The Dreamers

The Creation
Ancestors of the Blueberry River First Nations occupied the land from the
Rocky Mountains into northwestern Alberta where the Peace River flows
for millennia. Fur traders first recorded the Dane-zaa in 1793, although
oral stories tell of the people and events long before the arrival of
explorers and settlers. The Dane-zaa “real people” creation story takes us
back to the beginning of time. Sky Keeper made the Dane-zaa and
everything that came to pass. Water came into being flowing from the
creeks and rivers into the big water. He made the land, animals and the big
stars in the sky. He gave the Dane-zaa the ability to dream to heaven.

Like swans, the Dane-zaa Dreamers fly to heaven in their dreams. Through
singing and dancing, they express the presence of the creator. Long ago, the
first dreamers predicted the coming of strangers and told the people what
the future will bring. They helped people sustain the afflictions and
difficulties brought about from the fur trade and settlers. The last dreamer
Charlie Yahey, a member of the Blueberry River First Nations who died in
1976, prophesied significant changes to traditional lands from oil and gas
extraction, forestry and of flooding of the Peace River from hydro-electric
dams. Charlie’s blessings from heaven were recorded in the 1960s and
offer healing to those that believe. “The world will listen to my voice.”

Our Land

The Future

The Dane-zaa nané? “the territory on which people live” including the
Peace River was made for Dane-zaa to live. That is the way it is. The Dane
-zaa had a complex and deeply rooted pattern of movements within the
Peace River country. The valleys and its waters, including Charlie Lake
and the headwaters of Halfway and Beatton Rivers, provided fish, berries
and edible plants as well as game for the people. Suu Na chii k’chige “the
place where happiness dwells” was a summer gathering place where
people met to sing, dance and keep their stories alive.

Today (2018) industrial development continues to threaten the old pack
trails, graves and traditional ways of life. Attempts have been made to take
up the land but it remains the country of the Dane-zaa. The Yahey Brothers,
grandsons of Charlie Yahey still perform the songs of Charlie Yahey and
the other Dreamers to pray for the provision and protection of future
generations. Every summer there is a cultural and ceremonial gathering at
Pink Mountain where you are invited to come and learn about the heritage,
language and culture of the Dane-zaa people. We wish to share our
knowledge and through words and songs connect you to the past.

Image 1: Char lie Yahey, Aanaatswęą (Bella Yahey), and Aku at Doig Reser ve in 1968.
Aanaatswęą was 118 years old when she passed away in 1976. She was the oldest person
living in Canada at the time.

Image 2: Char lie Yahey and Dreamer ’s drum. The drum
pictures the cross at the centre of the creation story.

Peace River
The original name of the river was Beaver
River (Tsa Naachii) named after the Danezaa or Beaver People and later changed to
Peace River. The river has deep historical
and cultural significance from ancient times
to today. It is part of the Dane-zaa heritage
and identity. The abundance of game along
the Peace River and rich fur resources
brought in traders and outsiders into the area
to set up trading posts and homesteads.
Along with the trade came diseases and
starvation caused by the overexploitation of
game. By the middle of the eighteenth
century, the Dane-zaa population was facing
a serious decline. A flu epidemic in 19181919 nearly wiped out the people and left
mass gravesites scattered along the Peace
River valley.
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Image 3: Chief Yahey with Blueber r y Elder s at Peace River Lookout. From Left Chief
Marvin Yahey, Elder Eileen Wokeley, Elder Gerald Yahey, Elder Alice Pyle, Youth Charlie
Yahey, Elder May Apsassin, Bryan Pyle (kneeling down), Elder MaryJean Wolf, Elder
Mary Yahey, Elder Randy Yahey, and Elder Ronnie Apsassin.

