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         HIGHLIGHTS: 
          
         - General account of his life.          
         Alex:     The following is an interview with Bill Meawasige of 
         Cutler, Ontario, Serpent River Indian Reserve.  The interview 
         is being conducted in Birch Island, Ontario, on August 3, 1983, 
         by Alex Cywink. 
          
          
         Alex:     Maybe you'd like to start with when and where you 
         were born. 
          
         Bill:     I was born in Serpent River Reserve, that's where I 

; she 

   

ex:     And when were you born? 

         was born.  In the early years my mother came from here from 
          this reserve...  I don't know, I think she got married on the

         reserve where I'm from.  And my father was a big...  And they 
         both got married in the Catholic Church and they're both from 
         different denominations at that time.  And I don't know how 
         long they lived together, oh, quite a few years.  Well, I 
         growed up to be around about forty then she changed her 

y         religion -- she wanted to join with the rest of the famil
         wanted to go along with the rest.  And my father had passed 
         away; he became a Catholic, you know, after they got married.
          
         Al



          
         Bill:     I was born 1897, June 11.  That's my age.   
          

ex:     And you name is...          Al
          
         Bill:     My name is William Meawasige.  That's the only two 

ex:     And how did you get your name?  Where does the name 

ll:     Well, I don't know how it came from, but my great- 
.  

ny 

ll:     What? 

ll:     An Indian name? 

ex:     Yeah. 

? 

ex:     Yeah. 

ll:     No.   

g was your family, how many kids? 

ll:     My own family? 

ex:     Yeah. 

eleven kids.  I don't know how many girls about 

n 

ex:     And what about brothers and sisters, did you have any 

ll:     I had brothers, I had six brothers and two sisters.   

ex:     And you grew up in this reserve? 

 was young and we 

.  I 

         names I got.   
          
         Al
         Meawasige come from? 
          
         Bi
         grandfather, his name was Joe, as far as I know, Joe Meawasige
         Meawasige comes from the word that you (inaudible) the sun.  
         You know, when the sun at high noon, that's what it means.   
          
         Alex:     Was there a ceremony, like, any kind of special 
         ceremony when you were named?  Was there any kind of ceremo
         when you were named?  Do you have an Indian name? 
          
         Bi
          
         Alex:     Do you have an Indian name? 
          
         Bi
          
         Al
          

ll:     Myself         Bi
          
         Al
          
         Bi
          

ex:     How bi         Al
          
         Bi
          
         Al
          

ll:     I had          Bi
         four, and six, seven little boys.  I've only got two boys 
         living and two girls living now.  My wife had passed away i
         1969, I think.   
          
         Al
         brothers and sisters? 
          
         Bi
          
         Al
          

ll:     Well, partly.  I came here when I         Bi
         stayed here -- I don't know how long we stayed here.  My mother 
         was from this reserve, and our father, well her whole family 
         was there.  Then after they got married, I suppose it's 
         something like myself, they lived over here for some time



         was just a kid when I used to live over here.  I went to school 

 
e 

 

s in broad daylight -- he saw us doing that.  So he opened 

ect 

ot 

ex:     How were you treated in school? 

... well, I don't 
s, 

three 

 the books? 

ll:     Well, they taught us something, you know, pretty 
a 

       teaching us, I suppose.  So I had to go to a boarding school.  

         over here in that little red chapel that used to be here; I 
         used to go to school there.  And our first teacher that I can
         remember, his name was Mr. Ferris, and he had a son there by th
         name of Rex Ferris, I remember that.  We used to go to the boat 
         over here.  They built it out of a big tree -- I think it was 
         bass wood -- and they had to hew that with the axe or whatever 
         and so that they made a boat, or a canoe, whatever you call it.  
         We used to have a lot of fun with that, you know, at that time. 
          
