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First Nations At a Glance!

At the time the first explorers arrived from Europe, there were many different First Nations groups 
already living in what we now know as Canada.  Each group had its’ own method of choosing leaders, 
creating shelter and deciding when to move from one area to another.  However, all First Nations shared 
some common characteristics.

All First Nations groups hunted.  Some 
hunted as their main source (such as the 
Ojibwa), while others ate mainly food they 
grew themselves, but also ate meat from 
the small animals they hunted (such as the 
Seneca).  

All First Nations groups also gathered 
food such as nuts, berries, and wild rice.  
Most groups fished as well.  

The amount of fish, meat, and crops a 
particular group ate depended upon what 
was available in their environment.

Sources of Food

All First Nations groups had religious beliefs, 
usually around the idea that there was a spirit 
world which included not only people but also all 
living things, including animals & plants. Many groups 
had a shaman, a religious leader who was believed 
to have a special ability to call upon the spirit world 
on behalf of the group members.

Religious Beliefs

All First Nations groups used some types of 
tools, usually made from stone tools using 
materials such as flint or obsidian, depending 
upon what was available in the area.   Spear 
points, knife blades, scrapers for cleaning 
hides, gouges and chisels for working with wood, 
and drill bits for boring holes have all been 
found by archeologists searching for evidence 
of the past!

Arrowheads found in Ontario field

Use of Technology
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Each First Nations group was fairly self-
sufficient (able to take care of their needs 
themselves), but still often needed to trade 
things they had enough of for things they 
needed.  For example, a group that lived near 
a large body of water had access to plenty of 
fish, and may have traded some for the 
pottery created by another group. 

Trading

All First Nations groups created myths to explain 
how the earth and all living things came into 
existence.  For example, the Hurons told of a 
woman who fell into a world made of nothing but sea 
and sky, and of the water animals who pulled mud 
and dirt from the bottom of the sea for the woman 
to safely land upon, creating earth. The Seneca had 
a different version of how life came to be. These 
stories often taught people how to deal with the 
world around them, answering questions such as 
why there was both good and evil in life.

These myths and legends were not written down, but 
told and retold from generation to generation.

Creation stories were often shared 
over campfires

Myths & Legends

All First Nations groups had some type of 
government, with leaders chosen in different 
ways.  Chiefs were always people who were 
respected by their people and who had special 
leadership abilities.  Usually a council of elders
worked with the chief to discuss and make 
decisions about important matters, such as 
where to move to in search of food.

First Nations groups treated each other as 
separate, self-governing nations, and often 
made friendship treaties or military alliances with 
each other.  Sometimes, though, groups became 
enemies and fought each other.

Government

Chief speaking to men in his 
group.


