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Ray Lavallee says many First Nations people are lost and hurt because they don't know who they are.
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L IVING in harmony with the world
around him is second nature to
Ray Lavallee. It is also a part of his

life that he willingly shares with others.
Lavallee wants to promote a better

understanding of the customs and prac-
tices of his Plains Cree people, and to
bridge the gap between Natives and
non-Natives. He is often respectfully
referred to as a medicine man, elder
and pipe carrier, but he prefers to be
known as a spiritual healer or native
cultural consultant.

When he hears the term elder, he
thinks of an old man who can't see well
and is bent over. "I'm not that way
yet," Lavallee said with a laugh. At 54,
he is the youngest member of the med-
icine circle at the Piapot Reserve, 45
kilometers northeast of Regina in the
Qu'Appelle Valley.

As with most First Nations peoples,
an elder in the Cree t r ad i t i on is a
revered person who shares visions and
heals people physically and spiritually.
Lavallee performs wedding and funeral
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services, conducts sweat lodges and
pipe ceremonies, and does other spe-
cialized ceremonies following ancient
traditions.

He provides family and other coun-
selling for several tribal districts. He
works as the master of ceremonies for
pow wow circuits each year, and has
taken several groups of native dancers
on tour to Europe. He is a consultant,
lecturer and trainer in Native cultural
awareness, for universities, colleges,
Saskatchewan Wheat Pool and the
RCMP. Groups of police cadets come to
Piapot to experience Native customs
first hand.

Lavallee often organizes cultural
camps for visiting groups. During these
sessions he conducts nature walks and
explains about the medicines found
growing along the way. Visitors can also
experience sweat lodges and pipe cere-
monies, hear traditional songs and
drumming, eat traditional meals, and
sleep in tipis.

Although Lavallee has only a formal
education of Grade 2, and did not see a
town until he was 13, he is a knowl-

edgeable man. He has travelled all over
the world and to many reserves across
Canada and the United States, study-
ing the traditional ways of the local
indigenous people. He has gathered sto-
ries and songs and learned other lan-
guages.

Lavallee said many First Nations peo-
ple are lost and hurt because they don't
know who they are. They are a people
searching for an identity that was
denied to them for many years.

At one time Lavallee himself rejected
his heritage. For a number of years he
was away from the reserve, but 10 years
ago he had a stroke that left him tem-
porarily paralyzed and blind. While in
the hospital for two months, he
decided to accept his gifts, help others,
and try to make the rest of the world
understand his people and their way of
life.

Lavallee's role as ambassador for his
people is not a position he takes lightly.
Not long ago, First Nations people were
persecuted for practising their tradi-
t ional spir i tual and cul tural beliefs.
They were forbidden to do sweat lodges
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ana perrorm otner ceremonies.
Lavallee set up the first permanent

sweat lodge on the reserve, an act that
made his people uneasy at first for fear
of retribution. He was also one of the
first elders in Saskatchewan to allow
non-Native people, especially women,
into sweat lodges.

He believes attitudes toward and
within his people are changing for the
better. Today the Piapot Reserve is 95
percent alcohol and drug free. Lavallee
said the problem is with those who live
away from the reserve and are not close
to the traditional values and traditions.

He is pleased that people of his
reserve have managed to hang onto
their traditions. "We know and have
kept lots of our culture and we have
many young people carrying on," he
said. His nephew, Harold Lavallee,
sometimes takes over his uncle's tour
groups, and is being taught about med-
icines.

Gathering, preparing and dispensing
medicines provided by nature is one of
Raymond Lavallee's most important jobs.
Since he was a child of three toddling
after his grandmother, Mabel Whitestar,
he has been learning to work with plants.

Lavallee has worked with plants
since his boyhood.

Today his children and grandchildren
follow him as he works. "We were never
forbidden to go along," he said. "This is
the best kind of teaching."

Lavallee's grandmother passed on her

knowledge of 100 medicines, and he
has since added many more through hi;
contacts with others around the world

From the beginning, Lavallee seemed
to have an innate ability for healing
and "knowing." He lived the way his
grandmother did, in a natural way, and
at the age of 12 realized he was differ-
ent. It is difficult for him to live nor-
mally; he doesn't want to know the
future but it comes to him, he said.

The Plains Cree people's philosophies
and beliefs are as deeply-rooted as some
of the medicinal plants Lavallee digs
from the earth. Known as "spirit peo-
ple," their deep respect for Mother
Earth is reflected in their culture and
traditions. They believe everything
needed is provided by the Creator and
Mother Earth, and their gratitude is
shown in their traditional ceremonies.

Lavallee is proud of his heritage. He
has been accused of selling out his cul-
ture because he is sometimes paid for
his consulting work. But Lavallee sees
himself as forging a link between the
ancestral ways of the Plains Cree people
and modern society, in the hope that
the spiritual essence of their beliefs will
endure. 4

The
Rider

In your house upstairs
There's an old photograph
A smiling young girl
Dark hair flung back
Astride a tall, raw-boned
Rearing black mare
Bindertwines for reins
Knots in a blinkered bridle
The rest of the picture grey
And dusty
A faded dry memory
Of ten hard years.
May it was piling brush
Or walking harrowed ground
Behind tired horses
All day
Just a kid, and hungry
That colored your life that

way.

You were proud of that wild
black mare

Called her Rocket
She could really run, you said.

On the kitchen table
There's a photograph
Taken this past
Dry summer
A smiling young girl
Dark hair flung back
Fingers knotted in the tangled

mane
Of a leggy, raw-boned

chestnut
Bright as the sun
Just a kid, her whole world
Colored that way.

She's proud of that colt
Calls him Denny
He sure likes to run
Race that coyote's howl
Of an empty-bellied wind

Out where it greys the
summer sky

With fields of dust . . .

I'm going to mail you this
picture, Mom.

She's a rider, I think
Like you.

— Therese Eckel
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