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From the start of construction in 1902, the Temiskaming & 
Northern Ontario Railway (the Ontario Northland Railway 
after 1946) was a key part of colonial expansion in Northeastern 
Ontario. The railway is still owned by the Ontario government 
today and functions as a form of Crown corporation. Toronto’s 
businessmen and the provincial government believed the region 
held unlimited agricultural, timber, and mineral resources. These 
boosters also saw the region as a sort of playground. This image, 
from the railway’s June 1912 timetable, helps us to understand 
the different ways that historians have thought about these issues 
over time. In the era when a 
heroic historical narrative 
predominated, this timetable 
would have been evidence of 
national progress, the loco-
motive speeding towards 
a modern world. In later 
decades, historians might 
have understood it as the 
emergence of a leisure class 
or of tourism more broadly in 
the North. Today, as we think 
more about Indigenous his-
tory and colonialism, we read 
this cover in a very different, 
and much more complicated, 
way. 

There are many colonial 
tropes in this image, all 
designed to evoke an exotic 
settler paradise. This was a 
deliberate choice and speaks 
to the colonial mindset in 
Ontario. Pinecones sym-
bolize a pristine wilderness; 
a colonial construction 
designed to erase the Anishi-
naabe and Omushkego 
communities whose territory 
the railway encroached on. 
The Indigenous woman, clothed in a Western idea of stereotypi-
cal Indigenous garb, is paddling a canoe. In earlier years, a nearly 
identical timetable cover featured an Indigenous man paddling 
the canoe instead. The visual representation was feminized as 
Ontario and its railway expanded further north. This calls into 
question exactly what railway promoters meant by calling the 
region a “sportsman’s paradise.” In the gender norms of the time, 
this change from a man to a woman made the North seem like a 
less threatening and more domesticated space in which Bay Street 

businessmen could perform their masculinity through sport 
hunting. It also sexualized the message, which we now connect 
to the sexual violence that is part of colonialism. The juxtaposi-
tion of the female canoeist with the speeding train seems like the 
colonial way of life crashing into the Indigenous one. The silhou-
etted islands and the peaceful paddling also hide the true purpose 
of railway construction. The railway’s slogan, “Ontario’s Devel-
opment Road,” was a euphemism for the resource extraction 
that the railway sustained. The detrimental environmental and 
social impacts of this extraction on Indigenous communities in 

Northern Ontario and across 
the country has generally 
been marginalized. Histori-
ans are only now beginning 
to understand this. 

One detail that stands out 
in the image is the Ontario 
coat of arms on the bow of 
the canoe. In the fur trade 
era, a canoe might have been 
branded with “H.B.C.,” but 
things were changing in the 
early twentieth century. Most 
important here is that the 
inclusion of this coat of arms 
is an assertion of provincial 
– not federal – sovereignty. 
Crown-Indigenous rela-
tions are still mostly seen as 
a federal issue, but the time-
table cover challenges this. 
Granted control over Crown 
land within the boundaries 
of the province, Ontario’s 
government was fiercely pro-
tective of natural resources 
and the railway was a tan-
gible sign of this. Through 
the signing of Treaty 9 in 
1905-06, Ontario had some 

authority in relations with Indigenous people. The province rou-
tinely overstepped its constitutional power, especially when it 
came to harvesting rights, and usurped federal control. Ontario 
controlled the location of reserves in Treaty 9 territory to ensure 
that they did not interfere with resource extraction. As histori-
ans pay greater attention to the people previously confined to the 
margins, new issues and questions emerge. Provincial colonial-
ism is one of many possible new directions of study. 

Railways and the Rise of Provincial Colonialism

Temiskaming & Northern Ontario Railway Timetable Cover, 1912. Public 
domain image from https://www.paullantz.com/Trains/Railroad-Paper/i-dz3g-

8M5/A. (Courtesy of Paul Lantz)
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Matilda Keeper (born c. 1850) was a member of the Norway House 
Cree Nation of Treaty 5, located at Little Playgreen Lake on the 
Nelson River system, over 450 kilometers north of Winnipeg. This 
photograph was taken in 1910 during Treaty Days. Norway House 
might seem remote or marginal to some but it had long been drawn 
into world affairs as an important trading post and meeting place of 
Europeans and Indigenous Peoples. Matilda was affected by a host 
of dramatic developments during her life emanating from far-off 
locations, such as Ottawa and war-torn France. She was a mother 
in her mid-twenties in 1875, the year of Treaty 5. She became the 
mother of ten, and tumultuous changes in her generation included 
having to send her children to residential school as far away as Bran-
don. Cree was her first language, as it was for her husband, Walker 
Keeper, but both also spoke English.

When this photo was taken, Matilda’s son, Joe Keeper, a graduate 
of the Brandon Residential School, was on the brink of becoming 
a world-class, legendary runner; in 1912 he represented Canada 
at the Olympics in Sweden. He served in World War I as a sapper 
and dispatch runner and he earned several decorations including 
the Military Medal in 1918 for acts of bravery at the 1917 Battle 
of Cambrai. Joe returned from overseas. His older brother Walter 
served in the Forestry Corps. Norway House heard about the end 
of the war in March 1919, when the “Spanish” flu epidemic had 
just ended in that community, and many lives were lost.  

