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ON TREATY, VIRTUE, AND PLOTS THAT CHOOSE DEATH: MOSES PERLEY’S 

SPORTING SKETCHES 

Rachel Bryant 

Abstract 

It remains somehow contrary to the mythology that Canadian academics have built up 

around Moses Perley over the course of the past 180 years to say that he believed the 

elimination of Waponahki people from this land was in his own interest—and yet he clearly 

did, and not only because this is how settler colonialism works, but because he says as 

much in his own writings. This article situates Moses Perley’s sporting sketches, first 

published in the London Sporting Review in the 1830s and 1840s, within the related 

contexts of self-interest and of what colonial literary historians since Howard Mumford 

Jones have discussed as “promotion literature.” The author models and advocates for a 

process of reading the literatures of this land through the Peace and Friendship Treaty 

relationship—a reading strategy that can draw each of us into the work of restoring our 

collective treaty order. 

Résumé 

Il est en quelque sorte contraire à la mythologie que les universitaires canadiens ont 

construite autour de Moses Perley au cours des 180 dernières années de dire qu'il croyait 

que l'élimination du peuple Waponahki de cette terre était dans son intérêt personnel – et 

pourtant c'était clairement le cas, non seulement parce que c'est ainsi que fonctionne le 

colonialisme de peuplement, mais aussi parce qu’il l’affirme dans ses propres écrits. Cet 

article situe les esquisses sportives de Moses Perley, publiées pour la première fois dans la 

London Sporting Review dans les années 1830 et 1840, dans les contextes connexes de 

l’intérêt personnel et de ce que les historiens de la littérature coloniale, depuis Howard 

Mumford Jones, ont appelé la « littérature de promotion ». L'auteur modélise et préconise 

un processus de lecture des littératures de ce pays à travers la relation du traité de paix et 

d'amitié – une stratégie de lecture qui peut entraîner chacun d’entre nous dans le travail de 

restauration de l’ordre de notre traité collectif. 

“Storytelling is a fight for the future...[and] it is up to us to write a story worth living.” 

—Kelly Hayes, “Remaking the World”1 

In Moses Perley’s nine relatively obscure sporting sketches, first published in the London Sporting 

Review in the 1830s and 1840s, the otherwise famous New Brunswick colonist sought to animate himself 

as both a rugged sportsman and an insider with special access to information about Waponahki culture 

and history.2 Travelling “deep” through “the wilds of New Brunswick” in these tales, Perley and his 

colleagues—a rotating roster of often identifiable characters that includes the renowned Maritime 

physician and geologist Abraham Gesner3—are supported by “trusty Indians of the Meliceti tribe” who 

make and break camp for their guests daily, spread “branches of...silver fir” on the ground for their 

sleeping, provide language lessons, share stories, and protect the frequently careless settlers against such 
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fates as accidental drowning, all while tracking and processing the food that sustains them on their 

collective journey across the woods and waterways of Wolastokuk and Mi’kmaki.4 

This article situates Perley’s sporting sketches in the arguably related contexts of self-interest and 

of what colonial literary historians since Howard Mumford Jones have discussed as “promotion 

literature.”5 Self-interest isn’t an inherently unhealthy or harmful consideration or pursuit, and some 

Indigenous writers have cautioned against indiscriminate or simplistic messaging that implies individuals 

or the desires of individuals don’t matter outside of colonial and capitalist sociopolitical structures.6 People 

matter very much, always, and what people need or want matters—but self-interest is always a toxic 

pursuit under a governing colonial ideology that systematically prioritizes the prosperity and advancement 

of one segment of the population over a well-being that is truly shared or collective. This idea is developed 

at length in some economic theory, where it is generally understood that unfettered self-interest, or self-

interest that isn’t constrained by clear ethical considerations, laws, or agreements, is just greed.7 Here in 

the unceded and unsurrendered Waponahki homelands, we have the Peace and Friendship Treaties that 

are meant to protect a truly collective well-being and to function as what could be described as a kind of 

constraint on settler colonial self-interest, or as limitations on the actions and behaviours of the people, 

like my own ancestors, who came to this beautiful land to stay.8 In the eighteenth century, the Peace and 

