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A young Pearl Harris spends long 

summer days playing on beaches 

watching her sister train for canoe 

racing. Pearl happily dreams of the 

day when she will join the pullers of 

the famous St. Andrew Canoe Club.   

Everything changes when, without 

warning, her older sisters were stolen 

from their home and sent to the Port 

Alberni Residential School. Pearl is left 

with loneliness and loss. She watches 

and learns all she can about canoe 

racing and joins the club at a very 

young age. The important lessons she 

learns as an athlete make a difference 

in her life.
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The Early Years
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Young Pearl Harris loved the clear waters and pristine beaches of 
Kulleet Bay. She visited the tide pools on sunny days. The pools were 
like tiny oceans. She watched a hermit crab with its borrowed shell 
march sideways. She examined a sea anemone that looked like a 
flower. Pearl spent hours counting the rays of purple sea stars that 
decorated the rocks.  She searched for tiny bubbles popping through 
the sand. Pearl knew these bubbles meant that butter clams were just 
below the surface.

Pearl loved the taste of the tangy salt air and the fresh morning 
breezes. She begged to join her family when they rose early to dig 
for clams.

Her aunties and elders had often told her. “When the tide goes out, 
the table is set, and it leaves a picnic for everyone to enjoy!”

Pearl’s favourite time was when she played with her older sisters.  
Delia, Rita, Irene and Alice had wonderful imaginations. Together 
they spent the day exploring the beaches of Kulleet Bay. Adventure 
stories were acted out. The ocean’s discarded treasures were used as 
props for their fun-filled days of play.  

They gathered tangled and twisted driftwood to make forts and 
castles. They pretended to tame seals and sea lions by making  
stranded kelp into a long whip. They fished for bull heads, using 
willow branches and safety pins. Floating logs found on the beach 
became magical ships as they travelled to make-believe lands. It 
was as if Kulleet Bay was her own giant playground. She could not 
imagine a better place.



But the best part of growing up beside the water’s edge, was the 
Stz’uminus Nation’s sport of war canoe racing. Every season 
brought with it all kinds of exciting activities. Visitors came 
from far away.

Pearl’s older sister Rita was an excellent athlete who pulled for 
the famous Saint Andrew team. Rita started her training for the 
war canoe races early in April. Pearl would often rise early in the 
morning to watch her sister and the team train for their races. 

“Someday I will paddle our Stz’uminus team to victory” she would often 
announce to the passing seals. Pearl was convinced that they nodded 
their round furry heads in agreement. 

Pearl had so much fun on her beautiful beach that she hoped the 
warm and sunny days of summer would never end.

One summer Pearl’s sun filled world of make believe and play came 
to a sudden and horrible end! 

Without any warning or time to prepare, Pearl’s sisters were stolen from 
her parent’s home! They were taken to a place far from home, and no 
one knew when or if they would be returned. 
 
“Why is this happening? Why doesn’t someone rescue my sisters?” 
pleaded Pearl as her eyes filled with tears of fear and frustration. 
Her entire family was overwhelmed with grief. No one in the 
community was able to change the awful events set in motion by 
the government’s residential school policies.

After that terrible event, Pearl’s days were filled with the quiet 
sounds of spray from passing orca. Even the chatter of ravens 
couldn’t make her laugh.
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BELOW   ST. Andrew canoe: note Rita Harris in white shirt.     



Pearl begged her parents to keep her close by them and not let the 
government take her from her home.

Fortunately, she was still very young. The government laws that 
forced children from their parents arms surely would change! 
Meanwhile, every opportunity was taken to wrap Pearl in a warm 
and cozy blanket of love.

They filled the evening hours telling Stz’uminus oral narratives. 
“Wild Woman” and “Seagull Stole the Sun” were her favourites. 

They were told over and over again, and each time she heard them 
she loved them even more.

Pearl especially enjoyed learning her language. Hul’q’umi’num 
words and phrases were woven throughout each part of the story.

