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SONG OF THE SALISH CHIEF .................................. Berring 
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PETER BERRING 

(Winnipeg, 1954 -

Peter Berring is a composition graduate of the University of 
British Columbia. Although his background includes jazz, rock 
and classical music he has devoted much of his energy to choral 
composing. Recent premieres include REQUIEM, a forty-five 
minute work for chorus, solo soprano and orchestra, and STRINGS 
in the EARTH and AIR which was commissioned by the National 
Youth Choir of Canada. His FANFARE and ANTHEM was premiered at 
the 1988 Kathaumixw. 

SONG of the SALISH CHIEF was first performed during Vancouver's 
centennial celebrations in 1986. It is based on part of a 1954 
radio play, THE DAMNATION OF VANCOUVER by the renowned Canadian 
poet Earle Birney. Although the play was primarily of local 
interest, the Chief's narration, with its powerful evocation of 
a dying culture, received wider attention as a separate poem. 
Peter Berring's musical setting brings the text to life in a way 
that is moving and yet sensitive to the power of the words 
themselves. The success of the work can be seen in its growing 
popularity as a concert piece. It has been performed several 
times in Canada and will have its American premiere in Seattle 
in February. Noegotiations are also underway with the KING'S 
SINGERS for a British performance. Powell River, where pristine 
beauty and industry mix, is perhaps the ide a 1 setting to hear 
this troubing work. 
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TEXT 

CHORUS A 

Where once we hunted, white men have built many 
longhouses. 

But they move uneasy as mice within them. 
They have made slaves from waterfalls 
And magic from the souls of rocks. 
They are stronger than grizzlies. 
But their slaves bully them, 
And they are chickadees in council. 
Some of you say "Give us time, 
We will grow wise, and invent peace." 
Others say: "The sun slides into the saltchuck; 
We must follow the Redman into the trail of darkness." 

NARRATOR ...... . 

CHORUS B 

Yea, are we not all sons of the same brown Asia 
tribe? 

My fath~rs, roaming ever eastward, 
Crossed Bering, made human half the world. 
Your fathers, whitening over Europe, 
And ever westering, circled back to us, 
Bringing us your woes, clasped in your totems, 
Carved in those Powers of lead and steel 
We had not known, unknowing had not lacked, 
Yet from the knowing needed. 

NARRATOR ...... . 

CHORUS C 

Red roots and yellow weeds entwined themselve~ 
Within our women's hands, coiled to those baskets darting 
With the grey wave's pattern, or the wings 
Of dragonflies, you keep in your great cities now 
Within glass boxes. Now they are art, white man's taboo, 
But once they held sweet water. 

NARRATOR ...... . 



CHORUS D 

But there were nights we returned from the mountains 
With deer on our shoulders, 
Or from the still coves with ducks. 
Then all the longhouses made music, 
There was roasting of spicy roots, 
There were sweet small plums, 
The green shoots of vines, and lily bulbs 
That grew for us unprompted. 
It was not till your time, sir 
I saw a Salish go hungry 

NARRATOR ...... . 

CHORUS E 

Like dolphin our kindred came, arching over the waves 
My father stood tall on the houseroof, 
Threw down soft cloaks of marten and mink. 
White rugs of mink, white rugs of the wild goat's wool 
Tossed down for the catching, red capes of the cedar bark, 
And root-mats brown as the last cloud 

in the suns down-going. 
The men made jokes, there was squirrel-chatter of women 
After at the tides full brim they danced 
And my father put on the great-eyed mask of his Power. 
With his secret kelp whistle spoke owl words as he swayed. 
My uncle held his drum close to a tide pool, 
Rubbed the skin cunningly with his hands, 
Made the downy whosh of the owl in the night. 
A Shamon drew frog talk from cockle shells, 
Hidden in the pool of his fingers. 
The old men sang of great chiefs that had been, 
Their songs dying as the wind 
Then swelling as the shell hoops spoke to the ritual sticks. 
Once there was silence, no one stirred. 
I heard the beat of my heart, 
One and one 
Then like an arrows thud one beat of the drum 
And suddenly all the drums were thunder, 
And everyone leaped singing and surging, 
surging in the last dance. 

NARRATOR ...... . 

CHORUS F 

Red roots and yellow weeds entwined themselves within our women's hands. 

"Give us time, we will grow wise and invent peace" 

Red roots and yellow weeds entwined themselves within our women's hands. 

"We must follow the Redman into the trail of darkness." 

NARRATOR ..... .. "Peace to my cousins, comfort and peace." 
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