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The work is relational and generational. 
How we carry ourselves in it is what 
matters most. 



A note to my reader

These letters are written from a tide rip in 
Downeast Maine to a young spoon-carving 

friend, a scientist, really, who I write to because 
of who he is becoming. I can see what Rolf has 
been preparing all his life to do. Though I know 
he would resist the labels that my generation has 
used and not call himself a conservationist, these 
letters offer my hope that he won’t give up on 
us, on me. These letters arise from the humility 
of having been right on important matters, but 
wrong in places that stand out and glare back at 
all of us. That’s there, and so is a recognition that 
right action over the last ten years has created an 
opportunity for people living on this map to repair. 
My intention all along has been to clear a path for 
the dreams and changes that Rolf will bring. The 
work is relational and generational. How we carry 
ourselves in it is what matters most.





Bearings 
on a 
Map



To repair is often the best 
thing humans do. 
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Good morning, Rolf.

I hope I might write to you in this way. Our 
friendship doesn’t yet have the years to carry all 
that I will say, but I made a promise to share some 
of Bill and myself with you. I won’t forget how 
you came to me after his death. I wish you could 
have met him. There were times when Bill and I 
held each other up and times when we let each 
other down, and we managed to stand alongside 
one another for twenty years. I want to do a little 
bit better in my friendship with you.  I’m grateful 
for his death having brought us together. These 
morning fires, these letters, are my way of being 
with you.

I write to you today in the 400th year of col-
onization, knowing that the apocalypse already 
happened, never releasing the weight of that his-
tory while carrying this question that’s been at the 
center of all our letters: what do we carry that can 
lead to something better?

I can’t avoid the current horrors we’ve created 
on this crust of the earth—tens of thousands dead 
in Gaza, more death in Ukraine, the high-stakes 
presidential election in several months—or imply 
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that any of it is going to turn out well. The rains 
and winds of climate change are destroying what 
we created at our farm. All of it is now and real. 
I’m suggesting we stand up and help each other 
to understand what got broken, our part in it, 
and begin the repair of things within our capac-
ity. To repair is often the best thing humans do. 
We’ve always had that responsibility, opportunities 
to repair have always been there in front of us. 
While it hurts to acknowledge how much I and 
my generation did not do, I suspect we both feel 
a compelling need to act. 

According to the story of manifest destiny and 
colonization, you and I are conventionally deemed 
the winners, yet we both know that something 
important died within us as well. Your family has 
lived here for many generations, and yet there’s 
something missing in your ability to call this place 
home, a place where you are welcome, a home 
earned through good relations, and not have this 
claim rest atop a culture of violence and theft. In 
seeking your own place of belonging, you will 
always come to that history, to that layer in the soil 
that is now a burnt crust, and not be able to go 
further until it is healed and removed. I want to do 
that work alongside you. I know you feel a deep 
hunger to legitimately call this place home, and 
so do I. This is a way we might get there together. 

All land in this country is an alchemy of seeds 
and ashes, opportunities and betrayals. They lie 
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there embedded in the story of how we have 
treated each other and the land itself. 

. . . the practice of embodiment is  
a necessary first step. 

There’s a spot at Knoll Farm where I bring some 
visitors because it’s the place where I go to open 
my gratitude: green pastures, gardens, solar pan-
els, animals, all the seeds that bring beauty, health, 
food. Over some years, I’ve also come to under-
stand this exact spot is where Rufus Barret, the 
first European settler of our town, built his cabin 
on the ashes of an Abenaki home to become the 
first place of colonization in our community. It’s 
always been hallowed ground, but I am more of 
the place as I am able to understand the story of 
its ashes. We keep a fire burning there for most of 
the summer. I know that in the absence of doing 
more to heal that soil, some might dismiss my sto-
rytelling and those fires as performative. I do it to 
embody the history, literally to re-member it. For 
me, the practice of embodiment is a necessary first 
step. Black, Brown, and Indigenous people visit-
ing the spot assume the story before it’s told—of 
course this place was stolen from Abenaki. Some 
seem to relax in the presence of truth as if telling 
the wholeness of the story were a blanket wrapped 
around them; for others, the sharing of ashes by a 
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white man is just too painful a replication of power.   
I hope these letters call each other into the work 

of it—of repair together.
I have a gift for you! I love this map because it 

shows the home ground we care for before bor-
ders and the infinite parcelization of colonization 
overwhelmed our home. Colonization destroyed 
the flow of the rivers, literally with dams, but 
figuratively, too, with lines on a map.  The con-
nectivity and beauty of our home simply cannot 
be seen with colonizer eyes and colonized maps.  
And I would never have known that before seeing 
this uncolonized map.  This map shrugs its shoul-
ders and says we can’t go back.  Querencia!  It’s a 
Spanish word and means something like love of 
place, heartsickness at being separated from her, 
and responsibility to her. What a beautiful place 
our home is and how much my heart aches at 
being separated from her all my life.  

Last week, I confused a guide friend from Alaska 
with this map. I dropped it in front of her and 
asked her to tell me what it was a map of. Her 
quick scan of the complete lack of roads and the 
miles and miles of mountain lakes and coastline led 
her to confidently say, “I’d say this is somewhere 
in British Columbia or Southeast Alaska, but the 
compass orientation is wrong, and I don’t recog-
nize any of the river deltas. Is it a fake?”

All who call this hallowed ground home have 
survived the period of destruction of land and 
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people and are facing the opportunity for repair, 
creating together something different. In naming 
our experience of this epoch of dehumanization 
and destruction, we can begin repairing it. This 
landscape of ours is where ethnic cleansing began 
and where the language of land dispossessions was 
first codified into law. I feel it must also be the 
place where a formal process of repair and return 
must begin. I know that we both feel a responsi-
bility to be part of that.

The map shows the endless capillaries of riv-
ers—Muhhekunnutuk, Mamlawbagak, Kwin-
itekw, Ammoncogan, Kennebec, Panawáhpskewi, 
Wolastoq, Ktsitekw, the St. Lawrence—a vast, 
healthy landscape of rivers, lakes, and mountains 
that made the wampum and fur trade routes and 
grew strong cultures. Anyone who spends time in 
these woods is also spending time with Wabanaki 
ancestors. I want this to be home, not in a way that has 
me claiming Indigenous ancestors, but where I am 
responsible to the land and to uphold their Indige-
neity. I’m not seeking Wabanaki knowledge, exper-
tise, or culture, I want to earn a relationship where 
we can return things. How can Maine become a 
Wabanaki place if the culture that shapes Maine isn’t 
aware of alternatives to white supremacy?

Rolf, you and I are privileged to live in a small 
corner of this continent where different cultures 
of human beings have not left their ancestral 
grounds. Despite our culture never recognizing 
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Wabanaki relationship to this place and having 
taken it from them, they survived in place and 
never stopped working for its return. Consider 
that strength and that experience. Ours isn’t a res-
cue fantasy of Native people, rising from the ashes 
of our racism to step in at the last moment to fix 
all the disasters we created. It’s a vision for you and 
me relearning our own history—to hold the ashes 
in our fingers—and to redefine how we choose 
to live here. I want to define my home ground by 
these Indigenous ancestral grounds not because 
I claim anything from them but because these 
places mark the perimeter of my healing without 
me ever needing to leave a footprint there.  

From Akwesasne to Odanak and Wolinak 
to Motahhkomikuk and Sipayik to Maseepee 
Wopanaak and Aquinnah. There are so many 
non-natives and Natives who live in and between 
these places who see the trends of land relation-
ship where soon only the rich will know the wild, 
where wilderness only means depopulation, and 
where we have destroyed and then kept small 
treasures for ourselves. They are aching and hun-
gry for a realistic vision for how to move forward 
better together.
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Good morning, Rolf.

Wishing you today all the beauty this world has 
to offer.

I awoke thinking of Bill. He inspired in me such 
a deep respect and awe. Here’s a small bit of a letter 
he wrote to me thirty years ago from exactly where 
I’m writing to you this morning: “It was rare treat, 
yesterday, to see three young bobcats playing on 
the shore and then to have curious otters staring 
boldly at my canoe as it was swept through the Tide 
Rip. Come be here with me, Peter, stay as long as 
you can.” I see you pursuing awe through hunt-
ing and the way you stop in the forest and write 
in your journal. I see you pursuing awe up high 
in the mountains and down rivers in canoes. I’ve 
had those experiences myself where awe and deep 
relationship pulled me toward those mountains, 
toward trees and snails and bobcats, toward the 
world around me, toward my neighbors.  In this 
sense of helping us to relate, awe opens us to the 
claims of the more-than-human world as well as to 
other people. It’s a human experience that makes us 
feel part of something much bigger than ourselves. 

Scientists with their microscopes and telescopes 
experience awe in the vastness of life. The underwater 
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photographer who devotes himself to the life of an 
octopus is driven by it. A canoe-maker in their shop, a 
lobsterman on the ocean swell, a farmer in her pasture 
of sheep all follow it. The artist who with her hands 
molds a dozen mugs from Native clay, the basket-
maker pounding ash, the artist who sketches a different 
scene of dawn each day for a year, the caregivers 
working over years to restore a marsh, the hunter who 
shoots a moose and then feeds that moose to their 
family over the course of a year all have, in my view, a 
deep well of human experience that both restores and 
connects them. The more I experience awe, the more 
I am called to resist all things that obscure it. Here in 
northern New England, we are a community of land 
and water people still. No matter our professions or 
our zip codes or our identities, this spectacular 
landscape still frames our trips to the grocery store as 
well as our different dreams for our future. 

The more I experience awe, the more I am 
called to resist all things that obscure it. 

What’s most at risk, Rolf, is that human expe-
rience of nature and what gives us common cause 
with Wabanaki people and all others who recog-
nize it.  We have this chance to help one another.  

I’ve come to recognize how our ignorance and 
disrespect of others, our deep desire to not see the 
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long history of betrayals, arises from a fear that sep-
arates us from the world we live in. Those fears are 
now baked into our lives, our organizations and 
their missions. It is the opposite of relationship, it 
is separation. For two decades, I worked within a 
system of conservation that sought to “save” nature 
because we were unskilled at healing the broken 
human relationships that truly haunted us, and so 
we tried to fix other things. Maybe, too, it’s the 
disconnections between human beings that have 
guided our disconnection from nature. If all that is 
true, then let’s go directly to what needs repairing.  
When we understand what actually happened, 
it becomes clear that we must reimagine conser-
vation as the restoring of relationships with each 
other—and with land, water, rivers—with awe.

I remember where we were sitting and the way 
the air smelled of salt and mud, when you said to 
me, “Don’t call me a conservationist. Why the 
need to call me what you call yourself?” 

You were gentle and kind, but the reality of your 
words stung. We act and, hopefully, we learn. I’m 
a resister too, Rolf, and I see a community of 
people and organizations who hold the keys to 
land and who are willing to change themselves. 
Many of them see the need for repair and return. 
They’ve held the land so something important 
can happen on it. It’s not the time, Rolf, to walk 
away from conservation; it’s the time to remake 
what being a conservationist means.
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Good morning, Rolf!  

Are you back, and will you have time for a visit? 
There’s still a sniff of snow coming but I heard 
woodcocks last night and am so ready to welcome 
spring again. I’m sitting with the question you 
posed when we were last together: how might we 
live well in this place?

This is healing work that we cannot do 
separately. 

The vision’s always been there. Neil Patterson, 
Jr., citizen of the Tuscarora Nation and professor 
who I met years ago in the Adirondacks, told me 
of the Two Row Wampum—a covenant, a solemn 
promise—made between the Haudenosaunee and 
the Dutch, in 1613, to uphold both self-determi-
nation and relationship. They were seeking parallel 
lives of respect and balance. The two rows of pur-
ple quahog shells symbolize two canoes travelling 
down the same river together, each respecting the 
other’s laws, customs, and life ways. It’s a mean-
ingful part of the story that all wampum originates 
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in the sea and must be brought north up rivers to 
be traded. It upholds Indigenous self-determina-
tion and models coexistence, diplomacy, human 
dignity, and care of land and self. The vision was 
for the two canoes travelling side by side, separate 
but aligned and connected. 

Without something like the Two Row Wam-
pum, there are only seeds and ashes, potential and 
residual trauma in the crust. As an inhabitant of 
lands that were taken by violence, I started out des-
perately wanting reconciliation and to be forgiven. 
I don’t know what it’s like for the survivors. I do 
understand that many Black, Brown, and Indig-
enous people carry ancient and recent memories 
in their DNA and that this embodied memory 
is a source of knowledge, resilience, and trauma. 
When non-natives do our own relearning—when 
we hold the ashes that we would rather drop—this 
respects Indigenous memories. When we return 
land, there is opportunity for Indigenous people to 
reconnect and to create new experiences through 
which a culture can be repaired.

This is healing work that we cannot do sep-
arately. We are dependent on each other to get 
there. There is no path for non-natives to truly 
be of this place that doesn’t first honor and begin 
to restore Wabanaki presence on the land. That’s 
the seriousness of the work we are embarking on. 
Both Indigenous people and non-natives feel they 
already have a home here, but want much more 
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than that, want to be able one day to say to each 
other, “You belong here.”