A.V. Thomas, a journalist from England, took this photograph. 
He was then working as secretary to the treaty payment party. A 
year later he married fellow journalist Lillian Beynon, who was a 
prominent Manitoba settler women’s rights activist, a cause he sup-
ported. Like other suffragists of that time, they did not advocate 
for the political equality of First Nations Peoples. When victory 
came in 1916 and settler and Métis women achieved provincial 

Cree Matriarch Matilda 
Keeper and the Long Arm 

of Colonialism

Archives of Manitoba, A.V. Thomas fonds,  
Matilda Keeper 75,  1962-18, 1910, C19. Detail.
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voting rights, First Nations men and women such as Matilda 
were excluded. She was also excluded from the federal vote, even 
though she was the mother of soldiers. Through the Wartime 
Elections Act of 1917, the franchise was awarded to female rel-
atives of soldiers, but First Nations women were excluded. Race 
remained a powerful ground for disentitlement. Matilda was also 
subject to numerous discriminatory provisions of the Indian Act. 
Like all First Nations People Matilda was denied any say in the 
laws that controlled her life and the lives of her children.

I have been asked if women such as Matilda would have wanted the 
vote. The question can reveal knowledge that many treaty people 
feared the loss of their treaty rights if they voted. But the question 
can also reveal deep-seated prejudice. One answer is that Matilda’s 
great granddaughter, Tina Keeper, was a Member of Parliament 
for Churchill from 2006 to 2008, the first Indigenous woman to 
serve as an MP from Manitoba. The recipient of many awards, 
Tina Keeper is an actor, and producer. There are many other 
accomplished Keepers in Matilda’s family tree. But despite their 
achievements, Tina Keeper said in a recent interview “they never 
became part of Canadian society or were accepted into Canadian 
society, as Indigenous people.” This photo can remind us of the 
forces Matilda contended with in her lifetime, of the discrimi-
nation she faced, and the legacies of racism and colonialism that 
remain. But it is also a portrait of a strong Indigenous matriarch. 

Readings:

Byron Apetagon, Norway House Anthology V. 1, 2 & 3 (Winni-
peg: Frontier School Division, 1994).

Sarah Carter, Ours by Every Law of Right and Justice: Women 
and the Vote in the Prairie Provinces, (Vancouver: University of 
British Columbia Press, 2020).

Julie Evans, Patricia Grimshaw, David Philips and Shurlee Swain, 
Equal Subjects: Unequal Rights; Indigenous Peoples in British Set-
tler Colonies (Manchester and New York: Manchester University 
Press, 2003).

Joan Sangster, One Hundred Years of Struggle: The History of 
Women and the Vote in Canada (Vancouver: University of Brit-
ish Columbia Press, 2018).

Sarah Carter is Professor and Henry Marshall Tory Chair in 
the Department of History, Classics and Religion, and Faculty 
of Native Studies at the University of Alberta. Her most recent 
book, co-authored with Inez Lightning, is Ancestors: Indigenous 
Peoples of Western Canada in Historic Photographs, University 
of Alberta Press, 2021. Carter and Lightning also co-curated an 
exhibit of these photographs for the Bruce Peel Special Collec-
tions Library of the U of A to open Fall 2022.

This image of a multigenerational group of Whitecap Dakota 
First Nation community members, posing in regalia in front of 
a tipi, set in obvious contrast to a settler crowd of onlookers in 
the mid-20th century, is unsettling for what it ostensibly shows 
about the performance of First Nations culture for settler con-
sumption. While this reading is not incorrect, it obscures the 
full story behind the image - the participants’ intentions and the 
legacy of the memories held by the community about this event. 

Every summer from 1955 to the early 1970s, Whitecap Dakota 
First Nation, a Dakota community whose reserve lands are 
located 25 kilometers south of Saskatoon, participated in 
Pion-Era, an annual summer agricultural heritage show at the 
Western Development Museum (WDM) in Saskatoon. At Pion-
Era, Whitecap families set up a tipi camp, performed dances, 
and demonstrated cultural activities to educate settler visitors 
about Dakota life. Forbidden by law to hold cultural ceremonies 
on-reserve, performances for the white settler community were 
chances to practice these traditions – even if they were in a con-
trolled and surveilled setting. 

Recently, efforts have been made to examine and renew the rela-
tionship between the WDM and the Whitecap community. In 
2018, this image resurfaced in an uncatalogued collection of 
photographs depicting unnamed Indigenous people at Pion-
Era in the 1950s in the WDM archives. Marked only as “Moose 
Woods Reserve,” the name formerly used to refer to the Whitecap 
community, it seemed likely that people in the photographs were 
members of the nearby Whitecap Dakota First Nation. WDM 
staff connected with staff at Whitecap Dakota First Nation and 
learned that memories of the event, and the long history of the 
now defunct relationship, persisted among the community’s 
Elders. At initial meetings, the Elders quickly identified those in 
this photo, along with many others held in the WDM archives. 
With this came their sharing of vivid memories of Pion-Era and 
what it meant to the community.

