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         HIGHLIGHTS: 
          
         - Briefly mentions "bear-walking" (curse by an evil medicine 
         man).            
         Alex:     This is an interview with Howard Contin of Toronto, 
         Ontario.  The interview is being conducted in the home of Mr. 
         Contin on July 28, 1983, by Alex Cywink. 
          
          
         Alex:     Maybe you'd like to start with your name and where 
         you were born. 
          
         Howard:   My name is Howard Contin, C-O-N-T-I-N.  The origin of 
         my name -- I guess I will have to talk Indian, it's (Indian).  
         It meant, more or less, it had something to do with a leg or a 
         cripple, or something, crippled leg, (Indian).  The original 
         name came from somebody that lived, that was born in Ireland, 
         in Contin (?), Ireland they called it.  And that was where the 
         name Contin come from.  The other name I have is Meskiash, 
         which is -- I don't know what it means.  But it has something 
         to do with grassy shoreline or something like that.  That was 
         my grandfather's name.  My mother's name is Mary Jane (Indian 
         name).  I don't know the meaning of that word, (Indian name), 



         but I know...  So they took another name.  They call her 
         Joseph, Mary Jane Joseph.   
          
         I was born in a family of thirteen.  And only two of us lived 
         out of that family.  That was me and my brother.  My brother's 
         name was Frank, Frank Contin.  The rest of them died before I 
         was born.  Some of them died during this 1918 flu we had after 
         the First World War.  My father supported us by trapping and 
         guiding tourists, and planting, making gardens -- like planting 
         potatoes, carrots, turnips and things like that, onions.  A 
         typical day, when I was growing up, would be playing in the 
         bush.  I was always alone, you know, that was up until the  
         time I went to school.  I often wondered why I never got lost 
          
         in the bush by myself.  (laughs)  A funny thing happened about 
         that was that the fact of growing up in the reserve for some 
         twenty-one years, and I come to the city of Toronto.  And I go 
         back -- the first thing that happened was I got lost.  (laughs)  
         There must be something to that.  The kind of trips that I took 
         when I was going was usually for picking blueberries.  Most of 
         the time it was for trapping, with a canoe, paddle -- the odd 
         time with an outdoor motor, that is...  I used to do some 
         bagging.  When I started guiding, that was when I was very 
         young, when I was about twelve, thirteen years old.   
          
         I went to school in an Indian day school.  I think they had 
         what they call a primer one and primer two, and they had three 
         different kinds of readers.  They called them first, second, 
         third books.  And I don't think...  Going to school was a lot 
         of fun for me, anyways.  I didn't stay too long, I stayed about 
         six years, and I completed that grade seven, or whatever it 
         was, grade six I guess.  It's a kind of teaching that they had 
         there.   
          
         Most times we ate things that you can grow in a garden, like 
         potatoes, carrots, and cabbage, turnips.  I remember many times 
         that, well, in my early teens, maybe thirteen, fourteen, that 
         we never had nothing to eat.  Especially in the wintertime 
         because... I remember I had an old shotgun and if I didn't 
         kill a rabbit or a partridge, then we didn't have nothing for 
         that day.  It was very difficult at that time, difficult 
         period.  We had a sort of a relief once in a while from the 
         Department of Indian Affairs -- it wasn't very much, about $5. 
         for people, Cree people, and it didn't last too long.  And it 
         wasn't given all the time, it was just very odd times.   
          
          
         I guess when I went to school I was taught, I guess, what we 

 

 

don't know too much about the ancestral history about the 

e) 

         would call elementary subjects like; math, reading, social 
e         studies, writing.  And there wasn't too many children.  Ther

         was supposed to be about twenty-six new and they usually only 
         had two or three in school.  That was the kind of an upbringing
         I had.   
          