I’ve spoken a few times of that healing path with 
Ramona Peters, a strong and wise human being 
who has already given many gifts to those of us 
who care about the land. I appreciate the reach 
of her wisdom and life experience. Sometime in 
her twenties, maybe, she answered “the warrior 
call” to go to Ganienkek (Mohawk reclaimed 
encampment) armed, ready to fight, and to lose 
her life for Mohawk right to land, and fifty years 
later she would create the first Indigenous cul-
tural agreement east of the Mississippi that grants 
Wampanoag people a right of life way. Ramona 
has never yielded in her pursuit and yearning for 
her kinship with nature, home, place. I sense that 
Ramona respects me, finds meaning in our con-
versations, while maybe thinking our dreams at 
First Light are optimistic, simplistic. We both want 
to see results in our lifetime. 

As I write, I’m trying to avoid the term “access,” 
as it’s such a power term. The last time I spoke 
with Ramona, she reminded me that real estate 
law and language was created as a core part of col-
onization. Ramona said, “Using the language and 
concepts hasn’t been easy for me. It’s a hard pill to 
swallow. It’s been hard to learn the language of it 
because that same language was used to dispossess 
us of the land.”

I remember Ramona telling me, “Animals 
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recognize us through our spiritual selves, not our 
racial forms. They feel safer with someone who 
is spiritually connected. Everyone else is danger-
ous. A cultural respect agreement is an historical 
gesture, even a spiritual gesture toward relation-
ships. I thought land trust people would jump at 
the chance to use these and to clear out some bad 
karma.”

That’s not charity, that’s solidarity.

So far, they haven’t, but that will change. In ten 
years, there’s been one cultural respect agreement 
signed between a land trust and Ramona’s organi-
zation, Native Land Conservancy. Some folks are 
not ready, I think, to receive the gift of a relation-
ship with Ramona and other Wampanoag people. 
Perhaps they’re confused and think they are the 
gift-givers. It took me forging a relationship with 
Ramona and some Wabanaki people before I had 
the humbling realization that I was not the gift-
giver but the gift receiver.  I think that confusion 
is the reason why more of these access agreements 
haven’t happened. In that same conversation, 
Ramona told me, “There’s a lesson about giving 
and receiving. You need to give freely. To be able 
to say thank you, you really need to know what 
you’ve received.”



16      Letters to a Young Spoon Carver

Rolf, you and I can never be Indigenous to 
this place we love. But with care, by following 
a path that seeks relationship and the possibility 
of healing with those who were dispossessed of 
this same place, we can naturalize here. We can 
work toward the responsibility of calling this place 
home. And our free acts of return are an import-
ant spiritual gesture that can help to restore right 
relationship for Indigenous people on their sepa-
rate journey to be whole again. That’s not charity, 
that’s solidarity.

I remember one last thing that Ramona said: 
“When we do land restoration, we have to first 
deal with the crusty level of the surface where all 
the bad things happened. It’s a ceremonial pro-
cess. We have to remove that crusty, hard shell, 
or all you get is more invasive species.”



Bearings on a Map      17

Dear Rolf, 

The rhodora is blooming everywhere along the 
trail, I can’t wait for you to see it.

I want to talk with you for a little bit about your 
question, “Why conservation, why now?”

Land and water are at the center of most human 
narratives and also at the center of our broken 
promises with Wabanaki people. That makes them 
charged terrain: the places where our worldviews 
diverge to become the places of our betrayals. 
Land and water people, conservation people, share 
a narrative with Indigenous people about the 
importance of land and water that could have been 
our bond, our promise to each other, but instead 
conservationists said nature would be better off 
without Indigenous people and created dual sys-
tems of dispossession and alienation: national 
parks and reservation systems, both housed across 
the marble hall from each other in the Department 
of the Interior. This is a national story of betrayal, 
and many others follow on own home ground. 
But if we are brave and careful enough, land can 
also be the place of repair.    

While the Haudenosaunee have kept an under-
standing of the treaty memorialized in the Two 
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Row Wampum, that treaty was not upheld by 
the Dutch, just as Euro-Americans betrayed every 
other treaty. Our culture of domination forced 
Wabanaki people away from their sources of sus-
tenance three hundred years ago; we occupied 
their land at all the places that mattered most to 
them. And this isn’t just a story of the past, or of 
distant governments that we can disavow.

But if we are brave and careful enough, 
land can also be the place of repair. 

During my career, I’ve seen land trusts deny 
Wabanaki people access to harvest ash and sweet-
grass. It was a confrontation over access to con-
servation land that led to the creation of First 
Light. I’ve watched land trusts buy and gate land 
directly outside Tribal communities in the name 
of conservation. I’ve seen groups put conservation 
easements over Tribal lands, thinking it’s obvious 
and acceptable to say we know better how to care 
for it. And I’ve also seen many land trusts work 
diligently for years to broaden and open their 
organizations, to listen to many different commu-
nities and to be in relationship with many more 
people and ideas, to return land relationships and 
to seek solidarity with others around a shared love 
and commitment to the places we cherish. We are 
right at the border between these futures.   
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I remember believing in conservation because 
of how it defined us as resistors, and I’ve grown 
to wrestle with the things we didn’t resist enough, 
how we often resisted the wrong things and ideas 
and people. Now, I see many resisting us.Land 
trusts hold the keys to places of enormous impor-
tance to Wabanaki people, to all people. What will 
we do with the keys? Maybe you, too, resist us 
because of how we have led with our fears more 
than with our dreams. We fear our own culture. 
Too often, my generation has asked, aren’t you 
afraid? Aren’t you afraid of what will be built here?  
Aren’t you afraid of casinos? Aren’t you afraid they 
will carve their initials in the beams? Aren’t you 
afraid of what will be asked of you? Aren’t you 
afraid this moment will pass? I see much less fear 
in you and how the absence of fear allows you 
more opportunity to dream and to be in relation-
ship. I have learned to resist these fears, too, and 
how to trust others.  

What do you believe this life, this work of 
conservation, has been preparing us for?  What 
do you want us to be moving toward, Rolf? The 
more I understand our history, the less I want to 
defend that story or slow our reckoning of it.  I 
see change, not perpetuity, and the returning and 
rebalancing of things, as our future.   

I was beginning college when Jimmy Carter 
signed the Maine Indian Claims Settlement 
Act, rushing along a life-changing process for 
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Wabanaki people because of a fear that incoming 
Ronald Reagan would do nothing. It was just a 
handful of years later that I learned anything at all 
about a different Native worldview of land—not 
yet associated with the Wabanaki or Abenaki—
by reading the insights of a young Bill Cronon 
in Changes in the Land. He described a profound 
miss of epic proportions. We didn’t see their rela-
tionship with the land and waters. We didn’t see 
any value in the expansive world they had created. 
We didn’t see their abundance. We didn’t see land 
as community or family. We saw it as something 
to be bought and sold. 

I’ve heard from Wabanaki people that there was 
always a sense of a territory or home ground and 
of boundaries and authority, but also a sense of 
shared space and collective promise to take care of 
each other which always included trees, animals, 
rivers as kin. Settlers arrived believing that land 
could be measured, given fixed boundaries and 
sold to someone else who could do whatever they 
wanted with it. The Wabanaki worldview of land 
at the onset of colonization rested on a belief of 
“sovereign rights” that could never go away, and 
which belonged to an entire community made 
up of many family relationships over a geogra-
phy often defined by a watershed. Everything was 
shared, and the Sachem or Sagamore was invested 
with a responsibility to uphold “the entire group’s 
collective right.”
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That idea, right there, is what led me to work 
for a land trust three decades ago. Where are our 
rights and responsibilities as a community to the 
land? What were we willing to share in this coun-
try? Those questions drew me to conservation, 
and, like many conservationists, I grew up in a 
suburban place where most of the land that I 
walked across as an eight-year-old was posted “no 
trespassing” by the time I was twenty-one.  

Land trusts began in the 1970s with the radical 
idea of holding those rights of use, access, and 
enjoyment for the people. There was an existential 
debate as soon as land trusts were created about 
different interpretations of that purpose. A split 
formed quickly between Community Land Trusts, 
which tend to focus on tenure for landless people, 
and Conservation Land Trusts, which focused on 
an idea of nature where people were mostly vis-
itors. This crushing separation still haunts us and 
needs repair.  

Many conservation trusts, not beholden to 
the landless, learned to follow the money, and 
what money wanted first was to protect scenery 
(as seen from a yacht), then pristine ecosystems, 
and then community conservation, which is 
an uncomfortable approximation of “for the 
people.” Along the way, they created a new tool, 
conservation easements, that defied common law’s 
rule against perpetuities, overriding it with a legal 
right for one landholder, at one point in time, 
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to determine what every future generation could 
do with that land. As a conservation community, 
we have celebrated conservation easements. They 
perpetuate our highest values around protection 
of nature, they preserve access to land, they 
ensure farmland affordability, they work with the 
tax code so that the choice to conserve—versus 
develop—pencils out for families and individuals. 
But seen through a lens of land justice, all these 
benefits stand on a shaky premise. How could 
one small group of people possibly have sufficient 
wisdom and foresight to dictate what all future 
generations can do? Conservation easements and 
their hypercommitment to perpetuity are saying 
to everybody else: it’s obvious and acceptable that 
we know better how to care for the land forever. 
There are 130,000 conservation easements on 
more than twenty million acres of land in North 
America.1   

We are connected to land trusts because they 
have let the land heal. But Wabanaki people 
are needed to make the land sacred again. 

 

1 See the Land Trust Alliance Census and the National 
Conservation Easement Database.
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After four hundred years of colonization and 
broken treaties, the Wabanaki now have access to 
less than 1 percent of the territory that once sup-
ported their lives. In the last fifty years, land con-
servation groups in Maine have come to steward 
almost 23 percent of the state, including countless 
places of great importance to Wabanaki people. 
It’s the truth that many of their burial grounds, 
neighborhoods, gathering places, and places of 
sustenance are now our nature preserves, state 
parks, or our second homes. What will we do 
about that?

Don’t give up on conservation, Rolf. See the 
steps that some in my generation are taking toward 
the future that you are calling for. Let us help you 
to redefine conservation. Use your strength to 
ask for things that I don’t have the words for. I’ll 
be there with you. I believe very much in what 
Daniel Dana, a Passamaquoddy man whom I met 
on a windy March day at Motahkomikuk, told 
me: “We are connected to land trusts because 
they have let the land heal. But Wabanaki people 
are needed to make the land sacred again.” 
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Rolf, 

How much do you feel you know about what 
happened at Naragooc in 1724? 

It’s such a pivotal event in all our lives, one of 
the cornerstones in our understanding of the land 
and people’s relationship of our home ground. 
The waves of not a pebble, but a hand grenade, 
tossed into a village along a river three hundred 
years ago, are still crashing on our shores today. 
What happened that day has affected identity and 
relationships for centuries. Mali Obomsawin has 
given us this enormous gift of understanding why 
a particular place and moment matter; to tell the 
truth and make it bearable is sacred. Mali does 
that. Read her writing; listen to her music. Get 
ahold of her story of walking home to Odanak 
after college. It’s such an act of humanity for Mali 
to connect enormous family and community 
tragedy—the 1724 massacre—with a ceremony of 
reconnecting herself to that land. 

There is no number for the genocide of 
Indigenous people the way there is a number for 
the extermination of Jews in Europe. What we’ve 
pieced together is that in that hard crust of our 
creation are interned the bones, villages, fields, 
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and sacred objects of Mali’s people. An estimated 
eighteen million Indigenous people were custo-
dians of North America when colonists arrived. 
Today there are just over five million Indigenous 
people here.  

It was a Passamaquoddy Chief, John Neptune, 
who shot the commander of a British ship in 
Machias Bay during that first successful battle 
of the Revolutionary War. And the state would 
show their thanks with a publicly sanctioned 
decade-long bounty on their scalps. The mili-
tia leaders doing the killing often held or got 
interest in the lands that motivated the military 
incursions. The Great Swamp Massacre of 1675 
killed six hundred; the Massacre at Norridgewock 
in 1724 killed eighty; the 1637 Mystic Massacre 
killed three hundred. Using numbers suggests 
that we can understand them, but these losses are 
unfathomable.

Ours was a culture that included regular specta-
cles of death, as in displaying the bodies of mur-
dered Wabanaki people at Presumpscot Falls, or 
by putting Metacomet’s head on a spike and leav-
ing it in the village center for twenty-five years. 
You will learn, if you haven’t already, about all 
that followed, including the forced sterilization of 
Wabanaki women during the period of legalized 
eugenics that remained on the books in Maine 
until the 1970s. And today our signs, our signs on 
their lands, still enact their erasure. In my lifetime, 
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we kidnapped Wabanaki children and put them 
in our homes, and we reduced their land base 
to less than 1 percent in exchange for money. 
This legacy of violence  extends into my lifetime 
long past the murder of Peter Francis at Sipayik 
in 1965 to fuel and animate his great grandson, 
our esteemed colleague, Corey Hinton, who has 
become a defender of his peoples’ lands as lawyer, 
father, grandson.

Our violence touched all living things. Consider 
the slaughter of almost every living beaver to 
make a fashion statement. Or the near-extinction 
of whales for oil and commerce. Or the slaugh-
ter of birds to wear feathers on our heads. These 
things have never ceased to reverberate across our 
home. And Wabanaki are powerful because they 
survived all of that and more, and produced gen-
erations of Malis and Coreys.   

