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BACK TO BASICS: TRADITIONAL FIRST NATION MEDICINES
By Judith Silverthorne

Passing on his knowledge is of the greatest importance to Raymond Lavallee, who is respectfully referred to as an Elder, Wisdom Keeper, Medicine Man and Pipe Carrier from the Piapot Cree First Nation in the Qu’Appelle Valley forty kilometres north of Regina. 

“We must do everything possible to share our knowledge of medicines and our culture before these traditions become lost,” says Ray, whose expertise and abundance of natural medicines extends well beyond that of most traditional healers in Western Canada and the United States. 
Lavallee's grandmother, Mabel Whitestar, was a Medicine Woman, who lived to the age of 104. She passed on her knowledge of a hundred plant medicines, and Ray has since added many more through his contacts with others around the world. As a result, his combined knowledge spans over 160 years, with the roots of these teachings stemming back several centuries through ancestors and connections to other First Nation Peoples. 

“I used to toddle after my grandmother when I as a child of three,” Ray says. "We were never forbidden to go along.” Today his children and grandchildren follow him as he works. “This is the best kind of teaching."
Lavallee knew he was different by the time he was twelve years old. He tried to deny his calling and his heritage for many years and went off to do other work in a mine, as a carpenter, rancher and farmer, among other jobs. While recovering from a stroke some years ago, he finally decided to accept his gifts. 
Much like becoming an ordained priest, he dedicated himself to his life’s mission and revitalized his abilities. In the process, he travelled with Elders all over North America, including into Mexico. Besides learning about medicines, he listened to their stories and became a storyteller. He also learned to speak several First Nation languages. 

His extensive knowledge in all aspects of the Plains Cree traditions and understanding of others has garnered high respect in many diverse communities. For many years, Lavallee was the master of ceremonies for pow wow circuits and still is recognized and introduced with reverence, as he is at other special ceremonies and traditional dances. 
Lavallee has also assisted staff and programs connected to the medical, corrections and justice professions. Working as a consultant, lecturer and trainer in Native Cultural Awareness, his clients have included the RCMP, Regina Police Service, the Wheat Pool, SIAST, Royal Saskatchewan Museum and the First Nations University of Canada, among other institutions and groups in both Canada and in the United States, including with western medical doctors. 

Over the years, Ray has travelled extensively around the globe, promoting his Cree culture and demonstrating their songs and dances, which also helped develop the confidence and talent of the youth and adults involved. He’s been to Europe 19 times and to places like Japan and New Zealand, consulting other traditional healers, and studying and trading different medicines. 
He noted with surprise that indigenous healers in other countries work in much the same ways as his own grandmother. For instance, in 1993, when he was in Switzerland, he met a grandmother, who was a healer. She also prayed and honoured her ancestors and Mother Earth, as she gathered and worked with local medicinal plants.
“Our culture and philosophies reflect our belief that everything we need is provided by the Creator and Mother Earth. Our gratitude is shown in our traditional ceremonies,” says Lavallee, who continues to learn and explore every day.

At his home, Lavallee has welcomed local and world travellers to attend cross-cultural workshops and camps to help bridge the cultural gap between native and non-native peoples. During these sessions, he has conducted nature walks and explained about the medicines found growing along the way. Visitors have also experienced sweat lodges and pipe ceremonies, heard traditional singing and drumming, eaten traditional meals and slept in tipis. 
This sharing of his culture wasn’t always the case, even for his own people. These and other practices were forbidden by the government for decades, but are now slowly being reintroduced and accepted as part of the First Nation culture that was almost lost. Ray has been an integral part of this transition. He was one of the first Elders in Saskatchewan to allow non-Native people, especially woman, into sweat lodges. 
In his everyday work with his people, he holds regular office hours on the reserve, and provides family and other counselling for several tribal districts. He officiates at weddings and funerals, conducts sweat lodges and pipe ceremonies, and performs other spe​cialized ceremonies and dances, following ancient traditions. 
Lavallee also works with on-reserve and off-reserve kids, especially those in inner city Regina, like as a consultant with the youth at the North Central Family Centre. He also has troubled youth work with horses, finding the natures of these animals conducive in helping heal mind and spirit.
In most recent years, Ray has concentrated his efforts on working with apprentices to share his medicines and their attributes. Currently he is working with the Eagle Moon Health Office in the Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region, on their Restoring a Path to Wellness Project, which encompasses gathering First Nation and Métis Knowledge keepers within the region and bringing them together with people looking to access traditional healing ways, including through prayers, talking and healing circles, sweat lodges, ceremonial healings, and administering natural plant medicines.  

Although he still continues to share his lifetime of learning, today Lavallee has reduced his rigorous world travel and intensive training sessions, due to his own health restrictions and advancing age. Yet, he’s still very active in his community, continues to serve people and to preserve and promote his culture, as well as devoting many long hours to the process of gathering and redistributing medicines. 

“Our medicines are no longer as readily available locally,” Lavallee says. Agricultural infringements and other losses of habitat, oil and mining industries, pesticides and pollutants have taken their toll, and he has to go farther away to collect what he needs; sometimes travelling thousands of miles each year throughout western North America. 

“We also trade medicines with many people. We don’t all have the same medicines or the same knowledge about them,” says Lavallee. “There is more to simply knowing what medicines to pick and when to pick them. You just can’t dig it and bring it home. You have to learn how to dig, respect, clean, cure, store and utilize them.” 
He adds, “One has to honour and respect the medicines and the way they heal.” Permission also has to be granted to have the right to use these medicines, adds Lavallee. One has to be given the knowledge in a special way, again through ceremony and prayer. 
Training others is of vital and immediate importance to Lavallee before there is no one left to impart and preserve this knowledge.  “We must strengthen and revitalize our cultural identity and spiritually,” he says. And along with this, he wants to ensure his knowledge, traditions and the values of the plant medicines are passed on, so that the young people can carry on this crucial healing work.

His biggest dream is to see the integration of traditional plant medicines and healers with that of western medical practices - something he may not see in his lifetime. Yet he is hopeful, especially now that there is more interest from medical doctors, and many people and health practitioners are turning to the natural herbalist ways when current medicines do not work.  
“These natural methods have been here since ancient times,” says Lavallee, noting that it takes many years of learning to acquire the skills. “These medicines have been curing and saving lives for centuries.” He hopes this tradition will continue.