         I 
         reserve.  The name of our tribe is, is... the name of our 
         reservation really is (Indian word) -- End of the (inaudibl



         Reserve.  Where the people came from, I don't have no idea.  
         Probably they had another reserve they called (Indian name), 
         and they had the reserve from... new reserve, (Indian name).  
         There was some people that come from (Indian name), and I don't 
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mething -- that reminds me -- I'd like to... I remember, when 
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         know who these are, but that's where they came from.  And they 
         moved from there -- and they moved up to that reserve.  I 
         really don't know too much about the history of the reserve
         Part of our reserve is an island, which is, I don't know what 
         the area, maybe thirty, thirty square miles, not probably less.
         There are two ports there, at the Treaty and the Pickerel 
         River, both sides of the river, place they called the 
         (inaudible) Ontario.  It's the only transportation into
         reserve at the time when I was young was railroad.  And the 
         trains only came once a day, each way.  That is, one to 
         Sudbury, one to Parry Sound.  And they had to bring our f
         with the train, and the weight freight, off of the boat.  1950, 
         I guess, '50, then they put the highway through, 69, 59 -- 
         Highway 69.  
          
         When I was growing up there were about twenty some odd families 
         living in the reserve, on the island there was about twenty 
         some odd families.  And most of these people passed away.  Th
         is, whole families.  That my aunt and her whole family -- 
         there's none of them alive now.  Two uncles, three uncles I
          
         guess, none of those people are alive that lived with me on the 
         island where I grew up.  The other people, they died too, the 
         older people.  The original inhabitants, they died.  First the 
         (name) and McKenzies, they died.  So really I am the last one 
         that's left, that left the island and I was...  It would be in 
         1947, I was the last one to live in the reserve, and I had to 

          leave there.  What happened was that my parents stayed there --
         there were a lot of people there and they...  My father and 
         mother died one day apart in the wintertime, in March.  We ha
         to keep them in the house until I had to go for help.  I 
         couldn't bury them because I did not have any... I had to 
         for coffin at Parry Sound and this took a couple of days, three 
         days before I could get that coffin.  And then it was in the 
         wintertime and I had to have help from my brother, too.  And 
         myself I stayed there for maybe another six months.  I finally
         left.   
          
         So
         I was very young, you know, I remember having a dream when I 
         was young.  I remember sitting up on top of the rock on, in th
         reserve, overlooking the reserve.  It was the high point of the 
         reserve.  And I woke, it was early in the morning, very early, 
         it was foggy and misty and all I could see was a whole bunch of 
         crosses all over the reserve.  Sometimes I wonder if that has 

          anything to do with me being the last one to leave the reserve.
         Because most of my people, they believed in a lot of things, 
         like knowing about something that is going to happen in the 
         future, and they were able to forecast something.  Something 
         that we inherit -- I don't know what it is.  So one of these 
         dreams like that, or a vision, or whatever it was, it stays 
         with me.   
          



         Another example would be... I was very young again, about seven 
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         years old, six, seven years old, and my aunt, I guess, by 
          

rriage -- my uncle's wife, came from Christian Island.           ma
         came down to our place; she come and looked for me.  Told my 
         mother that she had a vision about me.  I don't remember too 
         well what they did, but I think they had some kind of a 
         ceremony, or maybe smoked a pipe, or burned a little bit of 
         medicine, or something like that.  And they gave me this name
         of (Indian).  And the lady also gave me, the old lady also gave
         me a bow, bow and arrow, that they created.  She said at the 
         time, I remember, that I would be a good hunter, and I would b
         a good provider, that's what she said.  So she gave me this 
         little bow to keep for some native (inaudible).  There were 
         ribbons on it, different colors on it, blue, white, red.  It 
         was more like an ornamental bow, eh.  (Inaudible) keep that, I
         was supposed to keep it.  They believed in so many of these 
         legends when I was young that...  I can remember so many of 
         these legends.  They talked about burning a piece, some 
         tobacco, throwing some tobacco in a fire, and they have some 
         luck, good luck or something.   
          