There’s more to say. Non-native people’s vio-
lence to others and the land affected our entire 
being and pushed us deeper and deeper into harm-
ing ourselves. You and I are not personally respon-
sible for those betrayals that happened before we 
were born, but we are heirs to it, responsible for 
responding to the conditions that result today. We 
need to know this history to change it. We only 
intensify—and transmit—the trauma by ignoring 
it. Only confronting it in ourselves will stop it 
spreading to our kids.  

Dominator culture dammed the rivers, built 
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tremendous factories spitting out chemicals into 
those rivers, sent cinders into our forests, cre-
ated machines for degrading people and the land 
that led to a gigantic rape of nearly everything 
intimate and fragile and strong and mighty. In 
easing our conscience about how we saw others 
as disposable, we dehumanized ourselves. Aimé 
Césaire wrote, “It is not the head of a civilization 
that rots first, it is the heart.” This era of destruc-
tion birthed the conservation movement because 
it promised to give us our hearts back. 

. . . we were made to feel criminals to be on 
our own land. 

Turns out we have to slow down and pay closer 
attention to get our hearts back. Domination cul-
ture is still there deep inside us, reflected in the 
structures of our organizations and in struggles to 
move beyond the isolation, insulation, and enti-
tlement that shows up in so many organizations as 
the belief that we never have enough, measuring 
success as bucks and acres, feeling the great need 
to center ourselves. 

Colonization was so strong in Northeast 
America that it took one hundred years longer than 
most other Indigenous nations for the Wabanaki 
to have their land claims addressed. Although 
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Maine’s rivers and mountains still carry plenty of 
Wabanaki names, the eight thousand Wabanaki 
Tribal citizens, and the stories that those names 
belong to, have been mostly relegated to small 
reservations out of sight to most Mainers.  

The wild place that I write to you from was 
fully occupied by Passamaquoddy people for mil-
lennia until about 1810 when we forced them off 
this tide rip. When I was something like thirty, 
here on this land, I first met Donald Soctomah, 
who was visiting our mutual friend, Bill. I knew 
nothing of Donald’s stature as author, state legis-
lator, filmmaker, historian, culture-bearer. I saw 
a man about five years older than me in a base-
ball cap. I knew nothing of his work of saving 
Passamaquoddy language, celebrating canoe cul-
ture, or his work with sharing the meaning of the 
petroglyphs. Another huge miss. It would take me 
three decades to become his colleague and learn 
of the responsibilities that Donald Soctomah 
carries through continuous effort for his people. 
Their reservation at Sipayik is just an hour from 
here. When I was sixty, I heard Donald say this 
to a First Light group: “The reservation where I 
grew up—Sipayik—had one tree on one hundred 
acres. Any time I left the reservation, I was treated 
as a trespasser. The land was all posted, we were 
made to feel criminals to be on our own land.”  

Passamaquoddy were alienated from the land 
first when they were pushed off it, and again 
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every time today they see none of the benefits 
of it to feed themselves, to keep themselves safe, 
to practice their culture. Another example: the 
Penobscot is the people’s river, but if they cannot 
drink the water, and they cannot swim the river, 
or fish the river, or baptize their young in the 
river, then it’s not really their river. It’s the paper 
mill’s river. After the massacres and the stolen land 
and the boarding schools, let us consider what 
remains and our role in the unresolved grief. 

What else must we not forget, Rolf? What are 
the other stories you want my generation not to 
forget? Rolf, I see how you have come to under-
stand all of this much sooner in your life than me. 
Let’s help each other to understand what next 
steps to take. 



The Land 
Keeps the 

Score
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Hello again, Rolf. 

We are connected, you are not forgotten! It’s just 
that it’s taken me some time to find the right 
words. Sometimes I can hardly find one useful 
word. It’s been raining for a solid week, everything 
not close to the woodstove is damp and smelly, so 
I’ve given up on cutting maple and gone back to 
looking for words. 

Have you noticed how the swirl of a baby’s hair 
on the back of its head resembles the swirls of 
galaxies, or how the Milky Way is a replica of 
the capillaries in your lung, or how an elm tree 
resembles broccoli? Have you ever been in a plane 
above the clouds and noticed how the cloud 
cover, seen from above, looks like the skin on the 
back of your hand? Or do you remember from 
school looking at a bacteria colony and realizing 
it looks exactly like a city? 

We are nothing less than beautifully connected 
patterns. It is this radical interconnectedness with 
life that is the source of our capacity for both 
experiencing awe and creating suffering with our 
world. I think that seeing these repeating pat-
terns—they’re called fractals—helps us to feel love 
and compassion for life in all its forms. 
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Rolf, there’s still a legacy that arose many gen-
erations ago as a kind of self-loathing and distrust 
of ourselves that made most of us forget the frac-
tals. It was our great forgetting. Experiencing the 
destruction of woods, fields, and waters that we 
loved, conservation reacted by throwing people 
off the land. People can’t be trusted. People will do 
harm. Leave no trace of us. This simplistic reaction 
was a turning away from rampant development. 
Based on our culture, it made some sense. I was 
originally all-in on the mission to protect, but 
then came to the question, “Protect for whom and 
from whom?” It was my decades-long friendship 
with Bill and my experience with the Wabanaki 
that showed me right relationship with land and 
the possibility of leaving a beautiful trace rather 
than “no trace.”  

For twenty years now, I’ve kept a photo in a 
certain place that will guarantee I see it once a 
day to remind me of the primacy of the sort of 
relationship I’m struggling to describe to you. 
It’s a black-and-white image of mother, Keenaq, 
and son, Keepseeyuk, of the Padleimiut commu-
nity north of here in Hudson Bay. Their noses 
are just touching; Keenaq appears so much older, 
Keepseeyuk so much younger. The love and 
dependency between them are palpable. Left with 
the image only, it’s a story of seeds. But the fuller 
story—the ashes, if you will—is that they are 
saying goodbye to each other because of a fierce 
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binding relationship they and their ancestors have 
with the caribou. The date was 1950. Caribou 
herds were in a cycle of decline; the Padleimut 
were starving badly. 

In order to survive not just as individuals, but 
as a community in relationship with an animal, 
the people self-crashed their population. Some 
reading this will be shocked and understand-
ably say that’s inhumane. I say I wish to know 
that kind of humanity. I say I long to understand 
this Padleimiut definition of love, sacrifice, and 
responsibility. 

It’s futile to try to protect nature without 
beginning with the task of healing ourselves. 

To break a relationship between people and the 
earth seems more inhumane to me. I am writing 
of a hunger to evolve and change around some-
thing that is real and with others who also know 
it to be so. 

I believe that many people in the land trust 
world know what I’m writing of. They feel it in 
their hearts constantly, but the structures of con-
servation and what it asks of them to participate 
in it, can make this hard to remember.

Have you heard the expression, The body keeps 
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the score? Trauma isn’t just a mental phenomenon; 
it’s physically embedded in the body. When a 
human being experiences an overwhelming dis-
tressing event, the harm and injury of it is experi-
enced in both the mind and the body. The wave 
of the event pulses across the body, a landscape, 
to twist, rupture, and harm. Immune systems 
fail and muscles don’t turn off. The body holds 
the score of traumas. For example, a brain scan 
of someone with trauma-related flashbacks shows 
that their thalamus is malfunctioning and firing 
off flashbacks, like a bulb flickering from a bad 
connection. 

As we are of this earth, the patterns of its wild-
ness are imprinted on our bodies. How could 
it not be that the same patterns continue on 
the landscape, and that problems and conflicts 
between humans would be made visible on the 
earth as well? The land holds the score in the exact 
same way that trauma is seen in people’s bodies. 
Trauma between us as humans is always seen on 
the land itself. Nature holds the score of all human 
relationships. When we oppress each other, we 
are inevitably oppressing nature, too. It’s futile to 
try to protect nature without beginning with the 
task of healing ourselves.  



Kinship
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Good morning, Rolf.

Last night I walked into Dickinson’s Reach on 
the trail you last came in on. I threw everything 
I didn’t need into the bed of the truck and set off 
with just a few things over my shoulder. It was 
late, no moon, but the stars threw just enough 
light, after letting my eyes adjust, to find the way. 
That first quarter mile before you come to the 
marsh and boardwalk is always a release of myself 
to find another self. I start off skittish of the dark, 
but then slowly following my friend Bill’s long-
gone footprints, I enter the darkness itself. There 
are giant cedar trees and the faint trail of wood 
shavings. Deep silence.  My eyes are instinc-
tively drawn somewhere; I turn on my headlamp 
to see yellow eyes connecting to mine. Twenty 
minutes later, another pair of eyes, these much 
taller. Then a snort and an explosion of energy 
through the woods. Barred owls, a distant loon, 
then humanlike screams that I imagine, maybe, 
are a fisher cat’s. I feel Bill’s presence everywhere: 
in the labor of the trail itself, in the gray, decaying 
cedar benches spaced along for rests, and, finally 
and monumentally, in the last half-mile of inti-
mate and endless even-aged maples, gardened for 
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decades by a sixty-year-old man for a ninetieth 
year that he would not reach. Bill left such a beau-
tiful, dignified trace on this land, and it is only 
here that I am able to feel him and hear him. 

 Grandson of immigrants to this land, I’m 
deeply grateful to experience my friend, Bill, as 
an ancestor—of a sort—and to walk a trail in the 
woods and feel my chosen kin.

All of these things are felt by the land.

I have felt sorrow here, too. Or what I really 
want to say is that I have come to understand that 
the land feels a sorrow, too. I felt her sorrow on the 
Wolastoq river: a beautiful, sunny day, a shimmer-
ing river, mayfly hatches everywhere, but where 
were the heron? Where were the brook trout? 
Where were the osprey and the eagle? Where 
were the Maliseet? The land felt lonesome for 
heartbeats. At night, I heard the pulsing of wood 
frogs and peepers and the constant backup-horn 
blasting of the saw-whet owl, but they could not 
soothe me. I felt a sorrow of cycles broken and 
heartbeats missing. There was talk of Maliseet 
ancestors buried nearby, but no one knew where. 
Still, food was left for them. Still, there was hope. 
All week on that river, I watched an intentional 
act of return as an older white man mentored 
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a young Penobscot man to regain the skills that 
three generations of boarding schools had robbed 
of him. There’s genuine respect between them. 
All of these things are felt by the land.  

The return of Kuwesuwi Monihq is described 
by Passamaquoddy people as the return of a sto-
len child. What would it mean to me if my own 
daughters, Wren or Willow, were taken from us? 
If the land is kin, then, of course, we humans 
would feel the sorrow of a river. My culture did 
not prepare me to think of land as kin, which is 
one of the most profound and challenging gifts of 
this path.





Ancestors
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Rolf,

More to say to you, my friend.  
Bill did not talk about these things; I came to 

them later than you, but I must say them here.  
Everything I’ve been sharing with you is only 

half the story of two atrocities of human enslave-
ment and genocide, stories linked by blood. From 
the first day white people encountered Indigenous 
people here in America, they also began enslaving 
African people and bringing them here. White 
culture invented two systems of blood classifica-
tions in order to justify the extraction of labor 
and land from everyone else. One system wanted 
more people and the other system wanted fewer 
people. One system was for Black people, and it 
was expansive to create more enslaved people, so 
it said you were Black if you had “one drop of 
Black blood.” By this system, any person with 
one drop of Black blood could be enslaved. The 
other system was for Indigenous people, and it 
sought to erase them and to take their land. That 
system said you had to have 50 percent blood to 
be Indigenous. Fewer Indigenous people meant 
easier justification of land theft. Our ancestors are 
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responsible for those systems of thinking, and they 
are present today.

These stories are inseparable; one can’t be 
addressed without the other. I know you are ask-
ing this question of me and my generation: how 
deep runs our commitment to land relationships? 
Is this relationship with Wabanaki people a fash-
ion, a shiny lure, which is grabbing attention now, 
or does the moment reflect decades of introspec-
tion and evolution to come to land justice not as 
mission drift but as mission maturity?  

You are asking important questions. You fear the 
conservation community is taking up Wabanaki 
solidarity without also taking up working-class 
solidarity. When we were last together, you 
said, “Without greater class consciousness, New 
England conservation remains bourgeois charity 
work—run by a few, and benefitting a few, even 
if they believe in land return.” You’re not alone 
in that critique.  Maria Girouard, of Wabanaki 
REACH, reflected on the first land returns as 
“tossing crumbs to seagulls.” I hope that the return 
of Kuwesuwi Moniq to the Passamaquoddy Tribe 
and the return of 30,000 acres to the Penobscot 
Nation is benefitting a great many people.   

What does it say about the conservation move-
ment that conservationists have been able to 
organize in solidarity with Wabanaki people, but 
not yet as much with other Black and Brown 
Mainers? There are many of us who are fully 
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committed to all dispossessed communities and, 
having seen what can come from organizing, are 
using all that we’re learning to also return land 
to Black and Brown communities here. Yes, this 
work is mostly coming from younger generations. 
You are hungry for shared learning between these 
movements, and to make a clear call for conser-
vation to support all forms of land justice work. I 
hear in your dreams of land justice being interwo-
ven and cocreated, which is also my dream. How 
can we call forth the best of what each has to 
offer, with the youngers pushing and not allowing 
us olders to be complacent, and olders offering 
support, encouragement, perspective, and strate-
gic understanding from decades of work? 

. . . how deep runs our commitment to land 
relationships? 

