Everything was by kerosene lantern. No radio, no phone.
You pretty well just had to have a boat to live out there’ (unpublished
interview).

Indeed, Valdes Island can only be reached by private boat. Because there
are no wharves or docks on or near Lyackson reserve lands, vessels must be
safely anchored, or beached and secured to the shores, which experience
two low/high tide cycles every day. Many Lyackson First Nation members
would be interested living full-time on Shingle Point reserves, according
to a 2012-13 community survey, but to bring this about, improving
accessibility and infrastructure on Leeygsun would need to be ‘very high’
priorities (Lyackson First Nation 2013).

Doreen Thomas suggested, ‘a breakwater there would have been nice so
our boats could have been kept covered from the wind’ (unpublished
interview). Former Valdes Island resident Herman Norris identified the lack
of water supply and power as being particularly prohibitive (unpublished
interview). KPA Engineering Ltd’s estimated costs of water supply facility
construction was approximately CAD$250,000, and upwards of several
hundred thousand dollars for a permanent dock (Vickers and Associates
Management Consultants and Lyackson First Nation 1992: c-17). The high
costs of infrastructure development are a major impediment to rebuilding
the community on existing reserve locations.
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These problems become more challenging when necessary access to
emergency health care services are considered (Patricia Peters, unpublished
interview). The absence of medical services on-site was spoken of again and
again as a key reason why many interviewees no longer lived on Valdes.
After many years living on Valdes Island, Doreen Thomas’ family ultimately
moved to Chemainus to be near their doctor. Chief Thomas explained that
Victor and Frank Norris moved from the island to the Cowichan area in
the late 1990s because of their older age and its accompanying medical
demands. Chief Thomas’s own father left his home at Shingle Point due
to medical problems, which he could not care for alone (unpublished
interviews).

Doreen Thomas highlighted the reality of economic challenges associated
with acquiring provisions and preparing enough resources to live self-
sufficiently on Valdes Island. Living expenses are high due to increased
reliance on frequent motorboat transportation. ‘[When] we moved over
there we thought, “oh well itll be cheap, we don’t have to pay rent or
anything like that.” But it isn't that way’, recalled Doreen in her interview.

Like they say, you've got to haul your kerosene, your gas, your food,
you've got to have everything prepared to take over, cause it’s such
a long run, you can't just come back and pick up what you forgort,
you know? (unpublished interview)

Eight of the elders we spoke with identified lack of reliable transportation
and access to resources as the predominant reasons for leaving the island.
For those who had lived there, Chemainus—a minimum half-hour ride on
calm waters on a small boat from Single Point—or Duncan (which by-and-
large would have to be reached by car once ashore at Chemainus) were the
primary resupply points for both fuel and food.

Elders also had concerns about environmental contaminants for the critical
beach foods that sustain residents of the island. Two key environmental
issues are ocean pollution from the nearby Crofton pulp and paper mill,
which has been operating since 1957; and the poor management of habitats
and fish catches which have made the fisheries in the Gulf Island precarious.
In particular, shellfish closures and private foreshore enclosures in the Gulf
Islands have jeopardised shellfish harvesting (Vickers and Associates 1992
Management Consultants and Lyackson First Nation: 11). Many men from
Lyackson historically made their living as small-scale commercial fishermen,
but the decline of locally available salmon as ended this as an income option
(Thomas Peters and Herman Norris, unpublished interview). One Lyackson
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community member observed that in his lifetime, the availability of local
fish has dramatically declined. In his youth, he would catch 20 to 30 fish
in the mornings by trolling from his canoe; however, now people are lucky
to catch one or two fish (DMCS 2011a: 30). Sally Norris remembered the
impact of increasing numbers of recreational and commercial harvesters
frequenting some of the last remaining open Valdes Island beaches for

shellfish:

Well the government at the time were taking a lot. The boats and the
[non-Native] people were coming. There were lots of them coming
over they were taking all the food. They would dig up all the clams.
(unpublished interview)

Veronica Kauwell was also concerned with recreational and commercial
shell fishing, saying that ‘people came [and] they cleaned off most of the
beach really and [the clams are] just coming back now and you can find
oysters in certain areas’ (unpublished interview). As shellfish and fin fish
are vital to household food security, this shortage further pushed residents
to seek out grocery stores and other off-island resources (DMCS 2011b).

After the closure of the Kuper Island Industrial School, students from Valdes
Island were required to reach the next available school, on Vancouver Island,
by small boat. In the 1995-96 new community survey, conducted on behalf
of Lyackson First Nation, several respondents cited access to education as
a reason for leaving Valdes Island. In our interviews, Tom and Pat Peters
recalled choosing to move their family to Penelakut Island so their children
could attend school there and elsewhere—as Penelakut Island is served by a
ferry, unlike Valdes. In the same survey, comments indicated that improving
access to educational facilities and opportunities would make Valdes Island
a more desirable place to live (Lyackson First Nation 1996). Patricia Peters
reiterated this point in her interview: ‘the reason we really had to move off
was for them [the children] to start school’ (unpublished interview).

Current Situation

Lyackson scholar Robina Thomas concluded that limited access to Valdes
Island, coupled with the assimilative policies of the federal government,
has destabilised Lyackson’s land-based cultural practices, created problems
for passing on cultural teachings associated with dances, masks and songs
and made the ongoing use of the Hul'umi'num’ language challenging
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(Thomas 2004). The lack of federal and provincial support for Lyackson
peoples in their efforts to maintain connections with Valdes Island is seen
by Thomas as denial of:

not only [our] right to live on Valdes Island, but the right to protect
our land, gather as a people, practice our culture and tradition, learn
from our elders, and access all of the local resources. (Thomas 2004)

Lyackson elder Patricia Peters lamented:

fifty years we've been off reserve. Never did move back to
Valdes ... Itis a beautiful island. Sorry that we can’t live in the life like
that there. We wished we could though, but we can’t. (unpublished
interview)

Despite the ongoing difficult circumstances, every Lyackson member we
spoke with expressed a strong connection to Valdes Island.