         Anyway, that's one thing I remember about growing up on the 
         reserve.  Our chiefs, I like to say(?) a bunch of them as I w
         growing up, they were all elected, eh.  They didn't have no, 
         what do you call them, hereditary, we didn't have any of that.  
         Most of them were elected and there was a lot of them.  I don't 
  
         Augawati(?), McCobie(?), Joseph, Cotton -- there was a lot of 
         them there.  Chief there today is my niece, her name 
         (Indian).  There were people in there, somebody by the name of 

 so          (Indian).  They were one of the original people in there,
         their names, but...  At the time who was chief, well, I really 
         don't know.  There was nothing organized in the reserve when I
         was young.   
          
         In regards to 

ther -- kne         mo
         roots and dry them.  Certain kinds of roots had to be dug at 
         night, and they had to be very careful.  If you break the roo
         whoever would take the medicine would die.  And most of the 
         times when the roots were dried they would use a piece of 
         tanned deer hide and rock, and what you would have is somethi

e         like pepper.  And they'd take these by the spoonfuls and th
         were thick(?).  In my case I remember getting sick -- I stayed 
         in bed for about a month.  And this Indian guy,  this old 
         Indian guy came from Thunder Bay, I guess, came over.  He 
         brought me a bottle of tonic that he had -- I think it was 
         referred to as tonic to the Indians.  He said to me, "When 
         drink all this," he says, "you'll get up and go and play 
         around, play ball again."  And that's what happened.  And he 
         gave me that  (inaudible).  Two months that I was sick and
         finally he come up and gave me this medicine, and I got up.   
          
         I don't know, like anything else, the medicine in the reserve, 

ere was some... I don't know, today I have no opinion one wa         th
         or the other about some of the things that I have seen.  That 



         people could make other people sick; this is something that I 
         heard say they called it "bear-walk."  I remember them 
         saying...  These two people, the people I'm talking about were 

se,          my mother and my aunt.  There was nobody else in the hou
         just me and my mother and her sister.  My aunt was sick for 
         quite some time.  Something really, I don't know, in pain I 
         guess.  And my mother made a poultice -- all those boiled herbs 

rinkled it like a powder, put it on my aunt's chest.  About 
arted 

       to yell at me, "Take the poultice off!"  Took the poultice off 
 

 

always... this way.  When 
was growing up most times my family's way of life was 

sts.  

amps, wood stoves.  
ansportation was railways, most of the times by canoe.  It 
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g pile on one side and a raft, more or less raft.  Well, they 
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         and...  I remember her squashing that up on a platter(?) iron 
         and a piece of cloth.  And spreading it out on a white cloth 
         and putting the cheesecloth over it, and putting some of this 
          
         medicine that they used to make on top of it.  And she 
         sp
         twenty minutes, fifteen, twenty minutes after my aunt st
  
         and they found a piece of glass about a inch and a quarter, and
         an old nail, and a bunch of white hair -- at the time nobody 
         had white hair.  That's something that I've seen, I don't have 
         no opinion of it one way or the other, today.  I just seen it 
         and that's it, so I don't know.  Anyway they used to talk about
         (inaudible) and maybe it's true.    
          
         Well, there are some other ways one could make a living.  Well, 
         there always was, this is what it is 
         I 
         trapping, guiding, cutting stove wood for the school house in 
         the wintertime.  My mother used to make quill boxes, 
         sweetgrass, some of them, she used to sell these to touri
         Sometimes she made things from deer hides and moose hides -- 
         that was part of the income.   
          
         Modern conveniences, we did not have any electricity -- the 
         only thing we had was coal oil l
         Tr
         was a very poor living at the time.  Sometimes my father'd ge
         lucky.  I remember once he got lucky, he shot about f
         five deer in the fall and hung them up, froze them -- we had 
         meat all winter.  And sometimes, in the spring, he used to dry 
         fish, smoke fish.  It used to take about a couple of days, tw
         three days keeping a fire, making a rack, smoking the fish on 
         top of a rock and a fire under.  Two or three days of this and 
         they dried up.  The meat was cured that way too, sometimes.  We 
         had dry meat, and when you wanted meat, you just throw the dry 
         meat in the water, more or less.  Dehydrated meat.  Sometimes 
          