Her parents were also determined that Pearl know the stories about 
famous Stz’uminus paddlers.
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Pearl’s large extended family was dedicated to all aspects of war 
canoe racing. Her Uncle Mannie and Uncle Elmer carried on the 
traditions and knowledge of their ancestors who developed the canoe 
to its highest levels of beauty and performance.

Elmer created intricately designed canoes that were fast and safe, 
even on the big seas beyond the sight of land. But it was the smaller 
and swifter war canoes powered by teams of competitive pullers that 
he loved to build.

Pearl’s uncles were famous for producing the fastest canoes on the 
course.

Pearl remembers looking at a photograph of the famous race that 
took place at the Gorge in the early thirties.  The winning canoe 
was named “Rainbow.” Many of her family members were pulling 
in that race. She remembers asking her uncle why one of the men 
in the Rainbow was without a paddle. He told her that the paddle 

was knocked from his grasp but they 
crossed the line ahead of all the 
canoes despite the loss of one of their 
best pullers!

To pass the days when her sisters 
were away at residential school, Pearl 
would bring her toys to the carving 
shed where her Uncle Mannie was 
working on the next racing canoe. 

She loved the sounds of the steady 
tapping and chiselling that filled every 
corner of the shed. In winter, the rain 
on the roof added to the “tap, tap” 
rhythm of  the sharp adze.

The war canoe that Mannie was most 
proud of came from many revisions 
and experiments with different designs.  

His hard work resulted in the creation 
of a famous canoe known as the 
“Saint Andrew.”

Before it was completed, Mannie 
would let little Pearl climb into the 
canoe. She would pretend that she was 
the strongest puller of the Stz’uminus 
Nation Canoe Club. Mannie even 
joined in the pretend game by 
providing lots of loud cheering and 
clapping as she pretended to paddle 
across the finish line.

Strokesman (Image on right): Aleck Seymour, Peter Mitchell, Nelson Aleck, Victor Seymour, Sam Harris, Francis AmBruce, 

Wilfred Sampson, Eli Sampson,  Alphonse Harris, Joe Seymour, Moses Seymour                                                 Circa 1930                         



Pearl’s family  had managed to keep Pearl in the local 
primary school. 

Delia, Irene and Alice were still away at the Port Alberni 
Residential School. Pearl’s oldest sister Rita was now 
back home.  

Rita was always a strong athlete and she was now able to 
train under the watchful eyes of her coaches.

Pearl would get up early to watch her sister train in the early days 
of April. She knew her Uncle Mannie and Aunt Mona expected all 
of the girls in the canoe club to dedicate many hours to training 
exercises. Only those who were both talented and disciplined made 
the team.  

Pearl was still very young so she had to be satisfied with watching 
and learning all she could about what it takes to be a future 
champion.

The next spring, Pearl was once again watching the team train. 
Her uncle approached her and announced that she would be 
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Pearl is Chosen to 
Join the Saint Andrew

Canoe Club
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joining the St. Andrew Canoe Club. She was very surprised!
No one had ever been asked to join at such a young age.

Uncle Mannie and Aunt Mona noticed that Pearl had taken extra 
effort to watch and learn how the athletes trained. They observed 
that she was a competitive young girl and was able to focus on 
a task and stick to a goal that she had set for herself, even if it 
meant facing hardships and challenges.  

Mona and Mannie believed that Pearl was someone who could 
inspire and lead both young and old. This is why they knew that 
Pearl, as young as she was, could rise to the challenges that she 
would face as an athlete on a strong team that consistently placed 
first or second in the racing circuit competitions. Pearl was, by far, 
the youngest member of the team. However, this didn’t mean that 
she got any special treatment.

Pearl didn’t mind getting up early and bathing in the cold ocean 
waters. She knew that this traditional practice would help build 
her physical and mental level of fitness.

Her home was filled with corners where she could exercise and 
build her upper body strength. Her family created special training 
routines such as having her get off the school bus miles before her 
stop at Shell Beach. At first she would run for five minutes and 
then walk for the next five. Before long she was able to run the 
entire five miles in record time.