The unexpected result of the identification project is the devel-
opment of a larger community history project that showcases 
the rich collective memory of the Whitecap community’s 
lengthy contributions to the Saskatoon area. Through this pho-

Reframing cultural exchange and community 
histories: Whitecap Dakota First Nation at the 

Western Development Museum’s Pion-Era
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tograph, and the relationship-building that followed, we have 
learned more about the complicated ways Indigenous and set-
tler peoples have related to one another in Saskatoon’s history, 
and about how layers of settler-colonial policies and social and 
cultural expectations took shape on the prairies in the mid 20th 
century. Oral histories and archival sources show that permis-
sion to attend Pion-Era was still required from Indian Affairs 
in the late 1950s. Despite this barrier, the Whitecap community 
remained motivated to participate in Pion-Era for their own 
reasons; community members took the WDM’s invitation to 
Pion-Era as an opportunity for social, economic, and political 
exchange that would not otherwise have been easy under the 
controls of the Indian Act. 

The image sheds light on the complex racial dynamics and power 
imbalances, not just at the time of Whitecap’s participation at 
Pion-Era, but those that persist today within museum spaces. 
Even though this relationship is not without historical and existing 
power imbalances, the two parties continue to show a willingness 
to work together to better understand their intertwined past.

Elizabeth A. Scott completed her PhD at the University of 
Saskatchewan in 2014. She is the Curator of the Western 
Development Museum (WDM) and Adjunct Professor in the 
Department of History at the University of Saskatchewan. Scott’s 
research and exhibition work at the WDM focuses on Saskatch-
ewan histories that explore the province’s diversity, promote 
Reconciliation and showcase innovation. She is honoured to 
lead the stewardship of the WDM artifact collection for future 
generations to learn from and enjoy. 

Stephanie M. Danyluk’s work seeks to centre and support 
Indigenous self-determination in heritage and history, including 
through research, engagement, and public history interpreta-
tion. As a white settler, she is grateful for having spent over a 
decade conducting history and policy research for and learning 
from the Whitecap Dakota First Nation community. Currently, 
she is the Reconciliation Manager with the Canadian Museums 
Association. She has an MA in History from the University of 
Saskatchewan.  

Whitecap Dakota First Nation community members pose for a group photo at Pion-Era in 1957 after their tipi raising demonstration. The 
Late Whitecap Elder and FSIN Senator Melvin Littlecrow and Elder Malvina Eagle have named those present this photograph. Front row 
are, l-r: Annie Royal, June Eagle, May Eagle, Jane Littlecrow, Mabel (Flying Buffalo) Bear, Shirley Bear, Malvina Eagle, Elizabeth Royal, 
Doris Royal, Doreen Royal, Evelyn Buffalo. Back row are, l-r: William Littlecrow, Jimmy Littlecrow, Lorne Littlecrow, Wilbert Littlecrow, 
Chief Harry Littlecrow. William Eagle is in town clothes, at the bottom of tipi. Courtesy of WDM Collections. Cultural protocol related to 

showing images of individuals who have passed on have been completed and permissions granted by family members for use of the photo in 
relation to this project. The photograph is one of dozens to be displayed in a new permanent exhibition on the history of Whitecap Dakota 

First Nation at Pion-Era at the WDM Saskatoon, opening Fall 2022.
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For a technology ostensibly 
designed to bring the obscure 
more clearly into view, photo-
graphs of Indigenous people 
have often had the opposite 
effect. Rather than offering any 
genuine insight into lives lived, 
non-Indigenous photographers 
have sought to—amongst other 
objectives—portray a “dying 
race” before it completely van-
ished; produce anthropometric 
images to define racial “types” 
for classification; capture Indig-
enous people in “uncivilized” 
states to justify state and mis-
sionary interventions; and 
demonstrate the successes of 
“civilizing” endeavours such 
as the residential school sys-
tem through “before-and-after” 
images. In short, photographs 
of Indigenous people were a key 
settler colonial technology. For 
the growing Canadian settler 
colonial state of the late 1800s, 
photography became “an integral 
part of this network of gover-
nance and surveillance, and because of this, assimilation policy 
has a visual history” (Wanhalla 2015, 91).

The photograph shown here is a prime example of the visual 
history of assimilation that remains on the margins of historical 
scholarship. This image of the Sioux Lookout Black Hawks was 
taken by Gar Lunney of the National Film Board’s Still Photog-
raphy Division. It dates to 1951, an era in which the Canadian 
government struggled to define a future for the Indian resi-
dential school system. It had become increasingly clear that, 
however nebulous the system’s goals of “civilization” and “Chris-
tianization” had been, they were not being met, and the public 
was taking notice. The Department of Indian Affairs increasingly 
turned from overt assimilation to “integration” as its key pol-
icy goal for Indigenous peoples. Engaging in competition with 
white teams—while learning valuable lessons that sports were 
thought to offer youth during this era—allowed Indigenous stu-
dents to interact with, and learn social norms from, their white 
peers (Forsyth 2020).