         Then they moved out and we got another teacher at that time.  
         His name was Ross, this old man, he was an old man.   And I 
         guess he is a returned soldier.  Oh, he used to have guns in 
         the house there, you know, where he lived in.  And we used to 
         go over there and visit him sometimes, you know.  He would give
         us candy.  And for some reason one time I remember we were 
         putting wire across the gateway, like, so that he tripped, you 
         know.  I don't know for what reason we done.  Probably, well, 
         kids are kids.  (laughs)  I guess he saw us burying that -- it 
          
         wa
         the door -- he had a gun -- he didn't shoot at us but he shot 
         up in the air at that time, I remember that.  We weren't 
         anywhere perfect on the river there.  I know I wasn't perf
         anyway, I know that for sure.  I done a lot of things that 
         other kids wouldn't do probably, and up until I growed up to be 
         a man I used to do a lot of things, you know, things that I 
         shouldn't have done.  But if you want to learn anything you g
         to do something bad and good along with it.  That's the way I 
         found it, anyway.  Not everything was perfect as far as I was 
         concerned. 
          
         Al
          

ll:     Well, I went to this school here         Bi
         remember how I was treated in the school.  But after the year
         you know, I went to school for a little while, and at the other 
         reserve where I'm from, I went to school there.  And the 
         teacher was just an unqualified teacher.  I went to grade 
         or four or something like that.  We didn't dare go by grades at 
         that time, we went by books.  There was one, two, three, four, 
         up to five, at that time, anyway.   
          

ex:     What did they teach you in         Al
          
         Bi
         good, they taught us pretty good.  I mean, I thought it was 
         good teaching as far as teaching is concerned.  In those grade 
         school, I mean not grade school -- the schools at that time.  
         After I had to move away from the school, the reserve school 
         where I'm from, my father didn't like the way the teacher was 
  
         I went to the boarding school over here in Manitoulin Island.  
          
         I was there three years, I went up to grade three, not grade 

ree but book three, that's as far as I went.  And I had to          th
         get out of there because I suppose I was kind of hard for the 



         teacher to handle me at that time.  I was getting a little bit 
 

to 
 

ut 

And 

 

 play games when you were at school? 

eball, 

 that 
tched over you...  What kinds of food did you eat?   

rvived on it.  And it was food -- sometimes leftovers from 
 

re working for the Indian children, you know.  There was over 
f 

ssons?  

en we had two months holiday.   

hen 
u were growing up? 

me.  We lived in a frame building where I was in Cutler, or 

 
as 

         bigger and more foolish and so they sent me home, I went home. 
         Well, my father said to me, "Well, you don't like to go to 
         school, now you'll have to go to work."  I was just thirteen 
         years old then.  "I can't keep you.  If you don't want to go 
         school, okay."  So I had to move out.  I was 13 years old when
         I moved out to go to a lumber camp.  I worked in the lumber 
         camp for, oh, quite a while, and I learned... I had some books 
         and from those books I learned what I did know after I come o
         of school.  I didn't learn that much, but I had advanced myself 
         a little bit.  I was just thirteen years old then.  I used to 
         borrow a lantern from one of the teamsters, you know, the 
         teamsters in the lumber camps they used to have their own 
         lanterns to go and feed their horses and stuff like that.  
         I had to borrow one from a fellow that I know, borrow that 
         lantern so that I can see... to know to see what I'm going to 
         read about.  I had to learn it the hard way then, after I come
         out of school.  
          
         Alex:     Did you
          
         Bill:     Well, we used to play football; we played bas
         too.  That's the kind of games.  Of course there's some games 
         inside and there's some skating and stuff like that.   
          
         Alex:     And when you went to boarding school... people
         wa
          

t we          Bill:     Well, I wouldn't say that we had good food, bu
         su
         what the priests were eating, there was priests and, you know,
          
         other clergy.  They called them brothers at that time, they 
         we
         a hundred boys in the residential school, where I was.  And o
         course there was girls in the other part.   
          

were there, just          Alex:     Was it all school all the time you 
         le
          

ell, we went to school for ten months a year and          Bill:     W
         th
          

what was your home like w         Alex:     To go back a little bit, 
         yo
          

e wasn't too bad.  It was an ordinary          Bill:     Well, my hom
         ho
         they called it Canabursh(?) at that time.  Cutler was named 
         after a company that had bought a place there, you know, on the
         reserve.  It was leased not bought.  And the company's name w
         Cutler and Savage, that's in 1892.  That's when this company 
         came in there and put up a big mill -- one of the biggest mills 
         along the north shore at that time -- and that's where it was.  
         They operated there for about ten years or something, maybe 
         longer. 
          