Sometimes when she was running she would think about her 
sisters who were away at residential school.

The family was always hopeful that the girls could return for a 
Christmas vacation or for a summer visit, but this often ended in 
crushing disappointment. They never knew when they could be 

together again. Pearl’s family constantly worried that they would 
lose their fight to keep Pearl close to home and away from
residential schools.

Pearl wondered if her extended family devoted so much of their 
time and energy to the training of the St. Andrew Canoe Club so 
that they might be distracted from the daily pain they endured.  
This made Pearl even more determined to make her family proud 
of her. She made a promise to herself that she would do everything 
she could to bring the War Canoe Championship home to the 
Stz’uminus Nation.
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Getting Ready

Pearl was up to greet the morning sun on training days. 
Everyone on the team followed Mona, Mannie and Alphonse’s 
instructions that prepared the pullers for the racing season.

Pearl remembered that when she was younger she would watch 
the team bathe in the cold and salty ocean waters. Now she was 
living her dream!  She was joining in on this important tradition. 
Three big dunks were required and Pearl’s loud squeals added 
to the shouts and yelps from her team.  

Mona and Mannie made sure that the traditional teachings 
around preparing the war canoe were followed. Each crew 
member was instructed to gather specific plants that grew 
along the shores of Thuq’min and Kulleet Bay. 

The plants were used to brush, wash and cleanse the canoe. 
These protocols have been in place for countless generations 

and continue to this day.  

All of the team members 
took great pride in 
following the established 
traditions. Pearl remembers 
how proud she was when 
her elders watched the team 
prepare the canoe and they 
gave the team a kind wink 
of approval.
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Fun and Feasting 
Was All Part of the 
Racing Experience

Once the racing season started, Pearl’s whole life was focussed on her daily 
training routines. 

When the last school bell on Friday afternoon rang, she bolted out the 
front doors. 

Mona and Mannie would be waiting in the school parking lot. Everything 
that the team would need for their trip was neatly packed. Travel plans 
were all arranged, and the war canoe was safely hitched up to the faithful 
blue van. They would leave right from the school and waste no time getting 
to the racing venue. 

Pearl was never sure where the next race would be held. Sometimes they 
would travel to the state of Washington and make their way to the beaches 
of Neah Bay.

Races that took place on 
the Squamish territory 
or closer to home at 
Cultus Lake were always 
fun. Once they arrived, 
everyone helped to set up 
their tents.



As soon as the camp was all organized, volleyball or softball games 
were enjoyed with all their friends and family.

Pearl’s favourite time was when everyone gathered around the 
evening summer beach campfire. As the embers glowed, stories of 
past races were shared. The traditional stories from the territories 
also provided rich and lively entertainment for all.

Young and old alike, would beg Pearl to tell stories that she
knew so well.  

Many knew that Pearl had a flair for story-telling. She was happy 
to share the stories that her family told so many times when Pearl 
was young.

Pearl enjoyed using the story telling opportunity to practice the 
Hul’q’umi’nu phrases that her family had taught her.

Pearl always felt a sense of pride and achievement when both 
young and old seemed to be magically transported into the world 
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of “Seagull Steals the Sun” and “Wild Woman.” She often received 
compliments about her way with words. Some of the elders even 
suggested that she would make an excellent teacher when she grew 
up, because she seemed to have a way to make learning fun! 

The soft glow from the campfire and the support she felt from 
her family and friends wrapped around her like a big warm 
blanket of love. 

As she watched the sun dip below the horizon of the beautiful waters 
of the Salish Sea, she heard Mona’s voice instructing the pullers to 
prepare for bed. They were never allowed to stay up late before a race. 

Pearl was used to this routine. She knew that Mona only wanted her 
team to be ready to face tomorrow’s challenges.  