This image draws attention to sports and recreation as less-
er-known avenues for assimilation within the residential school 

system. The boys were in the 
middle of a whirlwind tour that 
took them from the deprived 
environment of their isolated 
northern Ontario residential 
school to Ottawa and Toronto for 
three exhibition games, meetings 
with church and government dig-
nitaries, and visits to key cultural 
attractions. In media interviews, 
the boys’ coaches and chaperones 
stated that the tour was a reward 
for the students’ hard work and 
sportsmanship throughout the 
season. Yet archival documents, 
and images like this, show that 
presenting a rosy image of the 
residential school system to the 
Canadian public was also top of 
mind.

In this photograph, the players 
were at the National Museum or 
National Archives. With gleam-
ing hockey jackets that would 
be the envy of any young male 
player, and neatly trimmed hair, 
the boys were a sharp contrast 

to the mural behind them. This juxtaposition cannot have been 
accidental; the Still Photography Division’s photographers spoke 
of the deliberateness with which they constructed their tableaux 
during this period, first and foremost with an eye to promot-
ing national unity (Payne 2009). But there is a slippage here 
that betrays the continuities of photography as a settler colonial 
technology of assimilation: the hockey players are made modern 
Canadians only by their juxtaposition against a settler-con-
structed version of stoic Indians in nature. This photograph 
comprised the “before-and-after” trope in a single frame. As vis-
ible indicators of a romantic Indigenous identity were contained 
to the mural, and therefore to “the past,” Indigenous people “thus 
became safe and decorative” (Silversides 1994, 145).

Today, the surviving Black Hawks are engaging with this image, 
and others of their tour and their experiences at residential school, 
to “restory” the official narrative of the Sioux Lookout Black 
Hawks (Giancarlo et al. 2021). Their re-interpretations of the pho-
tos, seventy years on, are vital counter-stories that can shift their 
voices from the margins to the centre. How can this image, and 
others of sports at residential schools, challenge us to consider 
sports as a cultural practice of deep meaning and consequence?

Playing at the margins: Sports and visual histories of 
assimilation in the Indian Residential School System

FIGURE 1. The Black Hawks were taken on tours of iconic civic insti-
tutions, such as the National Museum and the National Archives, on 

their 1951 tour (Ottawa, Ontario). Source: Western Archives and Special 
Collections, Western University, AFC 451, Jan Eisenhardt Fonds. Folder 

AFC 451- S5-F14, Photographs, Tours of Inspection, AFC 451– 3/14.
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Forysth, Janice. 2020. Reclaiming Tom Longboat: Indigenous 
self-determination in Canadian sport. Regina: University of 
Regina Press.

Giancarlo, Alexandra, Janice Forsyth, Braden Te Hiwi, and 
Taylor McKee. Methodology and Indigenous memory: using 
photographs to anchor critical reflections on Indian residential 
school experiences. Visual Studies (2021): 1-15.

Payne, Carol. 2009. A land of youth: Nationhood and the image 
of the child in the National Film Board of Canada’s Still Pho-
tography Division. In Depicting Canada’s children, ed. Loren R. 
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Brief biographies of authors: Forsyth, Giancarlo and their 
research team are working with members of the 1951 Sioux 
Lookout Black Hawks on a book about their experiences playing 
hockey at residential school: https://crossingtheredline.ca/.

Alexandra Giancarlo, PhD, is a multi-disciplinary settler 
scholar (PhD: Cultural-Historical Geography) in the Faculty 
of Kinesiology, with a specialization in socio-cultural studies of 
sport and physical culture. Prior to coming to the University of 
Calgary, she was a Postdoctoral Associate in Indigenous Stud-
ies-Sociology at Western University and held a limited-term 
appointment in Brandon University’s Department of Geography 
and Environment. For the last three years, she has partnered 
with residential school survivors in co-writing a book on their 
experiences as hockey players on the famed school team, the 
Sioux Lookout Black Hawks, to be published with the University 
of Manitoba Press in 2023.

Janice Forsyth, PhD, member of the Fisher River Cree First 
Nation (Manitoba), is an award-winning scholar whose 
research, service, and advocacy focuses on Indigenous sport 
development in Canada. Her work combines history and sociol-
ogy to explore the relationship between sport and culture from 
Indigenous points of view. Her work has informed policy and 
program development across sectors, including youth and com-
munity development, justice, education, citizenship, and health, 
in addition to sport and physical activity. She is co-editor for 
Aboriginal Peoples and Sport in Canada: Historical Foundations 
and Contemporary Issues (2013) and recently released Reclaim-
ing Tom Longboat: Indigenous Self-Determination in Canada 
Sport (2020). She lives and works in London, Ontario where she 
is an Associate Professor in Sociology at Western University.

Nous sommes 1.6 millions d’autochtones au Canada répartis en 
630 communautés, parlant 60 langues regroupées en 12 familles 
linguistiques distinctes. Nous sommes porteurs de richesses cul-
turelles, philosophiques et scientifiques uniques, sensibles au 
monde, desquelles l’humanité peut apprendre.

Nos philosophies remettent en question les bases du monde 
moderne : individualisme, consommation effrénée, inégalité. 
Elles constituent des réponses à de nombreux défis actuels car, 
issues de millénaires d’expériences, elles peuvent facilement être 
qualifiées de modèles de développement durable. Un corpus 
d’une richesse incommensurable pourtant balayé avec arrogance 
de l’histoire officielle. Pourquoi la rencontre de deux mondes 
devrait-elle signifier la disparition de l’un d’eux ? Accepter et 
valoriser la différence aurait permis de sauvegarder tout un pat-
rimoine de l’humanité.