Friendship Treaties authorized the creation of a non-Indigenous social and legal order alongside—or, more 

specifically, within—a larger Waponahki world, and, in what follows, I assess the world that Perley 

creates in his sketches against the laws and imperatives that were agreed upon in those treaties as I have 

been taught to understand them.9 

This process of reading Perley through treaty comes from a larger research program in which I am 

arguing that the fundamental ways in which settlers do their work as academics cannot be 

compartmentalized against the laws of treaty, and that as a literary historian who makes her home in 

Menahkwesk (Saint John, New Brunswick), or in Peace and Friendship Treaty territory, the methods I use 

(and that I pass on to my students and colleagues) must—like all of my conduct—be fundamentally 

informed and guided by those laws. When, for example, students are encouraged to understand how treaty 

can function as part of their own critical reading methods, they are in a much better position to recognize 

themselves as active parts of treaty and as treaty people; they are less likely to see the university as a space 

that somehow exists outside of the jurisdiction of treaty; they are better able to recognize how, across 

centuries, non-Indigenous writers have continuously reconsolidated and helped to maintain the violent 

occupation of Waponahki homelands through the creation and normalization of imaginative worlds that 

exist in contravention of the laws of peace and friendship; and crucially, when students can read literature 

through treaty, they are better able to recognize fundamental and ongoing violations of the laws of treaty 

in the larger world around them.10 

Situating Perley within the Traditions of Colonial Promotion and Recruitment 

What follows, then, is a cursory demonstration of what my own method of reading through treaty 

currently looks like—a way of reading that, for me, involves assessing materials (created by people with 

family histories like mine) against the laws of peace and friendship as I have been taught to understand 

them. Like most New Brunswickers today, as I’ll expand upon in more detail shortly, Moses Perley 

uncritically and perhaps even unthinkingly accepted or believed that the settler colonial occupation of 

Waponahki homelands was in his own interest. He was the grandson of Israel Perley, the New England 

Planter who, in the 1760s, recruited hundreds of people from Massachusetts to settle a profitable grant in 
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Wolastokuk, securing what would be colonially known as Maugerville against competing interests, most 

important and fundamental among those of course being Waponahki interests. Israel successfully 

consolidated what his grandson would proudly describe, in his own accounts, as “the first permanent 

British settlement on the river St. John,” and in a lecture delivered before the Saint John Mechanics’ 

Institute in 1841, Moses mused in strikingly romantic terms that “the decline of the Indians” in this 

territory actually began with the successful settlement of his grandfather’s grant.11 

Moses’s interest in recruiting other settlers to Waponahkik was perhaps the one constant in a career 

in which he variously worked as a lawyer, scientist, trader, lumber baron, fisheries commissioner, 

government adviser, businessman, writer, newspaper publisher, emigration agent, commissioner of Indian 

Affairs, and more. He published his nine sporting sketches between 1839 and 1842 in the London Sporting 

Review after spending significant time in England 

“selling” the province to a certain kind of young Britisher and making a pitch for what 

would be called today adventure tourism. He was a brilliant salesman, transforming the 

apparent disadvantages of New Brunswick—the lack of sporting “amenities,” the hard slog 

through dense, fly-infested woods—into desirable and exclusive features which the 

favoured few could enjoy.12 

This essential sales pitch is the spine of these nine writings. “The Lawyer and the Black Ducks,” for 

example, begins with the following appeal to Perley’s brother sportsmen: 

The majority of sportsmen from the United Kingdom, who have wandered into the British 

Provinces of North America, have generally complained of a lack of field sports, and on 

returning to that glorious “FATHER LAND,” from which we colonists are proud to claim 

our origin, have described this country to their brother sportsmen as not worth the trouble 

of a visit.13 

What both precedes and follows in this larger series of writings was explicitly structured to convince those 