Mannie and Mona made sure that Pearl was in top physical condition.  
Besides insisting that she get plenty of sleep, she was taught to follow 
a healthy lifestyle. Only the most nutritious foods and snacks were 
allowed. Mona knew that Pearl would perform like a top athlete if she 
followed the traditional ways of her ancestors.  

Physical, mental, spiritual and emotional health needed to be in 
balance if an athlete was to reach their true potential. 

Pearl made sure she acknowledged the hard work of those who 
prepared the food, helped set up camp, and arranged for transporting 
the canoes and the team members to each venue site. 

As she got older Pearl realized that Mona and Mannie made personal 
sacrifices both emotionally and financially to make her dream of 
racing come true. Pearl wanted to thank her uncle and auntie and her 
community by giving her best performance every time she raced.
   



The Big Race

Like many successful athletes, Pearl was motivated to perform at 
her best when the competition was fierce. The Geronimo club from 
Brentwood Bay provided just that level of competition.

Everyone knew that the most exciting race of the season would 
be between the Geronimo Team and the St. Andrew Team. They 
were closely matched. Pearl was known as the strongest puller on 
her team, but Kerry, from the Geronimo Team was also a strong 
athlete. She was older than Pearl and had a lot more experience. 
She was also famous for being a tough and aggressive competitor. 
To make things even more challenging, the race was taking place 
on the Geronimo Team’s territory. This was always an advantage 
for the home team!

This particular race turned out to be one that Pearl never forgot 
because it taught her important lessons about how to deal with the 
fierce competition she would face in her chosen sport and how these 
lessons would influence her future.

It was the end of the season and the final race was held at
Brentwood Bay. The race would determine who would bring home 
the coveted trophy.  

Pearl and her team were ready! Her coach and skipper knew that 
it would be a tough race, but they were prepared and eager to test 
their skills.

As much as Pearl and her team wanted to win the trophy, so did 
their rival team. 
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As they made the necessary preparation for the race, Pearl gave 
a friendly nod to Kerry, but noticed that her friendly gesture was 
not returned. 

The crowd was loud and excited! The entire community had come  
to support the St. Andrew Canoe Club.

As the race time approached, Mona noticed that the spare paddles 
were not in their usual place in the bottom of the St. Andrew canoe. 

Before she had a chance to ask about the mysterious missing paddles 
she heard the sudden and unexpected crack of the starting gun.  The 
team stared in disbelief as they watched the Geronimo team leap 
into their war canoe.  

Mona knew that there was no time to protest.



“Get in the canoe! Everyone... take your positions. Pull! You can do 
this!  Pull as hard as you can!” Mona yelled.

Mona had never needed Pearl’s competitive spirit and her physical 
strength more than at this moment. Once their canoe was in the 
water, and everyone was pulling together, things improved.

The St. Andrew canoe cut through the waters of Brentwood Bay just 
as Mannie had designed it to.

Mona could tell that Pearl was focussed on matching the rhythm 
that she set for the pullers. Every member of the St Andrew Canoe 
club now acted as one. The paddles entered the water in a quiet 
practiced manner.  There was very little splash and the paddlers 
familiar chant “hoop, ah, ooh, hoop, ah, ooh,” was the only sound 
that Pearl remembers hearing. 
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The team made every stroke count and despite the disastrous start to 
the race, they were covering the course in record time.

As they approached the final turn, Pearl realized that they were now 
alongside the Geronimo war canoe. Her rival, Kerry, was only an 
arm’s length away from her.

Pearl took a careful and calculated chance and reached far deeper 
into the salty ocean with her paddle as she was powering out of the 
turn. She placed her grip low on the paddle’s handle.

Just as she was thinking that they were now in the lead and she was 
leaving the image of Kerry behind her, she felt a forceful hit to the 
base of her paddle blade.

Kerry had struck her paddle with enough force to send it flying from 
Pearl’s grasp! Pearl was reminded of that special photograph she had 
studied so long ago. She had lost her paddle and all she could do was 
watch as it disappeared behind the canoe’s wake. 