Prenons par exemple la vie nomade. Basée sur la chasse, la 
pêche et la cueillette, elle exige des déplacements constants pour 
avoir accès à ces ressources sans avoir recours à l’agriculture et 
l’élevage. Ce mode de vie a dominé l’évolution humaine pendant 
des milliers d’années. À l’échelle de l’évolution, l’agriculture 
comme mode de vie ne représente que 1 % de notre histoire. La 

société industrielle, qui fait son apparition au 19e siècle avec la 
mécanisation et la production de biens à grande échelle, même si 
elle affecte aujourd’hui de façon négative l’ensemble de la planète, 
ne représente qu’un infime pourcentage de l’histoire humaine : 
pendant 99 % de son existence, l’homo sapiens fut chasseur-cue-
illeur nomade. Ce mode de vie ne peut être considéré comme 
marginal, il nous réunit tous comme humains, il est le facteur 
commun de notre évolution, une base universelle à laquelle nous 
faisons souvent référence dans nos mythes et légendes. Façonné 
par la mobilité constante, il implique un ensemble de savoirs 
et de techniques développés sur des millénaires, au cœur de 
nos cultures encore aujourd’hui. Le nomadisme engendre une 
conception du monde particulière, basée sur l’observation, l’ad-
aptation et le maintien d’un réseau de relations avec toutes les 
entités de l’univers. Il n’est pas l’errance et vivre dans les condi-
tions qu’il implique exige énormément de rigueur.

Le manteau rituel du chasseur innu-naskapi, dont les représen-
tations symboliques lui sont révélées par le rêve et peintes à 
l’ocre rouge par sa compagne, a pour but de rassurer le caribou 
sur les intentions et les qualités humaines du chasseur. La chasse 
et la pêche occupent une grande partie de l’ingéniosité et de la 
créativité des peuples nomades et exigent l’adoption de façons 

Maintenir les composantes de l’univers en constante relation

https://crossingtheredline.ca/
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particulières de se comporter face à l’animal : il y a une manière et 
un temps. Jamais à la saison de la reproduction, comme c’est le cas 
aujourd’hui pour la chasse sportive; avec remerciement et offrandes 
à la vie qui s’offre pour servir la nôtre. L’animal est conscient de 
son rôle dans l’univers et du fait que nous avons besoin de lui, c’est 
donc volontairement qu’il vient vers le chasseur. Ce dernier doit 
être digne de ce don de vie. Il s’agit d’une philosophie spirituelle 
partagée par tous les peuples autochtones du monde. 

Notre respect envers les animaux a toujours été inscrit dans nos 
mythes, récits et rituels. C’était un honneur pour nos ancêtres de 
se nommer par leurs noms pour acquérir leurs traits de caractères. 
Le soin porté à la création des outils de chasse et des vêtements du 
chasseur, l’utilisation de chaque partie de l’animal et les festivités 
organisées avant et au retour de la chasse en guise de remercie-
ment aux esprits des animaux, démontrent l’importance que nous 
leur accordons. 

La nature est à la base de nos cultures, nous ne croyons pas en être 
détachés ni pouvoir la dominer, nous sommes la nature et sommes 
transformés par elle. Nous n’avons aucun pouvoir sur les autres com-
posantes de ce monde, que celui de négocier notre place avec elles.

Note : Ce texte exprime les idées partagées par plusieurs membres 
des Premières Nations rencontrées par l’auteure, plus spécifique-
ment de Jacques Kurtness, innu, et Anne-Marie André, innue. 

Élisabeth Kaine, de la nation wendate, est professeure asso-
ciée à l’Université du Québec à Chicoutimi. Elle est spécialiste 
du développement de méthodologies collaboratives pour l’au-
toreprésentation des autochtones. Elle a fondé  La Boîte Rouge 
VIF et Design et Culture matérielle, respectivement OBNL et projet 
de recherche qui, avec les Premières Nations et les Inuit, se consa-
crent à la co-création d’outils de transmission culturelle et à l’étude 
de leurs impacts. Elle a dirigé deux projets d’alliance de recherche 
universités – communautés (ARUC CRSH) intitulés La création et 
la concertation comme leviers de développement des communautés 
autochtones et, depuis 2018, la chaire UNESCO La transmission cul-
turelle chez les Premiers peuples comme dynamique de mieux-être et 
d’empowerment. Elle fut scénariste de l’exposition permanente Voix 
autochtones d’aujourd’hui : Savoirs, traumas, résiliences, inaugurée 
au Musée McCord en septembre 2021. En 2014 elle fut récipien-
daire du Prix du Gouverneur général du Canada en muséologie 
pour l’exposition  C’est notre histoire, les Premières Nations et les 
Inuit au XXIe siècle  conçue avec les 11 nations autochtones du 
Québec, une approche jugée révolutionnaire par le jury. Elle fut 
nommée au Cercle d’excellence de l’Université du Québec (2015) 
et au Cercle pan-canadien de leadership autochtone en recherche 
(2022). Elle a dirigé la publication de plusieurs ouvrages dont : 
Métissages (2001), Passages migratoires (2010), Le petit guide de 
la grande concertation : Création et transmission culturelle par 
et avec les communautés (2016) et Voix, Visages, Paysages : Les 
Premières Nations et le XXIe siècle (2016).