I’m thrashing about in the pucker brush of tan-
gled ideas not to share anything you don’t know, 
but to try to explain what I’ve come to under-
stand. Will you bear with me and read a bit more? 
There’s one more piece about my generation and 
earlier; it’s about our painful confusion around 
identity. I know it’s never comforting or uplift-
ing for me to write to you in stark terms, but 
around this topic it’s challenging to be hard on the 
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problem but kind to the people. I want the skills 
to be kinder and more inclusive, characteristics 
that I see you having more naturally.  

Ok, so here goes. One of the telltale character-
istics of the dominant culture—of Goliath—is its 
capacity to claim things for its own. Our culture’s 
ability to claim things is so strong, it’s ubiquitous. 
We seem to accept and honor when someone says, 
“I’m a native Mainer,” which is mostly a claim 
to privileges of tenure in a place. It’s a call to be 
respected. My white culture honors that tenure in 
other white people even when it’s as short as a sin-
gle generation. When it’s three or five generations, 
we sit spellbound in respect. And what status do 
we give to Wabanaki people who have been here 
for more than three hundred generations?

I think it’s also a replacement narrative. It replaces 
the possibility of someone else living longer in 
this place. It’s also a bit of odd theater—in call 
and response—of the legacy of colonization. To 
nod after the statement is an everyday acceptance 
of colonization existing still. We live in a place 
where that colonization is so deeply ingrained 
that few object when a white person says, “I’m a 
native Mainer.”  

If we can get away with claiming that, what else 
can we get away with claiming?We stole land, 
we stole culture, we stole children, what’s left?  
Here’s what Sherri Mitchel, Penobscot lawyer 
and prophet, has said:
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Being native is not about who you claim to be. 
It’s about who claims you. If the people who 
you are claiming to be connected to do not 
claim you and you can’t prove any living con-
nection to those people, then you’re not Native. 
I’m so tired of people claiming our identity and 
then being uplifted for their deception by other 
Natives, who are somehow benefiting from 
these deceivers.

The greatest weapon in the hands of the 
oppressor is the minds of the oppressed.

This is what we know to be true.
Our Indigenous nationhood, autonomy, and 

rights are under attack by settler-colonial moves 
to create new “self-indigenized” communities 
and authorized bodies where none existed 
before. We are aware that these new communi-
ties of white settlers who self-indigenize often 
legitimize their existence through flawed and 
harmful membership criteria, often rooted in 
the logics and policies of the state, which are 
not based in the deep legal orders of our nations 
and societies. These settler self-Indigenized pro-
cesses often only require individuals to produce 
evidence of one or two “root” ancestors from 
hundreds of years ago.

We know what it’s like for white people 
claiming Indigeneity on the basis of family lore 
or one Indigenous ancestor from hundreds of 
years ago speak over us about experiences they 
have never had, often claiming both trauma and 
healing that never belonged to them as they 
enact what scholars and advocates recognize as 
the eighth stage of settler colonization: “Settler 
self-Indigenization.”
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We also know that traditional Indigenous 
Kinship is not a matter of blood quantum, race 
or colonial categories, but is in fact a matter of 
integrity and reciprocity and cultural continuity 
across time—a living connection to Indigenous 
families and communities and cultural ways 
of being and knowing that have “long docu-
mented histories of existence, and of survivance, 
resistance, and self-governance.” FULL STOP.

Colonizers going to colonize. Eight wave 
colonization—settlers claiming Indigenous 
identity. This is settlers saying, “We will take 
everything and then we will take your identity. 
This is the ongoing spiritual and mental illness 
of colonization.

Please lean in, Rolf, and be patient. I hope we 
can be gentle with each other as we examine this 
material, so much of which is inbred and uncon-
scious. Part of the mental illness of colonization is 
the creation of a culture that leaves a great many 
white people with a spiritual void, without mean-
ing.  There are many ways to fill that void without 
taking from others. 

To recover meaning, some of us become resist-
ers of business as usual and find meaning and 
purpose in nature as scientists, farmers, conserva-
tionists, land and water people of many different 
sorts. Many of a generation older than me took 
their direction in their search for a good life from 
Helen and Scott Nearing. I know this because one 
of my first important endeavors was working for 
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Helen Nearing in her last years. I met dozens and 
dozens of these back-to-the-landers and included 
myself among them. I respected them a great deal 
for how they were living their lives.

If you were raised in white culture and on a 
journey to know the land better, you might start 
with the earth sciences or you might resonate 
more with the lifeways of white people like the 
Nearings and find the path of learning and appre-
ciating Indigenous culture, Wabanaki culture. A 
few Wabanaki people I admire have told me that 
the Nearings made land and culture theft more 
acceptable by encouraging hundreds of thousands 
of white people to leave cities, increase the price 
of rural land, and appropriate what have always 
been Indigenous lifeways.  

There are many people who, raised in white 
culture, have devoted themselves to appreciating 
Indigenous culture by studying its history, elevating 
it as they can, some learning its languages. They 
learn those things out of respect without claiming 
it as their own. Some go further, adopting 
Indigenous practices in the privacy of their own 
lifeways. Others, in search of filling that spiritual 
void, look into their DNA ancestry to find a 
distant ancestor who was Indigenous. Some who 
do this then feel a temptation, a right, to claim 
kinship, to claim being Indigenous.   

Why have some non-natives abandoned their 
more immediate ancestors to claim distant ones? I 
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understand the instinct because I’ve felt it myself. 
It’s easy, some would say inevitable, in domina-

tion culture for appreciation to become appropri-
ation. I can see how it happens. Even as I write, 
I feel guilt about some of the things I’ve done or 
come close to doing that moved beyond appreci-
ation to become appropriation. The power of the 
colonizer runs deep, is very hard to see clearly, 
with contemporary hurt everywhere. Every time 
you hear a white person say the Indigenous iden-
tity “problem” is for indigenous people to work 
out among themselves, question that. That’s the 
colonizer speaking. These issues about who is 
Indigenous are not Indigenous culture issues, 
they are white culture issues. Non-natives are not 
innocent. We are, in fact, responsible. And there 
are ramifications of continued harm when we act 
as if we are innocent.  

Why have some non-natives abandoned 
their more immediate ancestors to claim 
distant ones?  

Most conservationists, most white people, don’t 
need to prove their identity to anyone, but Native 
people must do so every day. White America gets 
to define itself; everyone else has to hyphenate. It 
shouldn’t also get to define Indigenous identity, 
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too, but it’s been doing that since the first day 
colonists arrived. 

These questions of identity are baked into 
colonization and will only get larger. Honoring 
Indigenous definitions of their own identity is the 
most important social justice issue of our time in 
our part of Turtle Island. It is core to this work to 
respect Indigenous definitions of who they are.

This is an ongoing conversation where our 
understandings are going to change. What I 
understand today is that even with these colo-
nial systems of recognition in place, Indigenous 
definitions of indigeneity are very different from 
white definitions of indigeneity. Here’s what I’ve 
learned written out in my own simple words:

White definitions of Indigeneity:
Positive results from Ancestry.com.
A distant relative who was Indigenous.
A personal decision to self-identify.
Heritage.
A racial category one can claim.

Indigenous definitions of Indigeneity:
Family and family choices.
Lived experience today.
Who you are related to now.
Who claims you as one of them.
Nations, not racial categories.
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Four hundred years later, we live in a highly 
assimilated region of the continent. There’s often 
no way to know, based on physical presentation, 
whether someone is Indigenous or not. That, too, 
was the plan of colonization, which is why I fall 
back on the ancient places of Akwesasne, Odanak, 
Wolinak, Motahhkomikuk, Sipayik, Maseepee, 
Wopanaak, and Aquinnah, and the families that 
live there, and those who choose to live far from 
the reservation but are deeply anchored to those 
communities, to guide us.  

How comfortable am I with who I am?  

As in any difficult moment when you risk 
harming, when things are not clear, it’s good to 
go slow, to stay in relationship with others who 
you believe in, to be open and share informa-
tion. Patty Krawec speaks to this so clearly in her 
important book, Becoming Kin, when she writes, 
“When you know who you are, when you are 
comfortable with who you are, you can enter into 
relationships with us rather than as us.”

How comfortable are you with who you are? 
How comfortable am I with who I am?
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Hello Rolf,

This morning, there’s more that I need to share 
with you. 

About this time last year, I got to spend a week 
with John Banks travelling by car and interview-
ing Wabanaki youngers and elders. John and other 
Wabanaki people did most of the talking, and I 
was there to take notes. 

John is such a special human being, a hero to 
me, really. Like Ramona, John has never stopped 
fighting for land return. I like to imagine John as 
a twentysomething: idealistic, long hair—I don’t 
know—tough, young person looking out for his 
nation, travelling across the country to visit other 
tribes to learn how they cared for their land. John 
brought home the best of what he saw other tribes 
doing, and then dedicated four decades of himself 
to it. And throughout those years, John has had to 
face down doubt, ignorance, and moral superior-
ity from some in Maine who have questioned the 
Penobscot’s abilities. I think the greatest exam-
ple of John’s vision and determination lies in his 
game-changing leadership in rethinking dams. 
The Penobscot River Restoration project is the 
most important natural-resources achievement in 
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modern times. So, here I am driving around rural 
Maine with this important human being, desper-
ate for something to eat, and all we can find is 
a Freshies gas station with premade sandwiches 
enclosed in large plastic boxes.

Aside from the story I’m about to tell you, my 
primary memory of our lunch was at the very 
end when John asked the guy at the counter 
where their recycling was for the plastic boxes. 
He looked at us blankly and pointed at the trash 
can. John was disgusted.

But it was there at Freshies that I first heard of 
the practitioners of Midewiwin and of the Seven 
Fires Prophecy. It was emotional for John in this 
moment of sharing with me; he spoke quietly, 
haltingly, staring straight ahead. He said that one 
thousand years ago the protectors of ceremonies 
took them to the Great Lakes in order to keep 
them safe, knowing what was coming to Wabanaki 
homelands. The Anishinaabe would hold them 
safe until the conditions were right for a return. 
John told me that he felt that conditions had 
changed, the time was right, that the ceremonies 
were coming back. He’d experienced it twice, first 
at a Wabanaki gathering in Fredericton, Canada, 
and then again at Indian Island. He mentioned 
the name of other Wabanaki people I know well 
who are helping to bring this about. I didn’t ask 
any questions, just took in his words and all the 
possible meanings of it.
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The rest is research you can easily do on your 
own and it will be worth your time, but go directly 
to Anishinaabe sources. William Commanda is 
the former chief of the Kitgan-Zibi Anishinaabeg 
First Nation of Quebec. This is his and Claudette 
Commanda’s description of the Seventh Fire:

In the time of the Seventh Fire New People 
will emerge. They will retrace their steps to 
find what was left by the trail. Their steps will 
take them to the Elders who they will ask to 
guide them on their journey. But many of the 
Elders will have fallen asleep. They will awaken 
to this new time with nothing to offer. Some 
of the Elders will be silent because no one will 
ask anything of them. The New People will 
have to be careful in how they approach the 
Elders. The task of the New People will not 
be easy.

It is this time that the light skinned race will 
be given a choice between two roads. 

One road will be green and lush, and very 
inviting. The other road will be black and 
charred and walking it will cut their feet. In 
the prophecy, the people decide to take neither 
road, but instead to turn back, to remember and 
reclaim the wisdom of those who came before 
them. If they choose the right road, then the 
Seventh Fire will light the Eighth and final Fire, 
an eternal fire of peace, love, brotherhood, and 
sisterhood. If the light skinned race makes the 
wrong choice of the roads, then the destruction 
which they brought with them in coming to 
this country will come back at them and cause 
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much suffering and death to all the Earth’s 
people.

Traditional Mide people of Ojibwe and peo-
ple from other nations have interpreted the 
“two roads” that face the light skinned people 
as the road to technology and the other road to 
spiritualism. They feel that the road to technol-
ogy is the same road that has led modern society 
to damaged and scorched earth.

Could it be that the road to technology rep-
resents a rush to destruction?

The road to spirituality represents the slower 
path that traditional Native people have trav-
elled and are now seeking again. The earth is 
not scorched on this trail. The grass is still grow-
ing there.

Could a nation be formed that is guided by 
respect for all living things?  Are we the new 
people of the seventh fire?



Are You 
Prepared 
to Heal 

a Broken 
Relationship?
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Good morning, Rolf.

This morning, I woke up thinking about the 
many relationships in my own life, the ones that 
have lasted and the ones that broke, and why. I’m 
tuned to all those relationships as I know you are 
to yours. 

Helen has sustained me in the most important 
ways, by being the conduit of love and attention 
that connects me to land and all things living, 
but also by making it possible on cold morn-
ings to write these letters to you. Another of the 
most influential relationships in my life was with 
Bill, who stretched me out of one skin and into 
another, really. I will never stop making pilgrim-
ages to the place that birthed his and my friend-
ship, which has become your and my shared land 
relationship, too. I have two other mentors whom 
I have outlived. I have two strong, courageous 
daughters just starting their adult lives. I can count 
a few dozen special people whom I have worked 
alongside, on and off, for most of my life.   

You are, more or less, just starting your life, 
and yet you already know so much more about 
relationships than I did at your age. You’ve grown 
up in a more diverse world. You’ve sought the 
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nourishment of many different relationships to 
form your potential. I see how you walk nearly 
everywhere with tremendous compassion and 
strength, and how you walk with the security of 
your relationships. This is the power of relation-
ships, the evidence that we never exist alone, and 
that our relationships form our potential.