         when you kill a deer you take the hide off, take the feathers 
         off, made with some kind of a tool, I don't know what it was --
         bi
         used to use this raft and put wooden handles on it to soak the 
         hide and eventually he took the feathers, I mean...  The 
         feathers! (laughs)  The hair off the hide with this piece of 
         iron.  And after he'd take the hair off, he'd soak it in salt 

d to          water and take it out of there and let it dry up.  And use
         put cod liver oil on it.  Cod liver oil we used to get from th
         Indian Agent.  Soak that oil into it there and put it back in 
         the water, then he used to dry it on a piece of wood.  The 
         others -- you work it back and forth on top of this wood, a 



         piece of... I don't know what you would call that -- it's made 
         especially for doing this sort of work.   
          
         Keeping supplies was mostly done whenever we had money.  
         Sometimes we got lucky and we had... my father would buy three 

 four hundred pound bags of flour; maybe a couple of pails 
e 
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s muskrat and beaver, and there ain't that many beaver at 
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       everybody on the 31st of December, and they'd have a dance 
se, 
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         or
         of lard, and a few other things that would last most of th
         year, most of the winter, till the following spring.   
          
         He used to get this money from guiding.  In the springtime he
         went trapping.  Most of the times the only thing he coul
         wa
         that time.  To get a beaver, it really was something, because 
         it didn't happen too often -- there was no beaver at the time.  
         I'm talking about the early '30s, 1930s, during what they ref
         to as the Depression, I guess.  And the fur buyer used to come 
         around and he used to buy these muskrat hides.   
          
         And money, as far as money was concerned, you didn't see it too 
         often.  A long time ago, when I was very young, th
          
         we'd see was when my father worked guiding, a few weeks of 
         guiding in the summertime.  And my mother selling these 
         so
         out of tanned hides. So we didn't see money too often.  We g
         paid about $4. treaty money in the spring and a little bit of 
         interest money, that was about all the money we seen.  And 
         sometimes my dad used to make paddles to sell.  Very difficult 
         times in those days.  I remember when I was a little bit older 
         -- I was in my teens -- my father was old enough to get old 
         pension.  The pension was $6.25 every three months, it wasn't 
         very much.  Myself I started working once in a while in a 
         lumber camp, saw mill.  It wasn't too often that I was able to 
         do this.  So really what I'm saying is we never had any steady 
         income.  Or most times no income whatsoever.   
          
         As far as festivals, I don't know, we didn't have any.  We 

it was, I guess         didn't have to... anything of that sort because 
         be
         where I grew up, there was a lot of white people -- the Indi
         people on one side of the river and the white people on the 
         other side.  And it was (inaudible) they had a mixture of 
         holidays.  The holiday was the first of July, and at New 
         Year's.  The New Year's holiday was the... we used to have 
         square dances.  We'd have a feast, more like a dinner for 
  
         after that, all night.  And Eddie used to harness up a hor
         wagon, and everybody would get in there and they'd travel th
         whole reserve wish everybody a Happy New Year.  A lot of ho
         brew.  (laughs) Bee's wine(?).  I guess these are what you'd
         call community get-togethers today.  There was no songs, there 
         was nothing like that that was especially for Indians.  It 
         seemed that the fiddle music they played -- I don't know where 
          
         it came from, but... Scotch, Wheels or whatever they were.  

          Anyway, they used to play a fiddle so they could have dances
         with country music.  And when they had these feasts in the 



         wintertime, they had them in a New Year's and Christmas and 

ng 

nd Windegos.  Windegos, they 
uld eat everything, you know, even me if I didn't behave.  

sed to tell me he's coming to eat me if I 
dn't behave.  But there were a lot of legends; I learned a 

 

 were the Indian Agent, the priest, 
hool teacher, the postmaster, the storekeeper, and the people 

 

spect maybe?  But they were different from me.  I always had 

 I 

 of 
t to 

ward:   Well, I didn't know anything about Toronto, really, 
han what I'd seen.  I first came to Toronto 

, during the Second World War.  I got into the army, and 
ere were so many people around here I didn't get a chance to 

         they had them going for about five days, and they would last 
         pretty near all night.  Sleep all day and start dancing again 

i         in the evening and eating at midnight.  There was no such th
         as a community get-together or sort of issues that were 
         discussed -- we didn't have anything like that.   Stories, I 
         guess maybe you could talk about Nanabush. 
          
