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LEFT TO RIGHT: Madden Taylor was my grandmother’s brother. He was born around 1895 and died in 1986. Beside him is James Makoons Taylor. He was born around 1875 and died in 1975. These were the ones I spent much of my childhood with on the land. Both of these men never went to school but they knew their oral history. Their stories came from their Elders from the 1700s. I dedicate this book to them.
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LEANNE BETASAMOSAKE SIMPSON


Like many Indigenous people in Canada, I was born into the violent processes of dispossession and erasure, into a family that was located outside of our territory, and with little means to expose me to the rich intelligence of my mom’s people, the Michi Saagig Nishnaabeg. This was a loss I was unwilling to live with, and so in my early twenties, I began a life-long practice of reconnection that is still very much in progress, but led me to in my mind, one of the most important Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg intellectuals my nation has, Doug Williams.


Doug is a widely respected Elder, historian, hunter, fisher, ceremonial leader, language keeper and storyteller, past Chief and at times an activist. He is a prominent leader in the urban community of Peterborough, Ontario, in Curve Lake First Nation and throughout the Nishnaabeg nation. He has tremendous influence in the field of Indigenous Studies, and has been directly involved in the training of now over ten years of Indigenous academics through his position as Director of Studies in the PhD program in Indigenous Studies at Trent University. And while any one of these reasons is more than enough for a young Nishnaabeg to move home to learn from him, the thing that drew me to him was a gentleness I’d almost exclusively seen in the generation of Elders that came before him, and a profound ability to think inside the Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg intelligence system. He not only embodies our governance and our political systems he thinks deeply about the underlying philosophies, theories and concepts that animate them. Combined with a sharp and decolonial political analysis, there is no one that has influenced, mentored and nurtured my own intellectual, political, and ceremonial life more as an Nishnaabekwe.


I started to attend Doug’s talks and workshops when I moved back to Peterborough. This led to deeper conversations and visits, which led to ceremony. This in turn, turned into storytelling and then sugaring, ricing, fishing, medicine gathering and hunting, all the while, Doug patiently answering my questions about Nishnaabeg philosophy, political culture, conceptual thinking, and values. Each year we walked through the seasons on our land together, my thinking deepened. Each year we became better friends.


A decade passed. I knew more about Doug and his early life as we talked about the concepts that would inform my writing on treaties, governance, and resurgence. I was often blown away and inspired by Doug’s historical knowledge, because it was unlike anything I had ever read. I came to understand this as a rare pocket of our oral traditions that often extended back to the mid 1700s. Two of Doug’s uncles figured prominently in his stories, and these were very much his stories, Madden and Makoons.


Much of Doug’s historical knowledge comes from “hanging around” with Madden and Makoons as a kid. Madden had been exceptionally good at escaping the clutches of the truant officer at school, and as such, had hung around with his own uncles, absorbing a Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg way of being that has been under intense attack for the last 200 years. In a sense, this is where Doug’s knowledge comes from, the resistance of a small child escaping the state run school system. This is where some the knowledge I carry comes from, a critical act of resistance and the successive committed acts of resurgence.


When Doug turned seventy years old, it became important to him to write down some aspects of the knowledge he carries. He wanted to make sure that the coming generations had a record of Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg land tenure because this is so readily erased in present day southern Ontario, the ways we had been dispossessed of territory, the beautiful hidden resistance of our old people, as they inherit the responsibility to protect our lands for ones that are not yet born.


This book represents a very small fraction of what Doug knows and embodies. We have specifically focused on a Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg political history that until this point, has only existed in the oral tradition, where it belongs. This book is a deliberate strategy to document from the perspective of one elder, what has happened to our people from the establishment of the reserve at Curve Lake, to early treaty negotiations, our relationship with the other Indigenous nations, the war of 1812, and of course, the devastation of the 1923 Williams Treaty. These stories are more than just a chronicle of oral history. They document Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg as provocateurs, strategists, connectors, agitators and intellectuals. They show that resistance and resurgence have always been part of us.


Some of the chapters begin as a series of transcribed recordings Doug did on various topics. Others were interviews and conversations the two of us had on the land. Three chapters were previously written and published by Doug. The Nishnaabemowin was transcribed phonetically with Doug dictating the spelling and noting that although he is fluent, he is not a language expert. There is some fluidity in these stories and these tellings—Doug tells slightly different versions at different times. Other elders carry different versions. This is part of the richness of oral practices. We chose to edit the work minimally because as I read the manuscript I could hear Doug’s voice in my head. This is how he speaks and as one of our most gifted orators, it seemed appropriate to preserve his voice, because this body of work is his body’s work, and a gift to all.
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DOUG WILLIAMS


This book is not a western academic work. It comes from within Nishnaabeg intellectual practices. It is born out of a lot of Nishnaabeg thought, remembering, storytelling, years of transferring knowledge from generation to generation, and a long mentorship with two Elders who remembered into the 1700s.


I want to write this down because the Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg side of the story is almost lost in terms of how the history of Ontario has been told by the mainstream historians of Ontario. I have always found it intriguing that there is a difference between oral stories and the academic telling of events. Because I am involved in the university and teach Indigenous Knowledge in the academy, I have thought a lot about this. Academics often view oral storytelling as a weak link to history. The disciplines at university that particularly deal with First Nations—archeology and history—are full of white men who interpret events in their own way without regard to our knowledge. Indigenous Knowledge is still not considered a valid form of knowledge in many disciplines. There are political consequences for this, these beliefs hurt our people and hurt our relationship to our land. Our knowledge is just as important as western knowledge.
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