
Documentary ‘Elder in the Making’ -  March 9, 2016 

The screening took place at Sto:lo Nation, Building #10 - 7201 Vedder Rd, Sardis (opp. United Church) 

Chinese Canadian Chris Hsiung is the producer and director of this 90-min documentary. “In between 

oil-rich Calgary where I live and the tourist town of Banff, there is an Indian reserve. The first time I 

visited I was shocked by the broken down houses, the levels of addiction, and the lack of basic 

infrastructure. How is it possible that we have such levels of poverty in the middle of a land of 

wealth?...... like many Canadians, my grasp of the history was superficial.  I decided I had to learn more. 

So I headed on a road trip across traditional Blackfoot territory with Cowboy Smithx (there’s a story 

behind that name!) as my guide and a film crew of 4 for documentation.”   Elder in the Making had its 

world premiere performance as part of the Calgary International Film Festival on Sept. 26, 2015. 

Below is my report on this interesting film. For more information, and details on how to view the 

documentary please go to their website:   elderinthemaking.com  

Cowboy Smithx is (a 6-ft. Blackfoot filmmaker and actor) from the Piikani Nation reserve near 

Lethbridge. Yes, that’s his real name, ‘Cowboy’ is the  Elder-in-the-Making seeking to understand his 

own culture and heritage. During the film he gave much information: 

- Back when potlatches, dances etc. were banned, going to a rodeo was the only thing indigenous 

people could take part in, so for some, being a rodeo rider was a job they could take on. 

- Powwow dancers do not have to be Indigenous: ‘Cowboy’ knows some dancers who live in 

Europe, come to Calgary, and have no Native roots 

- His grandad said that as the white people were at church on weekends the indigenous were allowed 

to play on the golf courses “hitting the golf ball was anger management!” 

- Chief Crowfoot was one of the signatories to Treaty 7 on September 22, 1877 between Queen 

Victoria and several, mainly Blackfoot, First Nation bands (Piikani Nation was one of them). What 

was written was not said and what was said was not written – First nations did not understand what 

would change and what they would loose. Their first relationship with the settlers was good. There 

are several memorials to Chief Crowfoot to signify his accomplishment including ‘Blackfoot 

Historical Crossing Park’ the site where the signing of Treaty No.7  took place. It is located about 

100 kilometers east of Calgary on Highway 1 in the Canadian Badlands Region.  Chief Crowfoot  

died in 1890 of tuberculosis aged 69. In 2008 he was inducted into the North America Railway 

Hall of Fame where he was recognized for his contributions to the railway industry. 

- ‘Cowboy’ speaks of the history of the area in general, harsh land to live in, archeological findings,  

oldest petroglyphs in North America, Sundance stories, over 1,500 nations before settlers arrived, 

30 million bison in 1870’s – within a decade they were down to approx 100 – the government 

exterminated them,  they visited ‘Head Smashed in Buffalo Jump’ (worth a visit – I did back in 

1995), even rabbits taught them how to live and find shelter, (‘Cowboy’ said the ‘buffalo jump ’ 

today is to strive for a higher education), sage grouse are often mimicked at powwows, prairie 

grasses, grizzly bears and wolves retreated to the mountains. 

- St. Paul’s Residential School.  



During the documentary there were interviews with Elder Narcisse Blood, Lacy Morin-Desjarlais, 

Michael Green and Michele Sereda.  The whole idea for this film started with Michael Green, and he 

introduced Hsiung to Cowboy Smithx who brought humour as well as insights to Elder in the Making.  

It was also through fate that Narcisse Blood was introduced to Hsiung, and brings an aura of spirituality 

to the film.  In an interview Hsiung said  "Narcisse helped both Cowboy and I to see and appreciate the 

beauty and richness of the grasslands of Alberta and of their influence on our history."  Lacy Morin-

Desjarlais is the dancer who brings Hsiung and his audiences to a powwow. Michele Sereda, was the 

artistic director of Curtain Razors Theatre, and involved in Regina's arts community for decades. 

As Chris Hsiung was editing this film he heard these four were killed in a 3-vehicle crash north of 

Regina on their way to a school on a Regina-area First Nation - a freak accident caused by white-out 

conditions and through no fault of their own. It was reported “no-one felt anything, the impact was so 

strong.” When interviewed by the Calgary Sun Hsiung said "I didn't know how I was going to end my 

film and then I got word of the accident. I had never experienced a tragedy of that scope and I knew I 

had to include it in the film.”   It was a shocking end to a very interesting documentary.  

On a happier note: we had Cowboy with us at this screening. Both he and Chris Hsiung are 

travelling with the documentary, however Chris was still back at the previous venue in Comox. 

Cowboy initiated a Question period.   

- Telus was to air this version on TV during March, and in the fall CBC will air a shortened 45-min 

version.  It is available to schools & universities  as an educational tool – broken into 6 chapters for 

schools (700 have requested it).  

- A herd of 30 buffalo have been brought back to this land and they are going to try and purify the 

genetic line  – this influx will move the grizzly out and get the eco-system back to its natural state. 

The herds of buffalo we saw in the film live on the Branning reserve, Montana, US. 

- Cowboy is not a stranger to Chilliwack, he was a mentor here at Sto:lo Nation  for ‘The 

Pictography Project’  - an art project depicting the young people’s morals, values, what they hope 

for and live for – the art was painted on a rock-face on First Nations land, using natural ‘paint’. 

- During WW2 the Cree made a short  film  - shown at the Toronto Film Festival about the ‘Black 

Hawk Division’ – lots of First Nation veterans honour them. 

- Chief of the Calgary RCMP has made this documentary mandatory viewing for all police officers. 

 

Submitted by Monica Gibson-Pugsley. 