“young Britishers” that the “favoured few” who bravely persevered in this territory, those colonists who, 

in Perley’s words, “conquered the first difficulties attendant on every new undertaking...opened to 

themselves a wide field of gratification, which amply rewarded their perseverance, and afforded endless 

and ever-varying sources of delight.”14 The final sketch in this series, titled “La Belle Toolotah,” offers 

what is perhaps the purest example of how this colonial recruitment strategy functions as a basic plot 

structure or trajectory of these tales. Opening with a prolonged account of a days-long and difficult 

portage, replete with “musquitoes and black-flies which assailed us in perfect clouds,” “stifling heat,” 

rains that came in “perfect sheets,” “heavy loads,” and much more, the tale ultimately rewards its steadfast 

colonists with unrivalled fishing, a luxurious party and feast on a British timber vessel, and an exciting 

storybook adventure featuring the perilous rescue of a beautiful Wolastoqewi woman from a rival camp.15 

In this sense, Perley’s stories are not entirely unlike other colonial propaganda from this continent 

that sought to naturalize notions of Western sovereignty over Indigenous lands and peoples and to spread 

the Good Newes of these territories among groups of potential English (and, later, American) prospectors 

and investors.16 Almost twenty years after the publication of his sporting sketches, Perley would make the 

same argument in his Handbook of Information for Emigrants to New Brunswick, assuring his far-flung 

readership that although the coasts and harbours of New Brunswick might initially fail to beguile 

discerning Europeans seeking viable places to settle down and thrive, those who bravely and steadfastly 
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“penetrate...through the interior” of the province “will be struck by the number and beauty of its rivers, 

by the fertility of its river islands,” and by the “boundless forests still unreclaimed.”17 Like his grandfather 

before him, Moses was a colonial recruiter who knew that the best way to protect the viability of “New 

Brunswick” was to plant additional people here who could, simply by going about their lives, hold this 

space against what were often uncritically and even erroneously perceived as competing values and 

interests. He wanted to help do for New Brunswick and New Brunswickers what his grandfather had done 

for Maugerville—to support and shore up the “geographic fiction” of this land as “New Brunswick,” as 

the waiting and ready inheritance of people like himself, and to plant what he perceived as his people’s 

own best interests ever more firmly in this unceded and unsurrendered land.18 He worked in support of 

this process and perpetual state of occupation from various angles for the duration of his career. 

It is within the same contexts of colonial promotion and self-interest that we must situate Perley’s 

famous laments for Waponahki people, along with the supposedly tireless ways in which he fought for 

the rights and interests of those people. When Perley spoke of the “rapid decrease of the Indian race among 

us, calling loudly for the interference of government in behalf of this unfortunate people, the survivors of 

the ancient possessors and lords of the country, who are fast yielding to the calamitous fate which so often 

befalls uncivilized man,” he was not speaking in terms that were agreed upon in the Peace and Friendship 

Treaties or invoking his personal responsibilities or the responsibilities of his government under those 

laws, nor was he arguing in support of giving back stolen land or helping to facilitate meaningful 

reparations or Waponahki resurgences.19 He was instead very carefully distinguishing between those 

colonists who would “[supplant]” Indigenous peoples “only to destroy” them and those who would instead 

“civilize and save” them through benevolent processes of education and assimilation.20 As others have 

shown, these are two distinct rhetorical doors, but they both have the full realization of the colonial mission 

and the replacement of Indigenous peoples on the land behind them.21 

It remains somehow contrary to the mythology that many Canadian academics have built up 

around Perley over the course of the past some 180 years to say that he believed the elimination of 

Indigenous peoples from this land was in his own interest—and yet he clearly did, and not only because 

this is how settler colonialism works, but because he openly says as much in his handbook for emigrants.22 

Here, again in the context of what is an overarching and discernable recruitment strategy that remains 

consistent across all of Perley’s writings, census evidence of the “steadily decreasing” numbers of 