If this is true for us as individuals, it must also 
be true for us as cultures. How has non-native 
culture been shaped by our healthy relationships 
and by our betrayals? What parts of our culture 
are stunted; what parts have been allowed to 
grow too big because of our betrayals of people 
of color? What potential was lost to the conserva-
tion movement and to all of society because of a 
broken relationship with Indigenous people?  

This is the power of relationships, the 
evidence that we never exist alone, and  
that our relationships form our potential. 

 
I think you know Carol Dana, the Penobscot 

elder. Like Ramona, Carol has devoted her life 
to protecting things for her people, and Carol’s 
genius has been around language and story. Not 
long ago, you gave me a map that resulted from 
Carol’s lifetime of work with both. I invoke Carol 
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because she asked First Light to think of the 
relationship between Native and non-native as a 
human being with a sled-dog team that has been 
moving fast in the woods and gone far and gotten 
lost. Hours and hours of sledding have passed, 
the driver more and more nervous. The dogs are 
using up every ounce of fuel.  The day has gone, 
night is here, and you and the dogs are forty miles 
out in the woods and terribly lost. 

Carol let that image stay with us. The only 
way back, she said, when you are forty miles out 
in the woods, is to find the mental strength and 
emotional reserves to do the long, hard work of 
finding the forty miles back. There are no quick 
fixes, no shortcuts, on a journey like that.

We are forty miles out in the woods right now. 
It is so damn dark and cold. Hundreds of years 
of colonization and broken promises got us there. 
For me, First Light is the beginning of a journey 
back home, learning how to be human again. Of 
course, we are bound to make mistakes, but we’ll 
have companionship—fellow travelers—in that 
learning, and trusted colleagues who will respect-
fully challenge one another with direct questions 
like: who benefits and who is driving this? Many 
leaders are needed, and leadership is needed from 
both the Native and non-native communities. 
How can we help lead our non-native colleagues 
to be good neighbors while recognizing that the 
Wabanaki have (and need) their own leaders? 
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The wisest people I know let their deeds speak 
first and allow the story to follow far behind. Deeds 
first, words second. Land acknowledgements 
become toothless moral theater in the absence 
of real action. Before asking Wabanaki people to 
provide their language on a preserve sign, do the 
longer, harder work of ensuring that Wabanaki 
people have safe, practical, culturally appropriate 
access to that same land. Relationship first, words 
for it come later. We are doing this. All the hard 
work over the last decade is leading us into a new 
phase of emergence of relationship. I can feel the 
momentum of it. If we don’t name it, we could 
miss this powerful motivator of further action.

If you’re trying to heal a broken or damaged 
relationship, and you have the chance to stand in 
front of that person with the possibility of making 
amends, what do you do? I know now that there 
are questions that must be answered before we 
face each other. In what ways did I take some-
thing that must be returned? Is it possible for me 
to give that back? How can I demonstrate my 
willingness to return what was taken? 

And if I didn’t yet know what was taken or how 
to return it, I would offer a gift and not make any 
requests of them. And what kind of gift would 
symbolize the respectful relationship I seek? There 
are so many gifts: the selfless gift, the strategic gift. 
The gift that benefits the giver, the gift that ben-
efits the receiver. Our Wabanaki colleagues have 
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told us over and over that respectful relationship is 
at the core of this work. Without respect, work-
ing together isn’t possible. The way to begin to 
heal a broken relationship is to return something 
that was taken with no strings attached.

There are a few more stones to share with you. 
Again, I share these not to teach you but to show 
you that I carry them. I carry these small stones 
in my pocket to never be far from their questions. 
They are not resolvable, and we just need to keep 
wrestling with them. A profound one for my gen-
eration is more fully understanding the differences 
between charity and solidarity. It’s hard to be crit-
ical of charity, right? I mean the word has come 
to basically mean good. To be charitable is to be 
kind. It’s in the legal name of our organizations: 
public charities. The idea is baked into us, but at 
this moment we should be discerning and critical 
of everything and our motivations. We can risk 
being messy with each other because we are also 
building the muscle of mistake and repair. This is 
a time for more vulnerability and risk, and also 
more reward.

Charity is a lot like history in that it looks very 
different depending upon what side of it you’re 
on. Charity divides our world between “need-
ers” and “givers.” It embodies and hides a power 
dynamic: I have something that you need. You 
need me. I’m here to save the day. Charity is the 
basis of the white savior idea. If I’m nice, I’ll give 
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you what I have. I may give you more or I may 
give you less; that’s my decision. Charity upholds 
the system that causes wealth gaps.

  Charity hides the fact that those being char-
itable are actually receiving their moral author-
ity, their meaning, their purpose from those to 
whom they are giving. Think about that transfer 
of power for just a moment, Rolf.  

The opposite of charity is solidarity, mutual aid, 
or reciprocity. The opposite of charity is believing 
that we need each other to survive. Lillian Watson, 
an Aboriginal activist, said it best: “If you have 
come here to help me you are wasting your time, 
but if you have come because your liberation is 
bound up with mine, then let us work together.” 

 The work that we need to call each other into 
is about healing broken relationships and return-
ing things. We seek to share decision-making over 
land and waters, to grant safe and practical access 
to our lands, to claim our wealth and power, 
earned or unearned though it is, and use it for 
healing and to help Wabanaki people to fulfil their 
caretaking responsibilities. We do this because the 
land, nature, our home ground, our lives, will all 
be better for having done it. Nature needs us to 
do this.

We work collectively as a community called 
First Light.  When you work alone, it’s easy to 
say, “That’s never been done” or “That’s too hard” 
and back off.  When we work together, we urge 
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each other on, put our money into each other’s 
acts of liberation, pick each other up when we 
stumble. We are stronger and braver together. We 
work together as individuals and organizations 
committed to decentering ourselves. 

Many asked some version of this question: what 
are the goals of this work? What’s the vision for 
success?  How many acres do you intend to return 
to Wabanaki caretaking, and where? What is your 
strategic plan for getting there? Part of changing 
our own legacy of control is to say: those aren’t 
our questions to answer alone. This work will 
come to you because you seek relationship with 
Wabanaki people. I have also sought that closer 
relationship to place, people, and story.

What I’ve found are people who typically know 
so much more about us than we of them, and 
their knowledge is discerning, honest, grounded 
in respect when that is due. I remember hear-
ing James Francis, Penobscot culture bearer and 
someone I count as the most eloquent and knowl-
edgeable speakers of the cultural history of our 
home ground, refer respectfully to an old white 
man he knew as a “the legendary Maine teacher.” 
How many of our land trusts’ conservation heroes 
would include David Moses Bridges or Russell 
“Fast Turtle” Peters, Sr.? 

I witness in Wabanaki people a desire to 
honor other Wabanaki people, extending open 
arms, seeking to reduce competition, working 
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collectively. Community between tribes appears 
essential today in response to the 1980 Land Claims 
Act. There’s a lot of honoring of relatives, of tra-
ditional culture, of language, of other Indigenous 
people. Often, I hear a subtle but clear replace-
ment of “proud” and “pride” with “thankful.” I’ve 
heard repeatedly how consensus among Wabanaki 
means power, that deliberation is fundamental. 
And that their form of deliberations will look very 
different from ours. From the Wabanaki people 
I’ve come to know, I’ve observed the value of 
things happening in their own time. And humor is 
an indicator of progress, of relationships, connec-
tion, and safety. I sense they believe their ancestors 
were mostly right.

Tony Sutton seems to embody this. I’ve watched 
in pleasure as he describes Passamaquoddy cultural 
prosperity through the story of his grandmother 
Tuffy’s fiddlehead basket: food, place, relation-
ship, lineage. I first met Tony in the basement of a 
church when he was giving a talk about Wabanaki 
places of sustenance to seventy-five non-native 
people. He’s naturally quiet, his public teaching 
rich with metaphors and practical examples. All 
of us have learned to pay close attention when 
he speaks, for his observations are always about 
important things that we have failed to see.

Tony has enabled non-natives to learn about 
the enormous importance to Wabanaki people 
of access to places of sustenance: the right to 
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medicines and Indigenous diets nourished through 
hunting, clamming, fishing, trapping, maple sug-
aring, collecting tree nuts. This understanding 
makes more whole the visible story of how rights 
to Wabanaki life ways—canoeing, snowshoeing, 
basketry, harvesting of sweetgrass, the relationship 
with ash, going to places with your family and 
knowing that you won’t be disturbed—depend 
on rights to lands and waters which our forebears 
took away from them, and which we now control.  

These are my invitations to you, Rolf, to help 
us in the work of repair, to bring things back 
together again.  You will be asked to balance 
many ideas: of seeds and ashes, of holding and 
claiming, about sacrifice and belonging. And you 
won’t be alone. The greatest value of organizing 
and working together is to create a community 
big enough to hold our grief and to sustain our 
joy. First Light’s shorthand for this complexity of 
work and relationship is relearn, recenter, return.

Relearn
To sit in a circle with Neil Patterson, Jr., the 
Tuscarora man who described Two Row Wampum 
to me, is to be led on a fast hike that leaves you 
breathless and bruised but having clearly arrived 
at a much better place. 

Neil describes that hike as a necessary healing 
process that comes from traveling through the 
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pucker brush where “the thickets can scratch you,” 
to leave their mark on you. Neil was describing 
the “Edge of the Woods” ceremony, and the 
Condolence necessary to bring humans back to 
themselves, to cleanse the pain and open their 
eyes and ears and hearts so that they could truly 
meet. To relearn our history from someone else’s 
perspective leads you to question what this life 
has taught you, why you might be this far along 
without knowing more. The veil of our domi-
nant culture lies so heavily over our eyes—and we 
are so invested in it—that when the veil is torn 
away, there can be an absolute fear of finding that 
you are lost and far from home. It can feel like 
a gut punch. “I don’t know what I don’t know” 
is among the first wisdom often expressed from 
the year-long learning journey where we ask each 
of our non-native colleagues to focus on reading, 
talking together, hearing from others, confront-
ing, being alone, and being in community. Simon, 
in our First Light community, described seeing 
his world so differently that “you can’t remember 
what life was like before you could read.” 

I see from the path you are already on, Rolf, 
that you are learning how to live differently. This 
journey will take us further because it is an inter-
twined story about the place about which you 
love to reveal the privileges, assumptions, and 
self-aggrandizing myths of our life experience. 
I’ve been confronted by old assumptions and have 
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come to recognize new ones. You will be tested, 
and you will need to affirm what is good inside 
yourself—and your organization—because that’s 
what will enable you to leave guilt and shame 
behind to become responsible and to act with, not 
for or as. You will need to recognize that goodness 
even as you critique it, because that goodness is 
the only place from which land justice can arise. 
How could you not feel exposed? You will be 
asked to give up the last of your memberships; the 
places that once gave you comfort, and security 
will no longer do that because you will question 
them. Your questions will arise not from notes 
on a page, but unscripted from somewhere inside 
you. And in asking those questions within your-
self and within your organization, you risk being 
pushed to the margins of it. You may need to stand 
apart from friends for a time. The Polish dissident, 
Rudolph Bahru, said, “When the old forms of a 
culture are dying, the new culture is created by a 
few people who are not afraid to be insecure.”

You will be tested, and you will need to 
affirm what is good inside yourself—and 
your organization—because that’s what will 
enable you to leave guilt and shame behind 
to become responsible and to act with, not 
for or as.   
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This is scary work, it shakes the foundations of 
who we are as people, the sector to which we have 
dedicated ourselves, the country we live in. You 
dream of conservation speaking more directly to 
political and economic change in the same way I 
dream of conservation making cultural and spir-
itual change. I see in you that you could give up 
things that I have held more tightly. I see how you 
believe this work must be concerned with class 
struggle, how it must shift money and resources 
toward Wabanaki prosperity and wellbeing. I see 
you doing it: working more collaboratively, not 
flinching or judging or hesitating at the shift of 
attention and money toward Wabanaki people. I 
see how many in your generation already under-
stand justice around land to be intersectional. I see 
how you are already deep in that work in other 
ways and spaces. You don’t need conservation to 
fully occupy your seat in the work of land justice. 
You already know how being in your power is 
knowing when to cede that power.  

Such journeys require discomfort, but you will 
never actually be unsafe, you will not be physi-
cally challenged, you will not be forced to give up 
your keys. That will come later. If you are lucky, 
like I have been, that will arise out of your own 
yearning.
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Recenter:
My colleague, Darren Ranco, is a polymath 
with degrees from top institutions, a guitar bass 
player who also chairs a Native American Studies 
program. He’s a high achiever who has matched 
every accomplishment in dominant society with 
a bigger accomplishment in his own Penobscot 
community. Darren is on the board of nearly 
everything Wabanaki and walks slightly sideways 
through life often sporting a Beatles T-shirt under-
neath a sharp blazer while making jokes about his 
dogs. He is a visionary human being.

I’ve heard Darren be fierce from a stage, drop-
ping bombs where a non-native speaker might 
seek applause lines, and I’ve also experienced him 
as encouraging, positive, accepting of our missteps 
when we’re knee to knee. And because Darren 
has been willing for years now to guide and to 
take each next step with us—to correct, or to say 
no in various ways, to laugh at and with—there is 
a First Light. And there’s also a First Light because 
we listened to him. I can mark our progress over 
the years by Darren’s statements that I’ve jotted 
down and circled in my notebook. From three 
years ago: “A time will come when we can point 
to a map and say, ‘we need this place to sustain 
our culture.’” From last year: “It’s risky to put our 
hearts on the plate by saying these are the places 
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that need to be returned.” And from this winter: 
“Let’s make Maine a Wabanaki place.”

