
Cauterizing infected wounds: On boats, canoes and being bi-racial 
By Alicia Elliott 

After we moved to Six Na
tions, my father always 
told me, "You're either in 
the boat or in the canoe." 
Even though I was raised 
primarily in poor pockets 
of New York and Ohio, he 
made sure I knew what he 
meant. He was referring 
to the Two Row Wam
pum, of course: the treaty 
originally made with the 
Dutch, then accepted by 
the British that basically 
said our people and their 
people wouldn't interfere 
with one another's affairs .. 

This made sense to 
me politically, but trying . 
to apply it personally? 
Considering who my fa
ther married - my moth
er was a white Catholic 
woman from Buffalo with 
a sixth degree black belt 
and a weakness for com
puter languages - I wasn't 
sure how staying in the 
canoe actually looked. Did 
he include my mother in 

· his metaphorical canoe? 
Did he include me? 

I passed for white in 
every context. It didn't 
matter that l went to pro
tests, joined Native youth 
groups, helped organize 
the Unity Ride and · Ru11 
between our territories, 
volunteered at ceremo
nies - struggling to learn 
in short time what oth
er ·Haudenosaunee knew 

since birth. I couldn't ever 
erase the fact of my skin, 
my lineage. 

When the reclama
tion at Kanonhstaton 
started, I was in my last 
year of high school and 
looking for a documenta
ry subject to complete a 
class. One couldn't find a 
more compelling subject 
than th<!t, so I brought a 
handheld camera to the 
site and started filming. 
The barricades were up, 
closing access to High
way 6. It was night. On Six 
Nations' side small fires 
flickered like distant stars 
arpond the site. On Cale
donia's side angry citizens 
raged, almost all white, 
screaming and chanting in 
the Canadian Tire parking 

lot. It was such a startling 
juxtaposition, the kind 
documentary filmmakers 
spend years waiting for. I 
grabbed my camera and 
snuck past the barricades 
to the Canadian Tire. 

One of the first things 
I shot was a visibly Native 
woman being told to "get 
back to [her] side." She'd 
lived in Caledonia her en
tire life, she yelled, she 
was on her side. Obvious
ly, none of her neighbours 
agreed. When she started 
to cry, the taunts intensi
fied, their fury more fo- _ 
cused, like bullets _guided 
by laser. sights. Yet I, who 
had been on the other 
side less than ten minutes 
before, could interview 
white citizens on-cam-

era without so much as a 
raised eyebrow. Everyone 
was perfectly friendly to 
me. They thought I was a 
shiny, white Caledonian 
girl and I letthem. Though 
I felt like lashing out with 
each spit of their racist 
venom, I didn't. I didn't 
raise my voice in defence 
of that woman or myself. 
It was for the documenta
ry, I rationalized. I tried to 
believe it. 

A few years ago, an 
art exhibit opened in 
Brantford called "Mush 
Hole Remembered." The 
artist, R.G. Miller, served 
11 years there, in Brant
ford's residential school. 
He's suffered addiction, 
depression, mental ill
ness. He's attempted sui-

cide numerous times. The 
work was disturbing--full 
of dark, furious pieces. 
This art was not catharsis, 
but possession. Beneath 
each stroke of charcoal; 
pencil, or paint I saw trac
es of self-loathing, impen
etrable and complete. I 
don't know if other people 
could see it as lucidly as 
I. Perhaps it takes one to 
know one. 

In his artist's state
ment, Miller writes, "You 
cannot cauterize an in
fected wound." Resi
dential schools were an 
infected wound in my 
family generations before 
me. And yet I still feel the 
sickness--shame and si
lence and self-loathing 
passed on from my fa
ther, inadvertently nur
tured by my mother--feel 
them like tremors after 
an earthquake. A blood 
borne disease. The irony 
that my grandmother left 
her home so future gen
erations wouldn't have to 
feel that way doesn't es
cape me. In a way, I think, 
society is its own residen
tial school. Everything we 
as Indigenous people go 
through is a form of apol
ogy. Linguistically apolo
gizing by learning English. 
Theologically apologizing 
by going to church. Bodily 
apologizing by self-medi
cating and self-mutilating. 
And the hard discipline 

of nuns and priests has 
been enthusiastically tak
en up by police officers 
who arbitrarily target us, 
or legislators who legally 
belittle us, or white frat 
boys picking us up on the 
streets of Vancouver, nev
er intending to drop us off 
alive. 

In a society bent on 
punishing indigenous peo
ples for existing, I certain
ly can't deny how looking 
white has Icept the cross
hairs off my back. Yet the 
society that bestows that 
privilege only wants me 
to acknowledge my Native 
identity to uphold the sta
tus quo. ('Tm Native, and 
I'm not offended," etc.) 

So what does that 
mean for my identity? 
Am I Haudenosaunee if I 
had a white mother and 
my clan should be passed 
through her? Yes and no. 
Am I white if I spurn the 
privilege that gives me, if 
I don't identify with it as 
closely? Again, yes and no. 

Maybe no one has 
to cauterize infected 
wounds. Maybe we can 
just accept that we are all 
multiple, that two options 
are rarely enough. Maybe 
we can embrace all of our
selves, all of our history -
scars, pockmarks and all -
and celebrate that despite 
everything, we are stiU 
here. We are still here. 