Waponahki people in New Brunswick is offered up to potential European settlers as part of a larger sales 

pitch—as proof that nineteenth-century New Brunswick was an increasingly promising, safe, or viable 

investment for newcomers from Europe.23 This is just one example of how an underlying context of 

colonial propaganda fundamentally undermines the way in which Perley has most often been 

mythologized in Canadian historical scholarship—as a lonesome defender of Waponahki interests pushing 

bravely back against “what the colonial government of New Brunswick expected of him.”24 In a context 

of colonial propaganda, even one borrowed only from his own other writings, it is clear that when Perley 

laments the plight of Waponahki people, he is simply invoking the myth of the vanishing race to signal to 

waves of potential new investors that competing interests in this land were weak and weakening. 

In Perley’s sporting sketches, the same sales pitch is developed through the contradiction between 

the author’s seemingly deep admiration for (and utter reliance on) the skills and knowledge of his guides 

and his simultaneous erasure of those same people (and their families, communities, and values) from his 

visions of the future. This aspect of his sketches, in which Indigenous characters are praised for their essential 

skills and knowledge while remaining eternally subject to the racism and violence of settler colonialism 

resonates with recent scholarship in the field of sport history, where, for example, John Reid has shown the 
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“prominent role” that sport played in the appropriation of land and in “the normalization of settler colonial 

society”—in obvious violation of the treaties—in Waponahkik.25 In one of Perley’s sketches, after shooting 

a caribou (which the sportsmen refer to as their “prize”) and leaving “the Indians to do the needful,” Perley 

and his colleagues climb to a summit to look out over “a wide tract of densely wooded country.”26 Imagining 

what the land might look like “a hundred years hence,” they envision an “abiding place of hundreds of 

industrious and stalwart farmers, assisted by their active and thrifty dames, and troops of hardy, rosy-cheeked 

boys and girls.”27 The air they imagine is filled with the sounds of mills and church bells; herds of cattle 

ramble through sprawling, deforested pastures; cottages crowd the waterways; and carriages line the 

highways. They envision, in other words, an occupied Waponahkik that has been utterly transformed into a 

vast and busy European-style settlement made by and for European-style people—people willing to occupy 

the land against the laws of treaty with their bodies and their lives. Here, as elsewhere in Perley’s writings, 

respectful interactions with Waponahki people and knowledge are always a means to an end, and this violent 

and exclusory vision of the future of New Brunswick is portrayed as a return on the investment of those 

steadfast Europeans who could be convinced to stay forever. 

Occupying Waponahkik against Treaty and Thereby against Ourselves 

As previously stated, the Peace and Friendship Treaties put limits on the behaviours (or greed) of 

my ancestors that were meant to protect and affirm the rights and interests of Waponahki people in 

perpetuity. Today we can very loosely understand these limitations as an essential check against greed 

and as laws that were meant to ensure a truly collective well-being in this land. We can see the failure of 

this treaty order not only in these old nineteenth-century stories by Perley but also in the sociopolitical 

structure all around us. An obvious example would be the forest spraying in this province. There is an 

interest that is being pursued through the spraying of glyphosate in Waponahkik; it is not a collective 

interest, and, as we heard in the New Brunswick legislative hearings several years ago when Waponahki 

Elders and Knowledge Carriers spoke, this interest has not been appropriately constrained by the laws of 

peace and friendship.28 

To understand how something like forest spraying implicates all New Brunswickers in the failure 

of our treaty order, no matter an individual’s position on this particular issue, we can more generally 

consider the functions of Perley’s work in the context of colonial promotion and that genre’s conventional 

appeals to Renaissance virtù.29 In Western thought, this is of course a concept that comes from 

Machiavelli, who said in The Prince that to be virtuous is to be flexible enough to be able to vary your 

conduct from good to evil and back again, all in the service of maintaining power and control.30 This 

concept can help us better understand something like New Brunswick—a system in which people often 

find themselves defending the theft and colonization of Waponahki homelands even when trying to live 

good, honourable lives and to make good personal decisions. 