Pearl didn’t panic. She knew that Mona  insisted that  extra paddles 
were  always kept in the bottom of the war canoe. She quickly 
reached down to grab one of the paddles only to see the empty 
bottom of the cedar canoe!  

The extra paddles were not there!

How could this have happened? The paddles were never to leave 
the canoe! The team had to cover the last few metres of the course 
without their strongest puller. 

The Stz’uminus crowd went wild! They cheered the St. Andrew team 
on as they approached the finish line. Both war canoes bows were side 
by side. Without Pearl’s powerful strokes, they were unable to overtake 
the Geronimo team. The race was lost by a fraction of a second!

Back Row: Tillie Charlie, Pearl Harris, Sheila White, Mavis Seward, Freda Harris, Unknown, Shelly Seward, Dorothy Harris 

Front Row: Pricilla Sylvester, Lenny Sylvester, Daniella Harris-David
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Pearl Learns  An 
Important Lesson

After the race, the coaches praised the team. 

The paddles that had mysteriously disappeared from their canoe, 
the unexpected early starting gun firing and the forceful hit to 
Pearl’s paddle blade, contributed to the narrow defeat. 
 
The war canoe race season had been one of their best ever, and 
despite the loss of the final race, Mona insisted that the team had 
done well. Each team member congratulated the Geronimos on 
their win in a respectful manner.

Pearl struggled with the disappointment she felt at the end of the 
race. She had trained everyday, even in the cold and  rainy days of 
early April. She felt that she had never been stronger. 

The entire team had prepared for each race and had followed 
Alphonse, Mona and Mannie’s strict and rigorous training 
schedules.  It seemed so unfair!  

Alphonse noticed that Pearl was unusually quiet. He decided to 
talk to her about how she could learn from the experience of the 
frustrating race. 

He told her that many respected paddlers before her understood 
that there was always a second chance to reach your goals.

“If  you believe in yourself and take the time to learn from every 
performance, good or bad, you will realize your dreams. You must 

refuse to give up! You will meet many challenges in your future and 
it will be the challenges that make you stronger. This is what will 
make you a successful athlete, Pearl.” 

More importantly, Alphonse explained that the inner strength and 
discipline that she would develop as an athlete would sustain and 
guide her throughout her life.

His thoughtful words unlocked the secret to becoming a true athlete 
and Pearl never forgot the lesson that he had given her that day.

It was the last time the St. Andrew team placed second. The trophy 
was raised by the proud Stz’uminus team for twelve years.

Pearl pulled for the Stz’uminus team until she was thirty years old. 
Her love for the sport continued however, as she mentored and 
encouraged the next generation of paddlers. 
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Pearl Becomes a Leader for Her 
Stz’uminus Nation

Pearl’s family did their best to keep Pearl close to home. Despite 
their efforts, Pearl was forced to attend the Port Alberni Residential 
School and later, the Mission Residential School.

Her years in the dreaded institutions had a profound effect but she 
was proud that she remembered all of the cultural teachings that 
she received from her family and elders.

Pearl always took the time to be an active role model for the Stz’uminus youth. 

Just as the elders and family members had predicted, Pearl became 
a talented teacher who made learning fun.
 
She also provided the leadership and expertise that was needed to promote  
the Hul’q’umi’num Language in our schools  and in her community. She 
has been asked to share her success in teaching the language with educators 
from around the world at an International Conference held in London.  

Pearl is listed as a respected “Language Champion” at the Royal  
British Columbia Museum. 

As a respected and accomplished teacher, she continues to share her vast 
cultural knowledge and the traditional stories of the Stz’uminus Nation 
with her family, her community, as well local schools and universities.

Every day of the year Pearl Harris continues “Pulling for 
Stz’uminus.”  She always remembers to gives thanks to her 
ancestors, family, elders and friends for the guidance and wisdom 
they generously provided throughout her  youth.  

Because even today, if there is a better place than the beautiful waters 
that edge Stz’uminus communities, she doesn’t know where it is!

23

Pearl Harris