         Alex:     In your home could you tell me how the children were 

he children were treated okay.  I remember we 
d different nationalities of people, mostly French, and we 

ll:     Well, worked, some of us worked in the saw mill, 
ing around the 

 
know, do housework.   

e younger folks.  Worked at the saw mill, I done different 

 

hat 

o you know any history of the reserve?  

ll:     Well, the history of the reserve was, like... I don't 
on't know 

at year that was, 187- something, something like that.  

 
rve 
 to 

         treated?  
          

ou mean around on the village?          Bill:     Y
          
         Alex:     Yeah. 
          
          
         Bill:     Well, t
         ha
         had different Indians from different parts of the north shore 
         here.  Some from the... they'd go over there and work.  
         Everybody was treated alike, there was no discrimination at 
         that time.   
          
         Alex:     What did the men do on the reserve? 
          
         Bi
         loading lumber boats and stuff like that.  Work
         lumber yards.   
          
         Alex:     And what did the women do on the reserve?  What was 
         their activity? 
          
         Bill:     Well, the women would stay at home and look after the
         babies, and, you 
          
         Alex:     Could you describe what you did on a typical day on 
         the reserve? 
          
         Bill:     Well, I don't exactly know just what time it would 

of times I worked just the same as the rest of          be, but a lot 
         th
         kinds of work.  And throughout my life I worked at different 
         things.  On the reserve where I was from I used to... I got 
         elected as chief of the reserve there later on, after I got 
         married.  Then I stayed on that job for about twenty-seven 
         years.  And I was working at the same time.  I had horses.  I
         had, you know, things like that.  So I done work in the bush 
         sometimes, and I used to do some fishing.  I made a living t
         way, not a perfectly good living but good enough for survival 
         anyway.   
          
          
         Alex:     D
          
         Bi
         know just what year the reserve was formed, I just d
         wh
         Something like thirty-five years after the signing of the 
         treaties, when the treaties were signed in 1850, they signed 
         them at Garden River.  And after that, well then everyone 
         was... the people that belongs to this area, they got the 
         reserve from the government.  And I went ahead of my story 
         there.  Well, at the time of the War of 1812, some of those
         people that were in that war are the ones that got the rese
         after the war.  And one of my great-grandfathers was... went



         war, and he got one of these... I didn't bring the medal here, 

 Or should I say to thank the people 
enerosity of helping the British 

 win that war with the United States.  And this is why these 

g 

ll:     Well, the chief was chosen like...  If you're a 
 group and, 

u know, sit around a camp fire or something like that.  And 
le 

e 

 

 know, sort of 
 it English way of doing things or whatever.  They changed to 

y.  I don't know how they used to be elect them, but they were 

 on they did have those things, after the 
ht 

w... Already stole our country and taken it away from us and 

ll:     How they made a living? 

ex:     Yeah. 

         I got it at...  It's one of them medals -- maybe you saw them 
         before.  And I got one -- it was handed down from generation to 
         generation. 
          
         Alex:     What was it for? 
          
         Bill:     Well, this is... 
         that were at war for their g
         to
         medals were made.  And they were given to different tribes of 
         Indians in Canada.  And I have one of them medals.  I was goin
         to bring it, well take it up to this council that... 
          
         Alex:     What was the chief's name of the reserve when you 
         were a young boy? 
          
         Bill:     The chief's name?  His name was (Ojibway name).   
          
         Alex:     And how was the chief chosen usually? 
          
         Bi
         sensible sort of a man, you know, and they have a
         yo
         then they would say, well, each and every one of these peop
         would be speaking on what they would intend to do, and what th
         good work they could do if they were chosen as leader of this 
         group.  That's the way I heard about it anyways, of course I...
          
         Alex:     And was that the way it always was? 
          

ll:     Well, it could have been always that way, but I mean          Bi
         later on in the years when they started to, you
         do
         that system.   
          
         Alex:     And were there very...  What were the important people 

f?          besides the chie
          
         Bill:     Well, there would be like a helper to the chief, he 

portant.  He would be elected in their own          would be the most im
         wa
         chosen by the group. 
          
         Alex:     Did they have such things as councillors then? 
          

ll:     Well, later         Bi
         white man got into it and just like what they're doing rig
         no
         now they want us to be the same as the white man.  This is what 
         they, the system that they had taken. 
          
         Alex:     And how did people make a living during this time? 
          