(dessus) Manteau. Premiers Peuples; Innus; Naskapis. 1775 
po-1800 an. Peau, caribou, métal. Musée de la civilisation, 
photographe : Amélie Breton – Perspective Photo, 68-2875

Manteau. Premiers Peuples; Innus; Naskapis. 1775 po-1800 an. Peau, caribou, 
métal. Musée de la civilisation, photographe : Red Méthot – Icône, 68-2875
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False claims to Indigenous identity may be discussed more than 
ever, but white people claiming to be Indigenous seem to be a 
curious but deeply structural side-effect of settler colonialism in 
North America, as historian Philip J. Deloria points out. Ólöf 
Sölvadóttir—later known as Ólöf Krarer—
was an ambitious woman of unusually 
short stature with a disability that 
limited the use of her arms. Ólöf was 
born in North-West Iceland in 1858 
and emigrated to Manitoba at the 
age of eighteen. Disabled people have 
been limited in their immigration 
options since the beginning of immi-
gration legislation in Canada. Ólöf, 
however, not only made the journey, 
but created an entirely new life for 
herself upon arriving. 

Playing into late nineteenth-cen-
tury racialized assumptions about 
the North and its inhabitants, Ólöf ’s 
assumed identity enabled her to 
leave working as a domestic and a 
circus performer for a much more 
lucrative career. She went on to pub-
lish a memoir, and, as “The Little 
Esquimaux Lady,” often wearing a 
floor-length white fur parka (above), 
to give thousands of popular lectures 
throughout North America about 
the “little people of Greenland” and 
Inuit ways of life. Ólöf was “always 
glad to satisfy reasonable curiosity” 
of excited audiences who had “never 
seen an Eskimo before.” Her fabri-
cated descriptions of growing up in 
Greenland—including the use of 
heated bones to punish children—
were taught in American schools and had a lasting impact on 
the perception of the Inuit. She even explained her disability by 
claiming “[t]here was no chance to play round and romp inside 
the snow-house…[so] my arms came to have such a different 
shape.” She said that her people were all similarly short, with 
light hair and blue eyes—“when a baby is born in my country it 
is just as white as any American baby”—and that her ancestors 
originally came from Norway. 

Many early Icelandic immigrants recalled being mistaken for 
Inuit from Greenland. This misidentification played into the 

1890-1930 popular obsession with “Blond Eskimo”—an Inuit 
group supposedly descended from the last surviving Norse 
settlers in Greenland. It is unclear how Ólöf obtained any infor-
mation about the real Inuit, but it seems likely that most of it 

came from her famous compatriot Vil-
hjálmur Stefánsson, a controversial 
adventurer obsessed with the Arctic 
and the quest for fame that never 
came. Vilhjálmur was aware (and 
perhaps jealous) of Ólöf’s success 
on the lecture circuit, especially after 
acknowledging the errors in his own 
writing on the “Blond Eskimo.” Curi-
ously, even Icelanders seem to have 
attended Ólöf ’s lectures, and her 
true identity was not publicly known 
until after her death in 1935, though 
Vilhjálmur and Icelandic-American 
historian Thorstina Jackson worked 
to expose her throughout the 1920s. 
The Icelandic community judged her 
harshly, and even though the main 
Icelandic almanac acknowledged her 
passing, it could not have been more 
sober: she was only mentioned as 
“Ólöf, woman, 76 years old,” with-
out the customary account of her 
descent, family, and career. Olöf ’s 
deceit was so convincing that she was 
originally identified as “Eskimo” on 
her death certificate and in her obit-
uary in the Chicago Tribune. 

Her image invites us to consider the 
constructions of ethnicity, disability, 
and gender in turn-of-the-century 
North America. It reminds us that 
even though her life-long deception 

provided Ólöf with the agency to overcome the options other-
wise limited by her gender and disability to domestic service 
or reliance on her family, this commercial niche was based on 
and enforced settler colonial hierarchies: her popularity was 
based on her fulfilling the colonial fantasy of an Inuk woman, 
rather than on being one. Her con also highlights the complex 
roles of Icelanders and other migrants in the settler colonial 
complex: as racialized strangers, model settlers, and as active 
colonial agents who indirectly or directly—like Ólöf—profited 
from racist stereotypes.

“[O]ne of us little Esquimaux people” 
The Identity Theft and Colonial Paradox of Ólöf Krarer

W. E. Bowman, “The Little Esquimaux Lady, Miss Olof Krarer,” 
[1888/1889]. Source: Author’s collection
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In 1986 scientists and special-
ists gathered at Minaki Lodge, 
a resort hotel northwest of 
Kenora, Ontario, to compare 
notes on Canada’s only native 
grain. The plant goes by a vari-
ety of names, including but by 
no means limited to: Zizania 
spp. (Linnaean classification), 
psin (Dakhótawin), manomin 
/ manoomin (Anishinaabe-
mowin), zizanie des marais 
or riz sauvage (French), and 
wild rice (English). This event, 
a generation ago, produced a 
book of conference proceed-
ings which is, today, difficult 
to find in its entirety—and this 
poster. We propose that a few 
minutes’ contemplation can 
tease out some implications 
about the deep history of Can-
ada, which certain long-lived 
19th-century modes of thought 
still obstruct.

