WHEN A

LANGUAGE

WAKEN

A chief’sdream,
an extraordinary historical find
and adetermined
community are stirring pentl’ach
out of dormancy
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ONE

NIGHT

in 2017, Chief Michael Recalma had an extraordinary dream. Several
of his ancestors appeared to him in their traditional regalia — elab-
orate button blankets of blue, red and black and woven cedar hats.
“They told me, “This is what you have to do: you have to start working
towards bringing back the pentl’ach language, because people think
it’s extinct. And we, as people, are still here. You’re still here.”

Chief Recalma, whose pentl’ach name is Mugalease (“potlatch
person”), is the elected leader of the Qualicum First Nation, a Coast
Salish community with fewer than 100 members living both within
and outside their traditional territories on the central inside coast
of Vancouver Island. His ancestral language, pentl’ach (pronounced
PUNT-lutch), had been considered extinct since the early 1940s after
its last known fluent speaker, Joe Nimnim, died.

Chief Recalma understood immediately that the dream and its
message were significant. “The ancestors I saw were the very, very
old ancestors. I’ve been told that they were the elders of the elders,
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because in the dream, they were up here,
above,” he gestures skyward. “There was
no actual verbal communication, but I knew
what they wanted. I knew I had to act, and I
had to act soon.”

But how to even begin? To revive an en-
dangered language requires both immense
effort and complex strategy, often relying
heavily on elders’ knowledge to create learn-
ing materials for younger generations. When
no living speakers remain, as was the case
with pentl’ach, the language is considered to
be asleep and the task of awakening it is expo-
nentially more difficult. The community must
rely on available documented resources, such
as field notes and audio recordings made by
missionaries or anthropologists. It’s a labour
of love that can take decades, if not genera-
tions, of dedicated work.

Once spoken by as many as 6,000 Quali-
cum and other First Peoples between Comox
and Nanaimo, pentl’ach didn’t simply disap-
pear overnight. Like other Indigenous lan-
guages of the Pacific Northwest, its slow
erosion can be traced back as far as the late
18th century, when European explorers first
arrived. They, and the traders and settlers
who followed, brought diseases to which
Indigenous people had no natural immuni-
zation — tuberculosis, measles, influenza
and smallpox — wiping out vast numbers of
the First Nations’ populations. The smallpox
epidemic of 1862 and other diseases killed an
estimated 90 percent of pentl’ach speakers.

The assault on Indigenous languages con-
tinued as a direct result of colonial policies
enshrined in the Indian Act. Indian residen-
tial schools, which operated across Canada for
more than 150 years and were run by the fed-
eral government and churches, played a major
role. According to Canada’s Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission, the schools were “a
systematic, government-sponsored attempt
to destroy Aboriginal cultures and languages
and to assimilate Aboriginal peoples so that
they no longer existed as distinct peoples.”

For Indigenous Peoples, awakening a dor-
mant language is essential to the continuation
of a unique identity and distinct worldview.

Pentl’ach “is a language of the land; it’s one
of the ways that we connect with the world
around us, and we’re unable to do that prop-
erly if we’re not able to share the words in the
language,” says Jessie Recalma, nephew of
Chief Recalma. “You have four pillars of un-
derstanding who we are as Indigenous people:
land, language, people and culture. None of
these can effectively exist for us if the other
is missing, and the loss of one affects the
well-being of the other three. When you’re
missing one, you’re missing a part of yourself.”
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