         Bi
          
         Al



          
         Bill:     Well, 
         some fishing, tra

ere where I'm 

anyway they could I suppose.  Like they done 
pping, you know, all that sort of stuff.  Up 
from we used to have another reserve north of 

 
 

r that we 
ger, 

ll then we helped to provide for the family.  But I mean he 

 

ll:     Well, I don't know what the classifications would 
ld say, 

he 

    Well, we had to travel by foot.  Sometimes by canoe 
s 

 was available like lumber, and stuff like that, they 
ake boats, sail boats, all that.  They made sail boats 

ey did have festivals in the wintertime when the new year 
n's way they were doing.   

portant holidays.  No, I don't even know whether they had a 
n't known among 
e earlier days.   

         th
         the reserve where I'm from and that's where this city of 
         Elliott Lake is situated now, and there used to be a lot of 
         maple...  You know, this is where the Indians used to go, like,
         in the wintertime.  And in the spring they used to tap those
         trees so that they could make sugar to last them all through 
         the summer.   
          
         Alex:     And your family, what was their occupation? 
          
         Bill:     Well, in fact my father was the only provide
         had in our family.  Of course later on, when we got big
         we
         was the main provider.  What he used to do is trap, and hunt 
         deer or animals of different kinds so that he could feed us. 
         And during the summer months we used to do some planting, like 
         planting for our food, all this sort of things.   
          
         Alex:     And what kind of transportation did you use? 
          
         Bi
         have been.  Well, it just depends on what the people wou
         and if the people thinks that we should classify as one of t
         leaders of the group, of the group of people on the reserve, 
         you would be chosen like a councillor or something like that.  
         The chief is chosen in through the camp fire... was at that 
         time. 
          
         Alex:     How did all the people travel?  How did they get 
         around?  
          

ll:          Bi
         or something like that, boat of some kind.  Later on in year
         when stuff

ed to m         us
         and travelled around like that.  There was no cars or anything 
         like that at that time.   
          
         Alex:     Is there many festivals? 
          

e festivals like, well, later on          Bill:     Well they did hav
         th
         come on.  Well, this is the white ma
          
         Alex:     Were those the important holidays? 
          
         Bill:     No, the Indians in those days didn't have no 
         im
         Sunday or not, I don't know.  These things was

e Indian people at that time and then in th         th
          
         Alex:     So, was there many traditions kept?  
          
         Bill:     Traditional camps? 



          
         Alex:     Yeah. 
          
         Bill:     You mean like when the one that's over here at this 

ll:     There was these people that used to live there, you 
marks on the tipis.  You can still see them 
eople used to live there.  It's a long flat 

ece of... layer of ground or rock, whatever it is.  And this 
 

 that would be your main 
al?  

ll:     That would be our main meal.  Well, when you eat 

le thinks, you know, nowadays, you know, where does the 
dian people get their vitamins?  Where does the Indian people 

e 
s 

ll:     Oh yes, once in a while they used to get together.  
hings, and how 

 go about doing different things.  They had to get together. 

ple, well, you 
ve to form some sort of group so that you can go and meet 

so 

 

ll:     Well, they had to notify themselves, each other in 

         Dreamer's Rock? 
          
          
         Alex:     Yeah. 
          
         Bi
         can see all the 
         marks where the p
         pi
         is where the Indian people used to live -- so they say, I don't
         even know that, but I've heard them talk about this.   
          
         Alex:     What was your basic diet? 
          
         Bill:     Well, mostly fish and wild meat.   
          
         Alex:     And you just cook it up and
         me
          
         Bi
         anything like that, like wild meat, you eat everything, eh.  
         And peop
         In
         get their vitamins?  That's where they get it, right from th
         animal or fish or whatever you eat.  You eat the inside of thi
         animal, or fish, or whatever and then the vitamin contained in 
         that fish that you eat; you don't have to take pills or 
         anything like that for vitamins.  This is the way they used to 
         do it.  They didn't know anything about vitamins.  I don't 
         think the Indian people were troubled with anything like that 
         in the early days.   
          
         Alex:     Did the community ever get together? 
          
          
         Bi
         They have to, they had to talk about different t
         to
          
         Alex:     What do you mean by different things? 
          