Darren’s gift to non-natives is his help making 
visible an Indigenous Penobscot worldview. It’s 
up to us to receive that gift, which we do by cen-
tering it on our thinking and actions. In receiving 
Darren’s message, some non-natives will see stra-
tegic reasons why this is important for them to do, 
and others will be guided by moral explanations. 
Do scientists, conservationists, environmentalists 
believe they have all the answers to saving the 
planet? Is our western approach to protecting 
nature proving to be correct? Is the planet actu-
ally doing better as result of the last four hundred 
years of colonization, two hundred years of indus-
trialization, and one hundred years of conserva-
tion? What do we feel, in terms of our future, 
about putting 50 percent more carbon in our air 
since colonization began? If you think strategi-
cally, then working closely with Wabanaki com-
munities in Maine is the most direct way to bring 
into land health a perspective and knowledge that 
is more time tested and durable. And for those 
who see through a moral lens, as non-native peo-
ple seeking a deeper connection to the landscape 
of Maine we call home, our own relationship to 
place is stunted by our complicity in the history of 
their land loss. No one can move forward without 
non-native people making amends. We have the 
abundance to share; we must act. Who are we as 



Are You Prepared to Heal a Broken Relationship?      77

conservationists without a new relationship with 
Wabanaki people?

To center Wabanaki people and their worldview 
in the work of conservation in Maine is about 
building the organizational muscle and compe-
tency to center all Mainers who have less than 
us in land relationship. Because growing the land 
relationship is the purpose of our work, this direct 
engagement of people isn’t “social” or “justice” or 
somebody else’s work, it is how we save our own 
support systems in a time of loss and chaos when 
it becomes apparent that our work hasn’t saved 
enough.  

. . . this direct engagement of people isn’t 
“social” or “justice” or somebody else’s 
work, it is how we save our own support 
systems in a time of loss and chaos . . .

Of course, this isn’t about asking a Wabanaki 
person to sit on our panels or our boards, it’s sup-
porting and encouraging Wabanaki people to have 
their own boards and their own change-making 
organizations. First Light has tried to do this by 
serving for four years as the core support for the 
Wabanaki Commission on Land and Stewardship, 
finding the funding for their work, supporting 
their projects, helping to create space for their 
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more important and difficult work of creating 
their own version of what land return must be. 
They must set the precedent for their own rela-
tionships between themselves, they must make all 
the choices to sustain their culture on the land, 
they must frame the relationship with us. They 
define it all because that’s what we have done for 
centuries. Alongside them, we have had to stand 
squarely in our privilege by putting it in service, 
not underestimating what we can do, but not 
overestimating it either. We’ve had to show up 
over and over to say yes. 

In hindsight, I can see clearly how our Wabanaki 
colleagues have been inviting us all along to join 
them in embodying Two Row Wampum. And 
I’ve come to learn that it’s incredibly challenging 
to totally put down our agendas, our timelines, 
our fears to stand where we’re being asked to 
stand. Darren will often joke with us about how 
white people say, “Take me to your leader.”  I laugh 
uncomfortably at this. I think the joke is that some-
times we want them to lead us, that this work is so 
hard that we want to say, “Just tell us what to do.”  

The real work is this more profoundly challeng-
ing idea of two communities, standing beside one 
another, building up the other’s capacities to work 
together. It’s our responsibility to stand beside one 
another, bringing both of our strengths to bear. 
We are grounded in a commitment to understand 
each other, despite the many memorable times 



Are You Prepared to Heal a Broken Relationship?      79

when we haven’t, but our partnership (or is it a 
mentorship?) has brought so much value to the 
other that we are committed to moving through 
the places that are rough or unknown.

We fear so much, but our biggest fear  
of all is that all cultures behave the way 
ours has. 

A year ago, Wabanaki Commission defined this 
as “two separate but highly interdependent orga-
nizations,” and that’s what we are now becom-
ing: separate nonprofit organizations representing 
Wabanaki nations and non-natives with many 
places of shared work and vision. The shared 
vision is expressed as Dawnlandreturn.org. We 
support each other to stand in our power because 
we need one another. What are the possibilities 
of such a movement that prioritizes everyone’s 
health and wellbeing?  

Much to overcome to get there, right? I still 
get the frequent question from my generation of 
non-natives: aren’t you afraid that they’re going to 
build a casino on the land? Sometimes, I answer 
with “I understand that fear, but our culture 
has built 4,785 casinos on our land. Indigenous 
people have built 210 on theirs.” Truth is that we 
banned Wabanaki people from having casinos, but 
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approved our own.  I might go on to talk about 
the ten-thousand-square-foot private homes we 
build on our coastlines, or the luxury hotels and 
investment properties we trade hourly when 
there are homeless people everywhere. We fear so 
much, but our biggest fear of all is that all cultures 
behave the way ours has. 

You have taught me that to recenter a Wabanaki 
worldview can only begin with decentering of 
our own. You fairly challenged me when you 
asked, “When have you seen a member of our 
community truly decenter themselves?” You’re 
right, and those who keep a practice of decen-
tering themselves are mostly women. I see your 
generation doing that so much more in all the 
places where my generation struggles. 

Return
A few summers ago, I was enjoying a dinner 
among friends when it took a professional turn, 
and I was asked how First Light could return 
land without cost or conservation easement. 
The immediate reaction to my explanation was a 
laugh that sounded to me like “that’s impossible,” 
and then the statement, “Our lawyers in Boston 
would never allow us to do that … you can’t give 
away something that was given to you.” 

I think that depends if you’re centering lawyers 
in Boston or centering the needs of people.
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There will always be many necessary questions 
that need to be answered to return things. We 
must answer them sufficiently to do the work 
well, to earn our own community’s trust, but we 
also need to discern between questions that are 
meant to open up possibilities and those that are 
used to close them. There will be no return if 
conservation groups don’t stretch to do things 
they’ve never done before. What are the ques-
tions we might ask ourselves that pull us toward 
land justice? How does this play out, if we don’t 
act? What is our own future, what is the future of 
our home ground, without efforts to expand our 
knowledge beyond the narrow cultural perspec-
tive in which it was born?   

We also need to discern between questions 
that are meant to open up possibilities and 
those that are used to close them. 

Look again at the borderless map. Returning fee 
title to land is about returning decision-making to 
Wabanaki people. I believe returning fee title to 
land also shifts the energetics of Wabanaki land 
relationship and cultural strength. I saw this on June 
21, 2022, when three hundred Passamaquoddy 
people on dozens of motorboats, canoes, pon-
toon boats, even two swimmers, moved across 
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the water as a single smudged flotilla travelling 
en masse from Peter Dana Point to Kuwesuwi 
Monihq. Everyone there who watched an elder’s 
cane be pounded into that ground knows that the 
energetics of cultural change were shifting along-
side the title to the land.

This is happening in ways that create prec-
edent and propel us forward. Half of our First 
Light community chose to share parts of their 
budgets with Wabanaki people by offering a 
$1.5 million dollar “solidarity deposit” to seed 
the Wolankeyutomone kisi apaciyewik Fund. 
Many are opening their conserved lands to 
Wabanaki people through a program created by 
the Wabanaki Commission to offer safe rights to 
practice lifeways. This act of returning things is 
not solely about legal deeds to land but also about 
handshakes, about non-natives saying we commit, 
about us returning decision-making to others. We 
are young to this work of returning things, and 
they to the work of receiving them, but already 
we have returned five thousand acres and have 
more than forty thousand acres in the process 
of being returned without cost or restrictions to 
Wabanaki Communities.

Will we continue to return land without cost or 
strings attached, and with a stewardship fund? Our 
fears about how we have treated our own land, 
and our own lives, must not be transferred onto 
Wabanaki or any Indigenous people. They have 
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a different relationship to place. Can we imagine 
that they may not need a conservation easement 
in the same way that we needed to “save” land 
from ourselves?

The return of land with a conservation easement 
on it is a gift with a very large string attached, not 
a return that respects sovereignty or the history 
of Wabanaki care of land. Wabanaki people have 
told us that they would not choose to have a con-
servation easement on their lands. It can interfere 
with putting land into trust. And it imposes rules 
on Wabanaki land care, rules that our community 
has no place in stating, let alone monitoring and 
enforcing. We’re hearing this more and more, but 
still we continue to turn towards this tool and 
develop new easements for more land. Why? For 
one thing, it’s the tool we know, the tool that has 
shaped many of our careers. We’ve worked hard 
on easements, we’ve celebrated them as wins for 
decades. Getting more land under easement has 
been a nearly unquestioned goal of our com-
munity. It’s hard to change a career’s worth of 
thinking and practice. But it goes deeper than 
that. Many of us see the removal of these legal 
protections as an unacceptable vulnerability. How 
could we leave land bare to the worst extractive 
tendencies of our culture? So, easements persist. 
But what starts out as love for cherished places 
quickly becomes a form of control and a message 
to Indigenous people everywhere that a small 
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group of people from one worldview  knows best 
how to care for land, and that our sense of what’s 
right outweighs and outlasts theirs. 

Isn’t there a way to let go of this control? The 
changes may not have to be radical to be effective 
in opening up breathing room, flexibility, space 
for other views. We can reimagine easements 
with less of a tight grip.

One very powerful result of decentering our-
selves is the reinvention of these tools, like con-
servation easements, to include other worldviews 
and ways of being in relationship with the land 
that might be better for nature and ourselves. 
Imagine a future where conservation easements 
weren’t in perpetuity but lasted only decades and 
their point wasn’t to control the future but to 
pause bad things that were happening now and 
to give space for a better future, perhaps a more 
Indigenous future? Imagine if existing conserva-
tion easements could be made to go away under 
certain conditions? One of the reasons this isn’t 
possible today is that conservation easements are 
closely tied to individual landowners, often long 
dead, who granted them and got a tax break. Is it 
appropriate that a landowner who got a tax break 
can dictate all future uses of the land forever? Is 
that going to get us to the future we want?

These questions and loving critiques are diffi-
cult and painful but also healthy and can help us 
to improve our work. Relearning and recentering 
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leads to a different, more potent form of return-
ing. Without that self-directed process of inquiry, 
self-critique, and change, we might always see 
land as deeds and titles, and believe that what we 
don’t control will eventually be destroyed, and live 
with the constant fear that what we did to them, 
they will do to us. Where does that fear take us?

We see, too, the edges of this work that are harder 
to get to. Because the three thousand islands of 
Maine were the very first places where domina-
tion culture arrived and displaced Wabanaki peo-
ple, access to these islands teaches so much about 
what privileges we continue to prioritize. Even 
within our own culture, the islands are privileged 
spaces often controlled by the most elite among 
us. It’s not enough to say to Wabanaki people: 
“The land is open. It’s possible for you to go to 
some of these places.” There are many steps we 
must take to guarantee safe, physical access by 
devoting the boats, the time, the captains, to help 
make Wabanaki people’s access not just possible 
but real. 

I hope that First Light can become soul medi-
cine for a movement trained to say no. In a place 
where 90 percent of the land is privately owned, I 
hope we can grow into a wide, deep community 
of land-and-water people who are preparing and 
returning. There is so much possibility to accom-
plish privately—in the hearts and minds of indi-
viduals—what state and federal policy has failed to 
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do. Many cultures believe that the wealthier you 
are, the more you give. We have great abundance 
here. How much is enough? All will benefit from 
returning, and it all begins with a more equitable 
redistribution of land and resources. Who doesn’t 
want to make gifts from a place of abundance?  
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Rolf,

Why should I even tell this story? I don’t know if 
you or anyone else will benefit from it. 

Perhaps, I want you to understand how human 
this journey is, how confusing, how challeng-
ing it has been for me. A bunch of years ago, 
before there was a First Light community or a 
Wabanaki Commission on Land and Stewardship, 
there were a few of us seeking out relationships. 
The first steps many non-natives make is by 
developing contacts with Indigenous people liv-
ing off the reservations. For example, there are 
about eight thousand enrolled Wabanaki citizens, 
the majority of whom live in Bangor, Portland, 
and places further away, who are not living on 
the five Wabanaki communities of Indian Island, 
Motahhkomikuk, Sipayik, Houlton, or Presque 
Isle. Non-natives often develop those relation-
ships first because these Wabanaki people choose 
to be teachers, often literally through colleges 
and universities, or more through the organiza-
tions they create to make change. Often, they are 
more accessible, have websites; their events are 
held closer to white culture and are inviting in a 
way that a white person would understand. For 
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both Native and non-native people, this is a class 
issue, an opportunity issue, a political and cultural 
issue. At the start of my own work, I knew a few 
Wabanaki individuals, but I didn’t yet know the 
Wabanaki community. I wanted to meet commu-
nity and everybody told me to go to the Wabanaki 
Social at the Bangor Mall.  

Bring food to share and stay as long as you can, 
I was told. I got up before light on a Saturday 
in March, packed food in two yogurt containers 
with two handmade wooden spoons that, I’ll 
admit it, I was proud to show off. I drove through 
dawn and by midmorning I was walking through 
the big glass doors to face four hundred Wabanaki 
people, all but three of whom would be strangers 
to me. The center of the room was filled with 
tables already jammed with families eating and 
talking; the outside walls were lined with vendors 
selling art, clothing, books, drums, sweetgrass. 
There was already a very long line for eating, so 
I walked to the front food tables and squeezed 
my offering in among hundreds of other plates of 
food and went off to gamely meet people. 