Previously, in public forums where I have scrutinized the Saint John City Charter as a colonial and 

colonizing document and structure, I have used the example of settlers in Menahkwesk (or Saint John) 

fighting with Saint John City Council for more and safer bike lanes—because how could this fight, in 

which parents are simply seeking to make the roads safer for all children to bike to school, not be noble? 

This is a noble fight insofar as it is our collective responsibility to care for the children of our communities 

(and certainly I also wish for more and safer bike lanes for my own children). At the same time, these 

parent lobbyists are appealing to settler colonial jurisdiction, affirming and thereby strengthening the 

authority of a municipal structure that was explicitly designed to hold Menahkwesk against or apart from 
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the laws of treaty. This does not mean that the fight for bike lanes is not a worthy one—it simply means 

that as non-Indigenous people in this space, we need ways of recognizing, conceptualizing, and perhaps 

even addressing how even our honourable actions and best intentions feed into this fundamental dishonour 

in which we are always and collectively complicit. Our actions within the context of invasive structures 

like New Brunswick or the city of Saint John are fundamentally inextricable from this larger colonial 

enterprise that is about defending and justifying the theft of Waponahkik in perpetuity. To escape this 

situation, we would need to reassess everything that was once built, conceived, or created in violation of 

the laws of peace and friendship and that is now taken for granted or treated as natural or inevitable within 

the context of New Brunswick. Put another way, individuals who benefit from the settler colonial order 

need not always consciously concern themselves with the logics of dominion over land and people when 

they live inside and participate in systems—like New Brunswick or Saint John—that uphold those 

fundamental logics on behalf of all settlers. 

Like most British settlers of his time, and like most New Brunswickers today, Perley was deeply 

invested in the systemic viability of New Brunswick, and he assumed that attracting and retaining people 

who were willing to invest their lives inside the idea of this land as “New Brunswick” was among the best 

ways of pursuing this interest. In New Brunswick political discourse today, this interest in a process of 

recruitment that can help firm up our occupying structures is commonly developed in rhetoric and 

programming around population growth. Growth in this particular sense is a unifying settler colonial 

concept that receives broad bipartisan support, and, for this reason, growth is a useful access point into 

the idea of unceded and unsurrendered land for diverse groups of people and students. We mostly all, in 

New Brunswick, support the basic concept of population growth, even though New Brunswickers don’t 

all speak about the need for growth and recruitment in the same terms. Some discuss the need for growth 

as a need to be more diverse and inclusive as a population, more educated, more compassionate, perhaps 

more talented, certainly less white; others laud the economic benefits of a growing tax base, reduced costs 

of infrastructure, and robust public services that are easily available to all people. But we don’t currently 

have any provincial or municipal growth plans that are accountable to or that even mention the Peace and 

Friendship Treaty relationship as a relevant factor in decision making in or about this land—even though, 

as even most white settlers admit today in our land acknowledgements or elsewhere, this is unceded and 

unsurrendered Waponahki land.31 

The government of New Brunswick officially puts it this way in their current public strategy 

document: 

By building on past successes and recent progress, we can make New Brunswick a place 

where people of all ages can build happy and fulfilled lives, families can thrive and 

newcomers can prosper. Our greatest strength is our people. We must focus on New 

Brunswickers, our families, our workforce and our communities to build a successful, 

multicultural and thriving New Brunswick for all.32 

Yes, our greatest strength as upholders of this broken treaty order is our people, much like Israel Perley 

needed people, people like my ancestors, human bodies, those several hundred New Englanders who 

could hold what he insisted was Maugerville against the Peace and Friendship Treaty relationship and 

against Wolastoqiyik. This is how people with family histories like mine have always defended and 

perpetuated their theft—by seizing and occupying swaths of Waponahkik in fundamental contravention 

of the treaties, by recruiting human bodies willing to hold those spaces with their lives and their children’s 
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lives, and then by presenting settler colonial ways, values, and political processes as the sole means of 

belonging in those same spaces. 