Stands of Zizania growing in 
slow-moving, shallow water 
have been a staff of life for 
Indigenous North American 
peoples for thousands of years; 
the grain is high in vegetable protein and nutrients, and the rice 
beds provide fish habitat and attract migratory waterfowl. Z. 
palustris, the northern species, thrives in cold water, and ranges 

into northern Saskatchewan 
and Alberta. For thousands 
of years, waterborne traders 
in precontact North Amer-
ica carried wild rice, maize, 
dried meat and fish, furs, and 
sturgeon oil in networks that 
exchanged staple commod-
ities and elite luxury goods 
across the continent. As maize 
(Zea mays) spread across 
North America over the past 
millennium and a half, it sup-
plemented Indigenous food 
economies which combined 
hunting, fishing, fowling, the 
farming of domesticated plants 
and the cultivation of others. 
European travellers in the 
Boundary Waters region from 
the 17th to the early 19th centu-
ries noted in their journals and 
reports that the peoples of the 
region—Ojibwe, Cree, Assini-
boine (Nakoda), Dakota, and 
others—flourished on a diet of 
wild rice, and that they delib-
erately expanded its growth 
through seeding to produce 
surpluses for sale and exchange 
with fur trading companies. 

These observed realities would be effaced in the later 19th and 
early 20th centuries by historical myths that informed colo-

History in a finer grain

Original cover art for the proceedings of the International Wild Rice Confer-
ence, Minaki Lake, ON, May 1986, blown up to poster size. Photo credit Dr. 

Connie Nelson.

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/33703
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nization policies: of Indigenous peoples as wanderers at the 
mercy of a barren environment, and of most of North Amer-
ica as an unpeopled and therefore unclaimed wilderness. A 
Canadian industrial society that saw the Boundary Waters and 
Rainy River regions as hinterlands for resource production and 
extraction reshaped the region’s hydrological landscape for its 
own purposes: dredging rivers for boat traffic, emplacing hydro-
electric dams for electricity and waterwheels for ore processing. 
Some wild rice beds were flooded, others washed away by now 
fast-flowing water or killed with defoliants to clear space for 
tourists’ or vacationers’ boating and swimming. 

Today, as wild rice is marketed in North American cities and 
supermarkets as a miracle grain, it retains its role as a staff of 
life and as a focal point for traditional culture in the 21st century 
among Indigenous peoples in the Boundary Waters region and 
across North America. What we’re proposing, as we consider 
this poster, is the following: what if we thought of Minaki, or 
Kenora, or Dryden as places where people have lived well for 
thousands of years, not as wastelands or cultural backwaters? 
Nineteenth-century planners thought in terms of farm or wil-
derness. The history of wild rice beds suggests: what if farm and 
wilderness are one and the same?
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Today, as wild rice is marketed in North Ameri-
can cities and supermarkets as a miracle grain, it 
retains its role as a staff of life and as a focal point 
for traditional culture in the 21st century among 
Indigenous peoples in the Boundary Waters region 
and across North America.
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Dr. Muriel Biidaajwan Sawyerban was a mother, language 
steward, lifelong teacher, and Deputy Chief of Nipissing First 
Nation (NFN) when she journeyed home on 6 February, 2021.1 
This image, taken 
while recording the 
Nipissing Warriors 
documentary in Nish-
naabemwin reflects 
her willingness to give 
generously of her time 
and knowledge.2 For 
me the twinkle in her 
eyes, also hints at the 
direction she liked to 
give those who worked 
closely with her: “Stop 
fiddly fart assing 
around. We have shit 
to do!” Indeed. After 
all, by this point Muriel 
had practiced decol-
onized teaching and 
learning for nearly for-
ty-five years.

I worked with Muriel 
over many years on 
various projects. I benefited from her teaching, sense of humour, 
and wisdom. The translation of the documentary was our last 
project together. As we neared the end of our work, she turned to 
me and said – Do you think you might write about this process?  

Why did Muriel give me this direction? Let me tell you a story. 
As a young Nishnaabekwe (woman) in the late 1960s, Muriel 

1 Isabel Mosseler, “A lifetime fight for equality and the cultural tradi-
tion of honouring women,” The Tribune, 3 March, 2021, pp. 11-12. I 
gratefully acknowledge the generosity of Elder John Sawyer and NFN 
Deputy Chief Michael Sawyer who steward and share these stories, as 
well as the financial support for this work from the Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission Projects-Related fund of the CHA and the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council.
2 See: https://www.nipissingu.ca/academics/faculty-arts-and-science/
history/warriors, last accessed 7 February, 2022. As Muriel directed us, 
this work continues alongside language steward Tory Fisher (Nipissing 
First Nation) who is developing a teaching and learning guide for the 
Nishnaabemwin documentary.