         Alex:     About what? 
          
         Howard:   Nanabush.  (laughs) 
          
         Alex:     Who's he? 
          
         Howard:   Talk about Nanabush a
         co
         (laughs)  My mother u
         di
         lot of these stories.  I could tell you some stories but they
         would be far too long.   
          
         I'd like to mention something here -- my first encounter of 
         non-natives.  When I think of that statement today, I remember 
         most times the non-natives
         sc
         that my father worked for.  These were the only non-natives 
         that I first encountered.  Eventually I... when I started to 
         get a little bit older, that is in my older teens, I started to
         associate with some of these non-natives that were working in 
          
         the saw mill, and living on the other side of the reserve.  
         I've always thought they were something, they were somebody 
         different, they were somebody to be afraid of, somebody to 
         re
         the idea that they were different from me.  I was afraid of 
         them, I was very uncomfortable with these people, anyway.   
          
         What made me moved to the city of Toronto?  Hm!  Good 
         question... I spent some time in the Senior Training School. 
         learned a trade at the machinist and I learned that I had a 

ttle bit of education.  And because of my past experiences         li
         growing up in the reserve where it was so very difficul
         even make, to feed myself... Well, a lot of times I didn't have 
         enough food to get by.  My thinking was that, "Since I can't 
         make a living up there, well, I may as well try to make a 
         living somewhere else."  And so I moved to the city where I 
         encountered a lot of problems and difficulties... 
          
         (END OF SIDE A) 
          
          
         Ho
         too much, other t
         in
         th
         see any of the city -- I didn't really know nothing about the 
         city.  But it took me a long time to learn how to live here, 



         but this is a different story in itself, completely different 

wo 

le 
 little -- took me many years to find out, to eventually 
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         from living in the city and learning to live in the city, 
         completely different thing.  So many things that I could say, 
         but it's enough to say that there is two different things 
          
         living, growing up in the reserve and living in the city, t
         completely different.  My first impression of coming into 
         Toronto would be just like I was in Mars.  I found out litt
         by
         learn how to live in the city, simply because I didn't know too
         many things -- the way they were done.   
          
         Alex:     Did you ever have an Indian name? 
          
         Howard:   Yeah. 
          
         Alex:     You said that, obviously.  
          
         Howard:   I was t
          
         Alex:     Yeah.  And when you were tra
         te
          
         Ho
          
         Alex:     Was it like, just, 
         an
          

ward:   Oh, all over, all          Ho
         wasn't too many people when I was young, eh, because...  You 
         could travel 

 father us         My
         river and we'd never see anybody.  The only thing, the odd tim
         we'd see people working on logging camps.  They'd give us 
         something to eat -- the most important thing used to be at the 
         time was a good meal.  It was very difficult.  If you see 
         anybody, I guess even today, I found that, mostly Indians, give 
          
         them a good meal, it was (inaudible).  I can remember at the 
         time it was really an occasion to have a meal, it was the m
         important thing.  You didn't...  Like I was saying about these 
         ge
         Year's holidays and Christmas.  First thing they did was 
         everybody put in a donation and have a feast.  And sharing with 
         each other a lot of things.  We never seen anybody go hungry in 
         the reserve.  What I mean by sharing was that something happens 

          to somebody... I remember my mother picking up a couple of
         orphans and kept them for about a year.  It was because their 
         mother died -- nobody asked her, "Are you capable of looking 
         after children?" which she wasn't.  We never had too much to 
         eat either.   But just the same she went and got these kids 
         looked after them.  And there was no such thing as Children's 
         Aid Society taking over.  This was the natural thing to do.  I
         remember another boy nobody wanted on the reserve -- my mother 
         just kept him and took care of him.  This was the way of life 
         that I learned, sharing with each other, you know.  Somebody 
         didn't have enough food, well, somebody else had a little extra 