Being away from the island has made it difficult to protect their lands,
resources and family homes. Troublingly, in recent years cemeteries on
Lyackson reserves have been vandalised, and some ancestral burial grounds
off reserve have been destroyed. Doreen Thomas was concerned about
how even private Lyackson residences on Valdes Island were vulnerable to
unwanted visitors, given the islands’ isolation: ‘If we could’ve had somebody
live there, somebody staying there patrolling the place, that would’ve been
nice’ (Doreen Thomas, unpublished interview). Catherine Sager suggested
that a wharf with a shared boat to take people back and forth from the
island would help because potential thieves wouldn’t know who has left their
houses, as individual boats can easily be identified (unpublished interview).
Veronica Kauwell noted that kayakers and residents from surrounding
islands frequent Valdes Island and use the beaches without permission
(unpublished interview). Non-Indigenous sport hunters and others have
trespassed on reserve without permission, and foods and medicines that
have long been cared for by Lyackson have been harvested without following
local protocol and teachings.

Industrial forestry continues to fundamentally transform the landscape,
and consultations over forest and community values are very limited on
these private lands. Patricia Peters described her concerns about the scale
of deforestation, easily visible on the island and on Google Earth’:

3 earthengine.google.com/timelapse#v=49.07077,-123.67396,10.863,latLng&t=3.838&ps=50&bt=
198401018&et=20221231.
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the whole island is going bald—no more trees there, pretty well all
gone now the trees ... Logged out in the whole island. There’s going
to be no future for the younger generations. (unpublished interview)

Growing up without living in their ancestral villages on the island, some
Lyackson people have moved throughout their lives. Thomas Peters,
for example, said,

That’s how I grew up, you know. I gill netted from ... six, seven
years, and I went to work in the sawmill [on Vancouver Island].
I worked in the sawmill for about twelve years. And before that
we were boom men in Kuper Island, and I knew how to boom. I
worked there for about six years. The logging was finished, and then
we moved to Shell Beach [Stz’uminus First Nation], that’s where our
kids went to school. ... That’s about all I know, how I grew up from
a child into a man anyways. Real rough life out there, not easy. My
parents grew up there [on Valdes Island], my dad grew up there all
his life. (unpublished interview)

Patricia Peters described the difficulty of living without accessible reserve

land:

The reason why we're off reserve is that, we've been trying to get land
[to form a new reserve], ‘Indian land’ they call it. But we never get any
[additions-to-reserve] and so we're off reserve. (unpublished interview)

For nearly 20 years, the Lyackson First Nation has been involved in internal
discussions to acquire new land on Vancouver Island as an addition to
reserve for their community. A community survey done in support of this
work recorded 68 per cent of Lyackson respondents saying they would want
to live in this new community with another 16 per cent saying ‘maybe’.
Respondents expressed their views of how a new reserve community on
Vancouver Island would be beneficial:

it would be nice to get our own land base and our own reserve to
live on. All the other tribes have their own reserves, with their family
around them, where our [Lyackson First Nation] members are all
spread out, with no official place to call our own. (Lyackson First
Nation 2013: 26)

Another respondent shared a similar sentiment, saying,

I want my kids to be able to live among their family. I want them to
have access to our Elders. I want access to my Elders on a daily basis.
I want us to learn our language, our culture, and our traditions.
I want us to know our family names. (ibid.: 27)
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Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada provides per capita funding that
is contingent on the number of members living on reserve lands. However,
with no members living on the reserves, Lyackson First Nation receives
only a fraction of the available funding to develop and maintain their
traditional lands (Thomas 2004). Lyackson First Nation has been using
their reserve lands on Valdes Island to start a small eco-tourism business. As
a largely undeveloped Gulf Island, Valdes Island is already a destination for
eco-tourists, who take advantage of the beautiful beaches and a network of
informal trails for hiking or mountain biking.

Lyackson First Nation has built yurts on their lands to support their business
model, working to provide a characterful accommodation that is otherwise
absent on Valdes Island. Veronica Kauwell explained how these yurts have
also been used by members of Lyackson as ‘a retreat for the children once a
year in the summer and we have Elders come over. The kids usually pitch
tents outside but the Elders stay in the yurts’ (unpublished interview).
This grassroots undertaking allows the Lyackson community to continue
supporting people who wish to connect with their ancestral lands.

Future of Leeyqgsun

Although the Lyackson First Nation faces considerable difficulties in
re-establishing a full-time presence on Valdes Island, there is a strong feeling
among community members that Valdes Island will continue to be a central
feature in their lives. While reminiscing about her time living on the island,
Doreen Thomas noted, ‘we had fun. I wouldnt mind going back like if
I was younger, and I wouldn’t mind living back there again’ (unpublished
interview). Lyackson First Nation has a clear vision for their continued
stewardship and governance over all of Valdes Island, including the protection
of the island’s cultural sites and distinctive landscapes and ecosystems.
Lyackson First Nation continues to work with the Hul'qumi'num Treaty
Group, and more recently the Cowichan Nation Alliance, to coordinate
their goals and visions for the future with their neighbours and relatives
in the region. Lyackson First Nation has been generous in sharing their
island with other Coast Salish peoples who harvest animals or beach foods
there with permission, and as a place of ‘recreation, rest and renewal” with
the broader community, when they respect Lyackson ownership of the land
(Lyackson First Nation n.d.).
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