worked alongside her aunties and cousins at Lift a Latch, a lower 
French River tourist camp. This low paid waged worked in a 
heavily racialized labour market typically figured in Muriel’s sto-

ries as a catalyst. “I was 
not,” Muriel explained 
to me in numerous set-
tings, “going to spend 
my life doing that job.” 
Raised in the language 
by her grandmother, 
after completing her 
BA in Sociology at 
Nipissing University in 
1974, Muriel enrolled 
in the Native Edu-
cation Program at 
McMaster University 
where she, along with 
former Chief Marianna 
Couchie, learned from 
the renowned Verna 
Kirkness. It was a two-
year program. Before 
heading south, Muriel 
requested a meeting 
with the superinten-
dent of the board for 

Our Lady of Sorrows Catholic Elementary School (OLS), where 
most NFN children attended. She outlined her intent to com-
plete the program and return to a job at OLS. I suspect the 
superintendent had no more choice than the rest of us; when 
Muriel gave direction, you listened.3 She started teaching kin-
dergarten at OLS soon thereafter, delivering the program in 
English and Nishnaabemwin. She did so because meaningful 
education on Nbisiing territory requires a commitment to Nish-
naabemwin; as she regularly reminded us, “culture is language 
and language is culture”. Muriel spent the next forty-five years 

3 Verna Kirkness, et. al., Indian Control of Indian Education, National 
Indian Brotherhood/Assembly of First Nations, 1972, https://oneca.
com/IndianControlofIndianEducation.pdf, last accessed 15 February, 
2022; Creating Space: My Life and Work in Indigenous Education (Win-
nipeg:  University of Manitoba Press, 2013). For more on Nishnaabe-
kwewag leadership in education, particularly that of Leda McLeod, see: 
Katrina Srigley, “The Ethics of Zaagidwin: Relational story listening and 
story sharing on Nbisiing Nishnaabeg territory,” Journal of the Australia 
Oral History Association, No. 42 (December 2020): 5-27.

Biidaajwan Dibaajimonan  
Nishnaabemwin at the heart of teaching and 
learning about Nishnaabekwewag histories

Figure 1 Muriel Sawyer in Ed Regan’s Studio, 14 May , 2019, North Bay, Ontario,  
photo courtesy of Ed Regan.

https://www.nipissingu.ca/academics/faculty-arts-and-science/history/warriors
https://www.nipissingu.ca/academics/faculty-arts-and-science/history/warriors
https://oneca.com/IndianControlofIndianEducation.pdf
https://oneca.com/IndianControlofIndianEducation.pdf
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of her life enacting this commitment, as a principal, in com-
munity learning spaces and classrooms from kindergarten to 
university, and, most importantly, in her way of life.  

What does it mean for you to learn or be reminded about Dr. 
Muriel Biidaajwan Sawyerban from this story? For me, this 
story centres Nishnaabekwewag histories on the lands and 
waterways we call Canada, reminds us that “decolonizing 
the curriculum” is not new, and emphasizes the importance 
of prioritizing Nishnaabemwin in our research, teaching and 
learning, and nations.4

Katrina Srigley (she/her) lives and works on Nbisiing Nish-
naabeg territory, lands protected by the Robinson Huron 
Treaty of 1850. She is grateful to live and work on these lands. 
Srigley is a Professor in the Department of History at Nipissing 
University, co-editor of the award-winning collection Beyond 
Women’s Words: Feminisms and the Practices of Oral History in 
the Twenty-First century (Routledge 2018) and author of the 
award-winning monograph Breadwinning Daughters: Young 
Working Women in a Depression-era City (U of T 2010).  Her 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Can-
ada (SSHRC)-funded projects, developed in partnership 
with Nipissing First Nation, examine the history of Nbisiing 
Nishinaabeg territory through Nishinaabeg ways of knowing, 
recording, and sharing the past. Dr. Srigley is currently co-au-
thoring a book with Glenna Beaucage (Cultural and Heritage 
Manager, Nipissing First Nation) titled Gaa Bi Kidwaad Maa 
Nbisiing/The Stories of Nbisiing.   

4 In his work, Dr. Alan Ojiig Corbiere (Bne odoodemi, Mchigiing 
njibaa) has long emphasized the connection between language, land, 
and histories. See: “Aansookaaning/Mzinigning Anishnaabe Perspec-
tives,” Lakehead University, 28 January, 2022, https://www.lakeheadu.
ca/indigenous/events/event-archive/2021/node/68356, last accessed 
11 February, 2022.

What does it mean for you to learn or be 
reminded about Dr. Muriel Biidaajwan 
Sawyerban from this story? For me, this 
story centres Nishnaabekwewag histories 
on the lands and waterways we call 
Canada, reminds us that “decolonizing 
the curriculum” is not new, and 
emphasizes the importance of prioritizing 
Nishnaabemwin in our research, teaching 
and learning, and nations.

Garden Village with Lake Nipissing in background, Ontario, Canada, April 2010. Pho-Garden Village with Lake Nipissing in background, Ontario, Canada, April 2010. Pho-
tographer: P199. Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license.tographer: P199. Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0 Unported license.
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