To cite an accessible if in some ways far less useful contemporary example of how this occupation 

strategy continuously functions, we might pause to consider a small portion of what has unfolded thus far 

with the Wolastoqey title claim in New Brunswick’s political discourse. In October 2021, the New 

Brunswick Attorney General Ted Flemming issued a memo, which was leaked to social media, prohibiting 

all public employees from using the words “unceded” or “unsurrendered” in their land 

acknowledgments.33 By way of response, Wolastoqewi Kci-Sakom spasaqsit possesom countered, in his 

own powerful acknowledgement of the desperate state of our treaty order, 

I respectfully acknowledge in our homeland of Wolastokuk that we Wolastoqewiyik have 

never surrendered one speck of Earth, one drop of Water or one breath of Air. Since first 

contact, the representatives of the british crown have strived to eliminate Wolastoqewiyik 

by violently stealing our lands and resources and by forcing our people onto reservations 

in the act of Genocide.34 

Wolastoqey chiefs publicly reiterated that with their title claim, they are simply reiterating, once more, that 

settler actions—and particularly the actions of industry in this province—should show care and respect for 

Wolastoqey title and rights and should be generally accountable to the Peace and Friendship Treaty 

relationship. They are seeking a recommitment to the terms that my (and perhaps your) settler ancestors 

agreed to in the eighteenth century—the terms upon which our treaty order was meant to be based. There 

has been no mistaking in the province’s fearful response to the filing of this claim that the purpose of the 

New Brunswick government is to strengthen itself to the specific exclusion of Waponahki people and to 

consolidate “New Brunswick” against that treaty partnership. The provincial government has repeatedly 

called on New Brunswickers to make that stand, to hold this space against Waponahki claims and against 

what they have encouraged New Brunswickers to see as fundamentally competing interests. 

Unlike the bipartisan concept of growth, as described briefly above, this embarrassing moment 

with Ted Flemming’s memo is not a good access point for students if we’re seeking, as settlers, to change 

who we are with clarity and intention, to finally become good treaty partners, to understand what it means 

to be treaty people, or to think more deeply about what it means to live on unceded and unsurrendered 

land. Quite simply, it is far too easy for our students, like us, to see themselves as being already on the 

right side of this issue. The moment with Flemming is, however, a useful access point for settlers into the 

important question, which Perley can again help us think more deeply about, of whether the system of 

occupation that endures in this unceded land has ever really represented even settlers’ best interests. 

At the very end of a sketch titled “The Forest Fairies of the Milicetes,” there is a scene where a 

group of colonists are resting happily by a lake with their Wolastoqewi guides as the moon rises at the end 

of an adventurous day. They suddenly hear “voices and sounds, as of revelry and laughter, proceeding 

from the opposite shore, about a quarter of a mile distant”; at this, Perley writes, his guides “listened with 

undivided attention, remaining motionless and silent, while their countenances wore an expression of 

surprise and deep awe.”35 The men are initially unable to compel their guides to speak with them about 

the sounds, which seem to the colonists to emerge mysteriously and from deep within the dark and distant 

woods. But later, after the group has returned to their camp, Perley manages to extract from his guides 
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a traditionary belief of the Milicete tribe, seldom mentioned, except by their own camp 

fires, and in the presence of their own people. They said it had always been believed among 

them, that near every large lake in New Brunswick dwelt a certain number of “good 

Indians,” who sported on the shores, fished in its waters, and hunted the neighbouring 

forest, never roaming far from its banks, and generally building their lodges in some shady 

hollow, near a bubbling stream....These “good Indians,” they said, were but seldom seen 

by the Milicetes….Sometimes, though rarely, their voices were heard in the distance; but 

it had ever been an invariable custom to avoid molesting them, or prying into their affairs: 

the Indians who had done so, were always unfortunate in hunting afterwards, and generally 

met with some serious accident. It was considered very wrong to infringe upon their 

hunting grounds, and no Milicete hunter, who regarded his own welfare, or the customs of 

his forefathers, would do so.36 

The following morning, as the guides work to break camp and to prepare for another long day of travel, 