Most of the rest of the day was a blur of hellos, 
remembering people’s names, learning to share 
new parts of my story. Laughter. There was a 
welcome song honoring a young man just back 
from military service that focused everyone with 
a raw, emotional power. Somehow after that, I got 
swept back into the food line but long after it had 
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been abundant. There was still food to eat, but it 
took searching to fill my plate. I found my yogurt 
containers, emptied and leaning on their sides. 
No spoons but no big deal; they’ll be somewhere. 
I walked casually down the row of eight food 
tables, checking out the food while more of my 
attention was devoted to searching for the spoons.

Did I mention that these were handmade, that 
they were wedding gifts to Helen and me from 
our dearest friend, Bill? As the potential reality of 
what might have happened sank in, I would walk 
up and down that row of food tables five times, 
easily. Then I thought about the kitchen, that 
some kind person took the spoons to the kitchen 
to wash them, and I’d surely find them there. The 
kitchen was off an empty hall, dimly lit, with 
about a dozen Wabanaki women working.

I asked each of them, one after the other, “Have 
you seen two wooden spoons?” With one older 
lady, who seemed sympathetic, I let my growing 
panic and sorrow show. These spoons were made 
for me by the father figure in my life, among his 
last gifts to me, something I cherished. “Would 
you help me?” I asked. She didn’t know what to 
do; it was too big an ask from this strange non-na-
tive guy, but she walked me through where 
everything had been washed and stored away. No 
wooden spoons.

I remember that they were a matching set made 
of birch from Dickinsons Reach. I remember 
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walking the food line, walking the main hall, eyes 
darting about, realizing that they were gone, feel-
ing bereft and confused that I had lost them—no, 
that they had been stolen. How could I have been 
so naive? Why would that happen here? What did 
it mean? What did it say about me and about who-
ever it was that had those two wooden spoons? 
Had I done something wrong, had I trusted in a 
way that caused harm to at least two of us?

So much of this work lies in all of us 
reforming our experiences. 

In an instant, I switched to thinking I was a vic-
tim and everywhere there were criminals. It felt 
so terrible, this turning inside of me. My own 
thoughts and fears became a bigger violation of 
me than the loss of the spoons. I drove the hours 
home, feeling confusion, thinking what I would 
need to say to Helen and how that was asking 
me to confront fears about myself and others. In 
the end, something cherished had been taken, but 
it hardly mattered. Life went on without spoons. 
There was no great loss, but it took me time to 
realize that. In the moment, I was completely 
unable to see any gift in it.  And it was days before 
I could tell Helen, but when I did, she gently 
said it didn’t matter, she was glad that I had gone 
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and what I had returned with. Then I became 
thankful, not proud.

I do think there’s a certain preparation that 
non-natives might do that is a form of initiation 
posed as questions. “Why am I doing this work?” 
“What are my convictions about it, and from 
where in my life experience do those convictions 
arise?” How strongly can I stand in them?  I’ve 
come to understand how my years of carving 
spoons and walking sticks for Commission and 
Delegation members has been a personal act of 
recovery, of reforming the loss into a return. So 
much of this work lies in all of us reforming our 
experiences.
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Good morning, Rolf! 

I’m grateful that we’ll see each other in May. 
Thank you for making the effort to get here. 
We’ll have coffee down on the rip, take time to 
talk, then bang nails together in the afternoon. I 
need to hear your thoughts, and the boathouse 
needs shingling. 

You asked me what sustains all of this. I would 
say First Light is held together by yearning and 
fueled by love.  

Each of us has our own words for that yearning, 
and we share those reasons, in this I believe fashion, 
to nourish ourselves. Speaking aloud our reasons 
for why is a simple ceremony that reveals individual 
truths and dreams without the constraints of bud-
gets, mission statements, or what’s been possible in 
the past. A crowd of one hundred non-natives will 
listen and witness a colleague describing the future 
they want, owning the responsibility to get there, 
surrounded by the obstacles. But the yearning is 
stronger than the walls. They ask for our collec-
tive help and they challenge others to join them.  
Without the bravery of standing up and expressing 
aspirations and beliefs, how else are we to get to a 
future that none of us have experienced?
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The lineless, borderless map also believes in 
something none of us have experienced. It 
believes that dams across rivers are more hard lines 
on a map that demonstrate ownership and con-
trol. Those lines are colonization itself. The map 
shrugs off the dams, shrugs off the boundaries and 
shrugs off ownership itself. The beautiful, line-
less map believes in removing the dams between 
us. I yearn to live among others who take up 
that responsibility easily without much fuss but 
with a sense of quiet purpose and responsibility. 
Instinctively, they value all that will be restored 
when the barriers, the dams that impede life, are 
taken down, and why that possibility deserves our 
commitment.

This is not casual work. Removing the dams 
between us is about structural changes in our 
organizations which require changes in us. It’s 
formality and commitment that turns these aspi-
rations into long-term organizational practices. 

We organize ourselves separately in Native and 
non-native worlds as the Wabanaki Commission 
on Land and Stewardship and First Light. Inspired 
by the possibility of Two Row Wampum, we are 
separate but highly interdependent organizations 
of people and culture, working from our different 
places toward return. The Wabanaki Commission 
is an inter-Tribal organization with two represen-
tatives each from the five Wabanaki communi-
ties. First Light is a way for non-natives to work 
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collectively, organized through a delegation of 
organizations with deeper financial and human 
commitments to return and model the change 
within their own organizations. Then, there are 
many more organizations working on food sov-
ereignty and island access and preparing to return 
decision-making, land, money, right relationship.

The commission and the delegation create the 
space, separately as well as together, monthly, to 
ask things of each other about specific places to 
be returned, or how to support each other in the 
legislature, or learning what parts of the story of 
return can be told by whom. We have separate 
and shared spaces to discuss challenges and oppor-
tunities, to test ideas with each other. There are 
other consistent points of contact. First Light and 
the Commission have separate staff, non-native 
and Wabanaki, who meet monthly, work closely 
together, and have come to be called the sisters 
and the brothers who are together learning how 
to grow.

The practices that keep that yearning alive are 
the monthly act of coming together, showing 
up, following up, creating times for reflection, 
feedback, gratitude. Through each encounter 
with the other, we’ve learned better diplomacy: 
seeking to understand rather than be understood, 
being comfortable knowing that not all will be 
revealed, taking direction when it’s offered. 

How have Wabanaki and non-native people 
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both re-arrived at this new moment of contact? 
Am I doing all I can to show up, to be effective, 
to put the yearning ahead of all else? Given four 
hundred years of broken promises, betrayals, sep-
aration, what does it mean to be well-met in this 
work?  How do I more consistently meet with 
love and not worry If I’m met any other way? I 
want to ask my Wabanaki colleagues: “Do you 
feel well-met in this moment that we have created 
together? Would you ask me that same question?”

Both worlds, Native and non-native, have 
needed to build community to do this work. 
Non-natives need to help each other to learn and 
to grow, to point out where we are not living out 
our values and to celebrate when we are. First 
Light places first the goals of the Commission as a 
way of affirming their sovereignty. Wabanaki peo-
ple, I believe, have benefitted from the sustained 
building of precedent for their relationships, their 
needs and voice. We are just beginning to hear 
their shared vision for land return. 

These practices, most of which aren’t written 
down, make it possible to have the conversations 
that enable land return to happen. A few springs 
ago, at our annual gathering of the Commission 
alongside First Light, Darrell Newell offered a 
dawn ceremony to set our intentions right for 
the day. Darrell is the right person for such an 
important task.  He is quiet, always self-depre-
cating, always saying what needs to be said, often 
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provoking the most important learnings or ques-
tions through his own. I have seen him both cre-
ate and heal, and to me this is one of the greatest 
skills of guiding others. That morning by the lake, 
Darrell’s embodiment of Passamaquoddy culture 
and diplomacy set in motion words, feelings, and 
statements from each of us. 

I’ve come to understand that our work is 
not partnership or a collaboration; it is 
diplomacy. 

For me, I felt given permission to ask for help, 
and three hours later, when thirty of us were sit-
ting in council, I sank to my knees to ask about 
a timeline, to beg us to take action to meet the 
moment that we had created for ourselves. What 
a white thing to do. There was embarrassment on 
both sides. Darrell had the first words after: “We 
are a family now, and families can ask hard things 
of one another.” To act like family is to commit 
fully to work, to each other, to talk about hard 
things, to ask for help, to ask things of each other. 
Trust is the ability to make suggestions and to be 
comfortable when answers aren’t immediately 
revealed or shared. 

I’ve come to understand that our work is not 
partnership or a collaboration; it is diplomacy.  We 
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are not peers learning how to work together; we 
are separate worlds learning how to respect each 
other, finding the boundaries that must not be 
crossed and the other places where we can create 
powerful things together. Yes, we must ask things 
of each other, including being asked to not stand 
quite so strongly in our beliefs and convictions. 
Non-natives will be asked to give time and space 
to a process which won’t be ours. Non-natives, in 
turn, can ask Wabanaki what lands matter most to 
their cultural repair. Non-natives will be asked to 
return our land, not just to buy and return some-
body else’s land.

Our collective thriving is contingent upon 
making this repair.

This is new for all of us. None of us have done 
this before. This work is more than Indigenous 
led. This is the way to learn and evolve together. 
When non-natives know that they cannot suc-
ceed in their missions without first repairing 
harm, past and present, done to all Black, Brown, 
and Indigenous communities, then the new pur-
pose and vision of conservation begins. It will ask 
us to move forward together at the speed of trust. 
Our collective thriving is contingent upon mak-
ing this repair.  
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Rolf,

It was an Indigenous person, a Penobscot man, 
John Banks, who first had the vision that a dam 
on the Penobscot river could be removed. A big 
source of nourishment is working toward a future 
of conservation that is Indigenous: imbued with 
values of right relationship, the courage to leave 
a beautiful trace, a recommitment to becoming 
kin. Because of that, we have so much to look 
forward to.

There is only one thing for us to do. Go further 
into ourselves, first. Know your own motivations 
and dreams for this future because that’s what will 
keep you walking toward it. The nature of the 
repair requires you to act without validation. Look 
for the footprints of others who are trying to do 
the same thing. Be aware and be in relationship.   

To my own generation, can you be open to 
loving critique? When you feel your life’s work 
being challenged, can you listen without becom-
ing defensive and threatened? Might there be 
some truth to hear that will improve what you 
have created?  

Our generations have, I think, different ways 
of fully occupying our seats in this work. You 
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are asked to bring your commitment to being in 
broader relationships and connected to the issues 
of our time. Mine is asked to move our seats and 
make room for yours in the circle. All genera-
tions are asked to dismantle the lines, call out the 
colonization and racism among us as our fight. 
Every culture has the responsibility to make its 
own shift. 

Have you noticed how Native people in a cir-
cle will sometimes be hesitant or self-effacing 
about their individual role and speak more to the 
community’s action or belief system? In the same 
circle, I might hear non-natives finding more ease 
speaking about their individual organizations or 
themselves and be reluctant to speak as a whole 
or as a community. This work asks us to speak as 
a whole community about history and about how 
we choose to respond to it together.

We are all answering a call to help ensure 
that this planet can sustain human life for 
the next seven generations. 

All that I could ask is that you walk this with 
me. I feel such solidarity with all who join us on 
this path. Everyone is needed. We are bound up 
in each other’s success as we are bound up in the 
wellbeing of Wabanaki people. Travelling the path 
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together is an act of self-healing because it asks of 
us real things that can make our lives better. This 
is an invitation to help each other find our better 
selves.

It will ask of us some sweet rebellion and more 
than a little rule breaking. We work with a tal-
ented, caring, dedicated group of law abiders, and 
this work asks us to rebel, to disrupt, to dance 
with abandon on the side of a river. If we are not 
able to fully take our seats, or to stand up and 
shout, or to dance, or to sing, how will we return 
the land with an open heart?

We are all answering a call to help ensure that 
this planet can sustain human life for the next 
seven generations. This will require both endur-
ance and nourishment. At my best, I ground 
myself in my purpose, ask spirit to work through 
me, and then take it on with curiosity and com-
mitment, knowing, fundamentally, that outcomes 
are not my concern, and yet we need to learn 
how to feed each other along the way when we 
are asked to confront, day after day, the business 
as usual of capital markets, real estate, law that can 
so easily suck away the spiritual energy that makes 
dedication possible.   

In what we often call “saving the land,” the most 
important part has always been that we were saving 
ourselves, our ability as human beings to keep a 
relationship to nature that grows stronger, deeper, 
because of what we give to it and how it tethers 
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us to health, meaning, and other human beings. 
There are many of us on this continent—living in 
cities, suburbs, and forests—who feel that nature 
is the only nourishing system of imbuing knowl-
edge and purpose, and we are in a long lineage of 
believers that crosses nations, cultures, professions, 
religions, ways of seeing and speaking.  

If colonization is a process, not an event, 
then we are at the very beginning of creating 
together a doctrine of relationship that our 
descendants might build upon to replace the 
doctrine of discovery. 