         Bill:     Well, like if you're going to go on a trip some 

ace, maybe you go out on a hunt, or something like that, or          pl
         go out travelling to some other community and peo
         ha
         these people.  These are the different things, there isn't 
         many different things like today but...  Just what you really 
         need, that's all, the different things that they have.  
          
         Alex:     And when the people came together, like, how did they
         find out there was going to be a get-together? 
          
         Bi



         some way.  Now that I couldn't tell you.  But they used to form 
         sort of a gathering, you know.  They had a certain way, a 

rtain communication among the Indian people in those days, 

 

Were any of the families on the reservation? 

ll:     Well there were some, some people that done craft 
in that 

ne of thing in my days or rather in my younger days. 

ngs 
e the things that I was 
ferent kinds of work, 

u know.  I was a carpenter, I was a bushman.  I done anything 

ll:     Well, in the old days, well, I would say this 
 
I 

ppose.  They went to this Bell Rock whenever they wanted the 
s Bell 

 

were special that had to do some fasting for ten 
mething like that.  I don't know this but this is 

at I heard, I was told.  And these people has a dream and 

         ce
         like today you have the radio, T.V., but I mean in those days 
         they didn't -- they had a certain sort of communication to 
         different groups of people. 
          
         Alex:     Do you know of any crafts that were done, any special
         crafts?  
          
         Bill:     No, I'm not a craftsman, I'm not in that line. 
          
         Alex:     
          
          
         Bi
         work but for me I don't know them.  I wasn't interested 
         li
          
         Alex:     What were you interested in? 
          
         Bill:     Well, mostly different things, just normal thi
         that people crave for and then these ar
         interested in in life.  I done work, dif
         yo
         that... anything that I could make a living on.  This is after 
         I growed up, of course.  I didn't do these things when I was a 
         kid or anything like that.  
          
         Alex:     Did you ever hear any stories of heroes or people 
         from other tribes? 
          
         Bi
         Dreamer's Rock over here...  Well, the people, when they used

er's Rock there, that's a long time ago          to live around Dream
         su
         people to get together.  They used to go and pound on thi
         Rock.  The sound could...  They used to tell me that the sound 
         goes a long ways, I don't know...  People hears this, they know
         where the song comes from and this is where they head for, 
         around that Dreamer's Rock someplace there.  That's what I used 
         to hear.  Of course, I don't know this.   
          

e          Alex:     Was there any special people, like heroes or anyon
         like that? 
          
          
         Bill:     Well, there was special people, yeah.  There's some 
         people that 

ys, or so         da
         wh
         this is the reason why they call this rock over here the 
         Dreamer's Rock.  This is where the people used to go and fast 
         for ten days and they'd dream about something, what they want 
         to learn.  I don't know whether it's the spirit or somebody 

d          comes and tells them, "This is what you're going to be, an
         this is what you have to preserve in life and if you're going 



         to abuse it, it's not going to do you any good."  And that's 
         the way it was.  That's what I used to hear.  Of course, I 
         don't know those things.   
          
         Alex:     When did the people get together to tell stories?  
          
         Bill:     What? 
          
         Alex:     Did the people ever get together to tell stories?  
          
         Bill:     Well, I suppose they used to do that.  They tell 

ories, different stories, some of them comical, some of them 
 

  

now I have travelled 
nd I 
f the world 

day.  I seen those things like the longest bridge in North 

on. 

e 
re told that you can put the whole Empire State Building in 

ig it is.  And from that building 
 really that far, I would say not 

 car.  That's only a few years ago. 

wn interest? 

r anybody, just for myself.  I went to the building where 
st some 

ex:     So you travelled all over North America.  

ll:     Pretty well, yeah. 

         st
         very serious I suppose.  But these things wasn't normal as far
         as I was concerned because I'm not one for telling stories.
         Never did know how to tell stories.   
          
         Alex:     Where did you learn all your knowledge? 
          
         Bill:     In my younger days...  Up to 
         different parts of this North American continent a
         travelled quite a bit.  And I've seen the wonders o
         to
         America -- I seen that, and I think it was... back when that 
          
         bridge was built it was about my middle ages.  And I went to 
         Cape Canaveral, I went and seen that place where they built 
         that, what do they call it, that planet that went out to the 
         mo
          
         Alex:     Oh yeah, Apollo. 
          