Perley and his friends quietly sneak away to “[make] diligent search” of the site “from whence the sounds 

of mirth and revelry had proceeded.”37 They find the place where they believe the evening voices had 

emerged from and they ransack it, looking for any evidence that there had been people there the night 

prior. Try as they might, they turn up no trace of the “good Indians” through their raid, and so they return 

to camp to join their guides, and with that, the sketch ends. 

As a literary historian, I am less interested in the veracity of Perley’s depictions than with the more 

general question of how his stories function and the assumptions that they affirm. Although this is almost 

certainly not the way in which Perley intended for me to read this scene, he has produced here a remarkably 

useful representation of settlers working steadfastly and uncritically against their own interests. The scene 

described above comes at the end of yet another formulaic narrative about carefree white colonists 

adventuring through the forests of New Brunswick in a state of almost total reliance on Wolastoqewi 

guides. In this single sketch alone, the colonists would have starved to death or drowned, hopelessly lost 

in the woods, were it not for the various skills and knowledge of their guides. In these final moments of 

the tale, the guides generously share that their success in hunting depends on their adherence to certain 

conduct and on customs of self-restraint and non-interference. To reiterate, the colonists are just as reliant 

on this code—they are, at every turn, utterly dependent on their guides. 

And so what is the nature of this plot structure? Certainly, in the actions of Perley and his 

colleagues, there is an unfettered interest that is being pursued—their actions have not been constrained 

by appropriate values and considerations, and so we can interpret their actions in this scene in the context 

of greed. But this is also a plot that chooses death: a structure of behaviour and storytelling that proceeds 

steadily and unthinkingly toward a mutual destruction.38 It is significant that Perley and his colleagues are 

so out of touch with what constitutes their own interest at the end of this story—that they take direct action 

to oppose their own survival by threatening the hunt of the people who are feeding them. Because their 

actions have not been properly constrained, they do things impulsively and without always even knowing 

why. Neither the boundaries nor the consequences of breaching them are clear to them. And wouldn’t this 

story have ended very differently if their actions in this moment had been constrained by a good 

relationship with Waponahki people, constrained by things like respect and honour, gratitude, peace, 

friendship, and love for their guides and for their families? 

The collective actions of New Brunswickers have never been properly constrained by the Peace 

and Friendship Treaty relationship, and this makes New Brunswickers, as a collective, reckless and 
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dangerous to Waponahki people and to ourselves. New Brunswickers don’t have a good sense of what we 

are strengthening and affirming even with our good behaviours—our fights for our children’s safety, our 

advocacy for better policies and programming always within the context of this ongoing occupation and 

dominion. We are collectively virtuous in that Machiavellian sense of being flexible enough to be capable 

of both good and evil. We don’t have good vocabulary around the ways in which death and fear and greed 

have been systematized here, and we don’t fully appreciate how every issue is an inextricable piece of this 

colonial enterprise. 

And we are living our lives inside of plots that choose death. Investigations into a mysterious 

neurological illness that has received international media attention have been shut down and blocked by 

the province;39 steadily warming temperatures mean that salmon populations are declining or at risk of 

declining in the rivers and that winter ticks are killing juvenile moose;40 Waponahki people have identified 

devastating systemic anti-Indigenous racism within the province’s justice system while calls for an 

Indigenous-led inquiry into systemic racism have been consistently denied;41 and in 2020, scientists were 

unable to locate a single right whale in the Bay of Fundy.42 These and other plot trajectories are condoned 

by the provincial government, and this government is what we are currently strengthening through our 

lives and actions within the administrative units of New Brunswick. In this paper, I used the examples of 

municipal lobbying for bike lanes and bipartisan growth strategies to demonstrate how this strengthening 

works. And I hope that readers of this article will appreciate that this is not an argument about limiting or 

in any way controlling or imposing upon the people who wish to come here. Indeed, this isn’t an argument 

about the people coming here at all but rather it is about what those people are coming into: a 

fundamentally broken treaty order and a New Brunswick that was designed to replace Waponahki people 

on the land and to occupy their land against them in perpetuity, against the treaty relationship, and truly 

against our own survival. 