         -- well, then you went and got it from them.  These things 
         today, where I am, they can't do that.  I remember my uncle's 
         kids don't have nothing to eat.  So, other people get together 

ward:   Oh, we tanned it...  Well, we made everything out of 
 

casins, you 
ow, no shoes.  I didn't have...  A lot of winters when, 

 
ent eventually, for the wintertime.  And springtime they had 
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ward:   Like I said, at the reserve there wasn't that many.  
  
st 

 the people died and the others...  Well, today there's only 

to go by train.  Most people died from a lot 
 this -- what they would, they would cure it today like 

 

 
 

he 
sult was most of the people died.    

 
 

e horse.  And there were only trails through the bush, little 

         and they bring something or other to eat, like, bring them a 
         little bit of food...   
          
         Alex:     What did you do with all the hides you made?  Like, 
         after you cured a hide, what did you do with it? 
          
         Ho
         it; gloves, jackets, shirts, mitts, shoes, moccasins, like, you
         know.  I remember I had, a lot of times I wore moc
         kn
          
         especially when I was in grade four, before I was ten years 
         old, most of the times I wore moccasins in the wintertime.  
         Eventually we used to get a pair of rubbers from the Indian
         Ag
         this interest payment from the reserve and we'd buy canvas, 
         what you call sneakers, jogging shoes.  (laughs)  We used to 
         buy them; they would last all of summer.  It was very difficu
         to (inaudible), difficult to... 
          
         Alex:     How many people lived on the reserve when...  You 
         said twenty families, eh. 
          
         Ho
         Most of them died off; my uncle's family -- they're all dead.

period of 1926 to 1938, 1939.  Mo         They all died off within a 
         of
         about...  The reserve now contains about, my brother's family, 
         and some of the (name) family, and the (name) family; but these 
         are young people.  Actually, about two or three, in fact there 
         isn't anybody... in fact maybe about two guys alive when I was 
         young, today.   
          
         We didn't have too much.  When you got sick you died.  That was 
         it, there was no doctor.  The doctor was about seventy miles 
         away and you had 
         of
         pneumonia, and appendicitis or whatever you want to call it.  I 
         don't know what my mother died from, my mother died in March 
         26, which is my birthday.  I remember my dad come down the next
         day and he said to me, "How are you?  We should bury your 
         mother today.  Early morning," he said, "because I had a dream 
         last night, I won't be around too long," he said.  And that 
         same day he got sick about 12:00 o'clock and he died in a 
          
         rocking chair about a couple of hours after, three hours after. 

 I         I would think it would be in the moon(?) that killed him.  So
         guess it was pretty difficult to get medical assistance.  T
         re
          
         I don't know...  What else I could talk about is the life in the 
         reserve, was that the way I knew it was, there were houses here

nsportation other than         and there in the bush.  There was no tra
         th



         wee trails, you know.  And you had to walk about half a mile if 
         you wanted to see your neighbor; you had to walk through the 
         bush to go and visit.   
          
         But some of these people... I, I remember one of my aunts, the 
         old man, or, she used to sing in a church, Catholic church.  I 

d man talk and he was, I guess he must 

et, 
hs)  
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         used to listen to this ol
         have been a pretty intelligent person because the message he 
         described about, the building message he used to describe what 
         they are using today in the construction industry.  And he 
         built a big church on the reserve, I remember that, around 
         1920, '30 somewhere around, early 1930's.  The old man got to 
         be about one hundred and some odd years.  I remember, too, not 
         too long, after I grew up, he fell out of bed about three fe
         two feet off the bed and died from a fractured skull.  (laug
         Getting too old.  About one hundred and some odd years, he 
         lived to be...  He was very intelligent.  I don't know, maybe 
         there are other things I could talk about, but they're a little 
         more controversial so I won't bother about those.  (laughs)  
          
          
         (END OF SIDE B) 
         (END OF TAPE)      
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