   Yeah, I seen the building where it was built in.  W         Bill:  
         we
         that building,  that's how b

 the launching pad is not         to
         any more than two hundred feet from that place.  And the 
         launching pad is quite big.  This is where they took them.  
         They did mention to us, it took them a whole day anyway to get 
         that far, maybe longer. 
          
         Alex:     How did you get there? 
          
         Bill:     I went there by
          
         Alex:     Was that just for your o
          
         Bill:     Yeah, just for my own interest.  I didn't go there 
         fo
         these Indians were arrested, you know, they arre

dians...           In
          
         (END OF SIDE A) 
          
          
         Al
          
         Bi



          
         Alex:     Was that mostly for yourself? 
          
          
         Bill:     Yeah, mostly for myself.  Some
         union, for the Union of Ontario Indians s

times I travel for the 
ometimes, you know, 

ey'd send me someplace.  Last year, it was, I went to 

r the organization.  Well, it didn't 
 there.  

ex:     And this organization you worked for is, what is the 

ll:     Union of Ontario Indians.  That's... I'm one of the 

 I believe, something 
ke that anyways.  There's not too many of us living that are 

 
an 

 the purpose of this organization is to protect 
e union from getting robbed and, you know, so that the white 

ut I 
ticed that in these last couple of years that even the Queen 

 

 
 

st uphold it for 
 uphold it or 

f the 
dian people, and these are God-given rights and I think they 

king for the native people 

         th
         Penticton, we went to Penticton -- that's out on the west 
         coast, I went out there. 
          
         Alex:     That's in B.C.? 
          
         Bill:     Yeah, this is fo
         cost me anything to go out
          
         Al
         name of the organization you worked for? 
          
         Bi
         founders of that organization.  I was there when they first 
         formed that organization -- that's in 1942
         li
         founders of that organization, just myself, and Joe (inaudible)
         father is one of them, and... not Fred Plane... he's an old m
         anyways this Plane... he's in charge of, he's one of them.  And 
         then another old fellow from Garden River, he was there, I 
         believe... Dan Pine, he was one of them.  That's all that I 
         know that's living now that were the founders of that 
         organization. 
          
         Alex:     And what is the purpose of this organization? 
          
         Bill:     Well,
         th
         people won't rob them of their ground, of the country.  B
         no
          
         and the government of today, they had robbed the Indians and 
         now they want to get them mixed up, or associated, whatever you
         might call it, that Indian people should join the rest of the 

blic.  But the Indian people doesn't want to join, not at the         pu
         present time anyways, but they have to find out more about the
         whole situation.  And the situation is that all the work they 
         don't want is to just take what they got, and I suppose leave 
         them with nothing.  That's the way I see it. 
          
         Alex:     So you founded this organization to stop that? 
          
         Bill:     Well we expect that it should at lea

while longer anyways.  I don't know whether         a 
         gain...  At least we're planning to fight for the rights o
         In
         should uphold those rights.   
          
         Alex:     So then, a lot of work was for the native community?  
          
         Bill:     Well, I have been wor



         for... over half of my life has been spent on the native people 

st yesterday that... he's been doing the same thing in 
 

       Bill:     Well, I really don't know.  I think they figure on if 
that they will in the course of time 

o last 
 not I don't know.  This is their ambition. 

ved in politics, eh? 

ex:     So you're more active in politics? 

no more.  I mean I'm getting too far up in years 
type of thing.  I was in the start -- when I was 

unger I was quite active, but not now.  I'm just around to 
n see that the 

dian people are working hard... some of them are, they're 
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         of this country.  I have met a friend here just the other day, 
         ju
         western Canada.  I've known him for that length of time and
         that's what he's doing.   
          
         Alex:     What are the cultural aspects of the natives? 
          
  
         they can gain some grounds 
         possibly have the opportunity of running this country 
         themselves to their satisfaction.  Whether that's going t
         or
          
         Alex:     Any hope of that happening? 
          
         Bill:     Well, I say when you start anything you're always 
         hoping for the best. 
          
         Alex:     So you're more actively invol
          
         Bill:     Eh? 
          
         Al
          
         Bill:     No, 
         now to do that 
         yo
         listen to what the people are doing.  And I ca
         In
         trying to do the best they can and I hope they gain grounds.  
          
          
         (END OF SIDE B) 
         (END OF TAPE)     
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