And most New Brunswickers today remain invested in the viability of New Brunswick—this 

system that takes even our love and converts it into this violence. It takes our love for our children, our 

fights for their safety, our desire to welcome new friends and neighbours, our desire to provide robust social 

services for everyone—New Brunswick as currently structured takes all of this energy and uses it to defend 

and legitimize and perpetuate this shameful occupation and theft. And until we have systems and processes 

in this place that honour and are fundamentally accountable to the treaty relationship, the people whom we 

recruit to live alongside of us in this province will inherit our dishonour, even in those instances in which 

they struggle against it. And this, too, is a significant and meaningful part of our violence in New 

Brunswick, this implicating of innocent others in our dishonour as a means of perpetuating it. 

When thinking about the future, the Menominee writer and organizer Kelly Hayes cautions that we 

should resist the impulse to “fill in the empty spaces with theory, prediction, or possibility”; our job instead 

is to consistently “pick up a pen” as creative and committed thinkers and storytellers, “knowing you may 

not finish the story, but knowing full well that you will reject the ending you’ve been given, every step of 

the way.”43 By resisting the urge to finish every story and to fill in every gap, we acknowledge that “we are 

working toward a future that we will be unlikely to see” and that the kind of change that Hayes and Mariame 

Kaba advocate for in their important book—much like the work of fundamentally rethinking and 

restructuring the province of New Brunswick—“is the work of many lifetimes.”44 In a 2021 letter written 

by her own imagined descendant, Grandmother Terry-Ann Sappier asserts that none of the violence that 

has been normalized in this province is inevitable or immutable, and she presents New Brunswick readers 

with a vision of the future that differs markedly from what we see around us today. In “Dear 

Grandmothers,” Sappier speaks from seven generations in the future to honour the sacrifices that 
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Wolastoqewi Mothers and Grandmothers are making now, in the present, in protecting the land and water 

and in upholding our treaty order. “Now we live as one people,” Sappier hopefully envisions, 

all Treaty people, each understanding the obligations and responsibilities set 

forth....Without you our forests would be tree farms for industry, our waters poisoned with 

chemicals and dead to all life, and our farms sprayed with poisons that give people cancer....I 

wish you could see the future you have helped create. Because of your commitment and 

tenacity, you changed the way New Brunswickers think and live. You paved the way for a 

better tomorrow....With the true intent of the Treaties entrenched in our structure of 

government, the province is now co-managed, and everyone is prosperous.45 

Sappier’s vision—which, reflecting the spirit of our treaties, excludes no one and protects us all—is as 

much about encouraging the Mothers and Grandmothers in their ongoing land protections as it is about 

showing New Brunswickers a path forward. How and whether we will achieve this future together, how 

and whether New Brunswickers will take up their responsibilities as treaty people, is the story we are 

collectively writing. 

To comment on this article, please write to editorjnbs@stu.ca. Veuillez transmettre vos commentaires 

sur cet article à editorjnbs@stu.ca. 

Rachel Bryant is a colonial and settler colonial literary historian in the Department of Humanities and 

Languages at UNB Saint John. She supports Wolastoqewi-led, land-based treaty education as a member 

of the board at Caribou Club. Her current research focuses on non-Indigenous responsibilities under the 

Peace and Friendship Treaties. 
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overview of this genre (based on Jones’s work) for the Oxford Handbook of Early American Literature. 

6 See, for example, Cante Waste (Good Heart), “Towards an Indigenous Egoism”, Unsettling America: 

Decolonization in Theory & Praxis, https://unsettlingamerica.wordpress.com/tag/individualism/#:~:
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