I never thought we’d see tens of thousands of 
acres of land returned and the dozens of examples 
that are bubbling up within First Light organiza-
tions right now to grant safe, practical access to 
welcome Wabanaki people back to their own land. 
I see the education that is happening almost every-
where that is leading to conversations among staff 
and board about what is the right action around 
returning money, sharing land, returning land. I 
see our colleagues rising to other opportunities 
to share the land relationship with Black farmers 
and new Americans. I see so many examples to 
welcome, to help make safe, and to connect us all 
to the land and to each other. I hear people telling 
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stories that haven’t been told enough, but we are 
telling them now.  

There’s one sign—an actual sign at one partic-
ular land trust preserve—that shows the ground 
we’ve covered. It tells a story of seeds and ashes 
about a place in Machiasport where local Mainers 
can come to a cove and learn important things 
about Wabanaki people, their neighbors. We’ve 
all benefited from this return, and there is so 
much more to come.  

First Light began as a call to be our better selves 
and to redefine the promise of conservation. If 
colonization is a process, not an event, then we 
are at the very beginning of creating together a 
doctrine of relationship that our descendants 
might build upon to replace the doctrine of dis-
covery. Our world of conservation has much to 
gain from that long work as we transform our-
selves in relationship.

Suzanne Greenlaw is one of the sisters, the 
three people who are staff to the Wabanaki 
Commission, and I do think of Suzanne as a 
sister in the sense of my own older sisters who 
kept me accountable, called me quickly and eas-
ily on things, taught me what they knew of life 
so far. Suzanne has also taught me about whose 
work this is, of the importance of a strong clear 
voice, of the balance in life between art, family, 
profession. Suzanne was one of the first people 
I met at the start. She called me and asked right 
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off, “Why are you doing this? Who asked you 
to do it? How will it be led by Wabanaki peo-
ple?”  Yes, Suzanne has taught us to keep those 
questions at the front but also how to act out of 
human love. “What is the joy, what is the love 
that happens in our access rights? What is the 
pain that happens when access is denied? It’s 
less about telling people what we need—that’s 
important too—but it’s more important to be 
together side by side so they feel it.”

It doesn’t matter what our plans were. It 
matters only that we show up for each other 
and keep trying. 

That’s it. This work is about learning how to 
stand by one another. How will we do that in 
the legislature, in our homes, and in our organi-
zations? How will we do it when we are in front 
of microphones, when we are alone with donors, 
when we are sheltered in our own homes wait-
ing out a storm, and when it’s time to go outside 
and work together? How will we learn to care for 
each other as a family?  

Storms will come and they will pass. We will 
regroup in the meadows, in the forests and on 
the rivers. We will get in boats and explore 
Englishman’s Creek looking for sweetgrass. We 
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will travel together to Roque Island and sing songs 
that we’ve never heard before. This is Wabanaki 
people and non-natives separately finding the 
ways to come together and to help each other 
enact culture on the land.

It doesn’t matter what our plans were. It matters 
only that we show up for each other and keep 
trying. The short game will always have obstacles, 
frustrations, and failures, but if we stay at it, the 
long game will succeed. There’s so much letting 
go required in this life; what remains is love and 
care. Take risks, Rolf, and know that you are 
never alone. I am with you.
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Gratitude

This is a work of creative nonfiction in that Rolf 
exists as a muse embodying specific people whom 
I admire, love, and work alongside, and who have 
taught me much: Ella McDonald, Ethan Miller, 
Peter Howe, Ellie Oldach, and Brett Ciccotelli. 
Perhaps, too, Rolf is a young version of myself 
who first arrived at the tide rip thirty years ago 
to begin learning from the land and from elders. 
In writing these letters, I hear those elders repeat-
ing things they said to me long ago, as well as 
saying new things I wished they had said to me 
decades earlier, and so I need to thank them: Bill 
Coperthwaite, Chuck Matthie, Dana Meadows.

I’m deeply grateful to colleagues who read drafts 
of this essay and made it better: Helen Whybrow, 
Peter Howe, Ethan Miller, Roger Milliken, Tom 
Haslett, Ellie Oldach, Fern Saquiz, and Ella 
McDonald.

I want to thank Hilary Hart at Kalliopeia 
Foundation for being such a great partner to me 
and to First Light for many years, and especially 
for making it possible for me to pause long enough 
to write these letters.
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Most importantly, I’m grateful to Ramona 
Peters, Darren Ranco, Suzanne Greenlaw, Tony 
Sutton, James Francis, John Banks, Carol Dana, 
Lokotah Sanborn, Neil Patterson, Ralph Dana, 
Mali Obomsawin, Donald Soctomah, and Darrell 
Newell, who have taught me a lot over the last 
decade and helped me into a new skin, and who 
have allowed me to share the experience with 
you. Lisa Sockabasin has been a powerful friend, 
teacher, and guide who very early on challenged 
me with questions that drew me deep. There was 
one particular meal where Lisa helped me to see 
what was needed to do this work; I remember 
the tears of anticipation and such a release of fear. 
Thank you, Lisa. 

—Peter Rolf Forbes 
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Other Resources that I’ve drawn 
upon in writing these letters

Dr. Terry Cross, Seneca Nation, of the National 
Indian Child Welfare Association, important talks 
and presentations to The Oregon Land Justice 
Project and to the National Land Trust Rally in 
2022 and 2023.

The panel held at University of Vermont, in April 
2022, which marked a significant moment when 
Odanak citizens came to Vermont and pub-
licly expressed their perspectives on Indigenous 
Identity and race-shifting, and a follow-up panel 
held in April 2023 attended by Indigenous aca-
demics from around the country, including Kim 
Tall Bear and Darren Ranco, speaking on the 
need for Indigenous people to define Indigeneity. 
Videos of some of the talks are readily available on 
the internet.

Benton-Banai, Edward, The Mishomis Book: The 
Voice of the Ojibway (St. Paul: Red School House 
Publishers, 1988).

Kyle Whytes “Settler Colonialism, Ecology, 
and the environment.” https://doi.org/10.3167/
ares.2018.090109
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Measures of Success website (https://wholecom-
munities.org/whole-measures/) for an interesting 
attempt from the land world to measure success 
through relationship.

Discourse on Colonialism by Aimé Cesaire, Monthly 
Review Press.

“I Walk to the Village” by Mali Obomsawin, 
Odanak Abenaki Newspaper, Fall 2019.

Changes in the Land by William Cronon, Hill and 
Wang, 1983.

Peter Barnes’ collection of essays from the start 
of the land trust movement, The People’s Land, 
Rodale Press, 1975.

Dawnland Voices, edited by Siobhan Senier, 
University of Nebraska, 2014.

Patty Krawec’s Becoming Kin: An Indigenous Call to 
Unforgetting, Broadleaf Books, 2022

Tales from Maliseet Country: The Maliseet Texts of 
Karl v. Teeter

I read RM Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet in my 
twenties, and I have not forgotten the power of 
the form, which I borrowed or appropriated.  I 
definitely stole two of his lines outright. You’ll 
have to find them.



THIS I 
BELIEVE
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Returning Our Future
by Brett Ciccotelli

Home here is a wide coastal forest. 
Except for where magmatic energy thrust it 

skyward, it’s pretty flat. 
Glaciers and the long work of gravity  

carved rivers across it, 
linking vast bogs and lakes with the cold, life-

filled Gulf. 
For as long as anyone can remember people 

shared this place
with living and dying trees, lynx, fish, and 

lichens. 
All of their carbon and calcium 
and ideas and actions 
and dreams accumulated, 
to bring us today. 

A today that, for all of its green and blue beauty, 
is damaged.

By centuries of greed and dams 
and ideas practiced without the deep 

understanding that comes with
time, connection, attention.
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In these damaged ruins most of us survive, and at 
moments, a few of us think we thrive. 

The returning of this place and its caretaking to the 
people and ideas who have always survived and thrived 
here creates the space to repair it for all of us.

This healing and peacemaking moves slowly. 

Carving through the hard crust laid down in 
recent time, 

exposing old ledges, 
mixing humus and clay. 
Washing out, settling, and accumulating into,
an emerging future
where seeds planted, sprout in pockets of new 

ground 
and fish freed, swim back and forth from the 

Gulf to the hills. 
Alongside are people with the skills to care for 

the green shoots and young fry,
buoyed by faith that those coming next will do 

the same.
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Unsettling Forever 
by Peter Howe

 
There is a watercolor that hung in my childhood 
kitchen, of soft green hills folding one onto the 
next like waves rolling endlessly onto the hori-
zon. Looking into those hills feels like reaching 
out across time, that wash of color and contours 
a specific and infinite thing. Beneath the painting 
in elegant scrawl are the words New Hampshire 
Everlasting.

When asked where I’m from, I usually say some-
thing canned like Central New Hampshire. The 
Lakes Region. What I want to say is, I’m from the 
Land of Empty Houses. Land of Leisure, Land of 
Escape. Land of summer homes and housing crisis, 
land of pristine lakes and opioid epidemic. Land 
of granite peaks and strip malls, land of rich farm 
fields and economics that don’t add up. Land of 
stone walls where “good fences make good neighbors,” 
where lines cut across the land but say nothing of 
it. Land of Back to the Landers and buried geno-
cide, land of the Landed and the Landless. This 
Land of Forever, New Hampshire Everlasting.
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our own work

 
This spring I was in an auditorium full of Maine 
conservation professionals when Penobscot legal 
scholar and Wabanaki Commission member 
Darren Ranco said in his joking but entirely seri-
ous way, “easements are kind of a giant ‘F You’ 
to Indigenous people. [They communicate] your 
rules don’t trust me.” Darren asked the room, 
“we [the Wabanaki] need you [the conservation 
community] to understand not why we might not 
trust you, but why you might not trust us.”

 Darren’s turning of the question back onto the 
room struck me as an important turning in our 
own work. I hear myself and others asking, what 
can we do for the Wabanaki, what can we offer? How 
can we make amends, rebuild trust? But these are all 
outward facing questions, and Darren was ask-
ing an inward one. Behind his challenge to take 
a hard look at easements and our own legacies 
of mistrust, there was a larger ask: we need you to 
critically examine your own values and structures of 
power–personally, organizationally, culturally.

Reckoning with the ways land conservation 
obstructs tribal sovereignty is a critical question, 
because it also points us towards a much larger 
project: examining settler colonialism within our 
own spaces. Through the lens of settler colonial-
ism, many of our land practices, land laws, and 
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land dreams come into focus as distinctly settler 
practices, settler laws, settler dreams. How does set-
tler colonialism shape our imagined future for the 
land? How do we perpetuate colonialism–even 
legally enshrine it–in the land and our communi-
ties, through the language of Forever?

 Settler colonialism is not an abstract force of the 
past, nor is it something only played out in Native 
communities. As land occupiers and members of 
American society, settlers act as both sustainers of 
and subjects beneath colonialism. And while sys-
tems of land ownership, wealth accumulation, and 
white supremacy are designed to benefit white 
settlers like me at the expense of many, colonial-
ism separates and harms all of us. We as settlers just 
have to step further out from beneath its protec-
tions to see as much. [In referring to ‘we as set-
tlers’, I attempt to “describe a set of behaviors, as 
well as a structural location [of power], but [refrain 
from ‘settler’] as an identity.” (Tuck and Yang, 
2012). I also use ‘we as conservation community’, 
acknowledging it too as a settler-dominant space.]

We need you to understand why you don’t trust us. 
Your rules don’t trust us. Conservationists have rea-
sonable mistrust of what happens to unrestricted 
lands. But that mistrust doesn’t belong with the 
Wabanaki—it belongs with settler society. Ours 
is the legacy of ecological devastation, Highest 
& Best Use appraisals, and maximum wealth 
extraction as economic imperative. And so we use 
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deed restrictions to save us from ourselves. Settlers 
may struggle to trust the Tribes because we don’t 
trust settler society. That’s our own repair work 
to do.

 By force of colonization, many of us occupying 
Wabanaki territory are geographically or relation-
ally distant from Indigenous communities. Many 
of us are eager to repair. But remaking Indigenous-
settler relations will take time—lifetimes—and 
our Wabanaki neighbors have so much within 
their own communities to tend to. How as set-
tlers can we do our own work along the way? To 
move in solidarity with the Wabanaki—and with 
all land justice work—we must be willing to chal-
lenge settler colonialism in all spaces, in all forms.

 

unsettling forever
 

“Perpetuity: endless or indefinitely long dura-
tion; eternity.”

That definition came from the land trust that holds 
an easement on fifty acres of family-owned land. 
When Dad died, I became an undivided one-
eighth owner. The land is where some of his ashes 
are scattered, by the garden we planted above his 
great-grandmother’s garden. It’s where my sister 
got married, and where Mom lives now. It’s that 
place in the watercolor beyond words. Dad had 
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dreamed of conserving it, so we did. A few years 
before Dad died, he drafted the statewide tem-
plate conservation easement that many land trusts 
have since adopted. It’s a painstakingly thorough 
document because he believed in Forever and felt 
the weight of it in every word. Much of our ease-
ment language was his.

 For Dad, land conservation was nothing short 
of spiritual. It gave him great peace to know a 
sweeping hayfield at the top of town would 
remain long after he was gone. No McMansions, 
no Walmarts. He didn’t trust future landown-
ers to not cash out—and why would he? He’d 
watched so much of the land in New Hampshire 
turned from farms and woodlands into soulless 
strip malls and subdivisions. Conservation ease-
ments emerged by the 1980s as a powerful stopgap 
against the frenzy of speculative development and 
corporate farm consolidations. In a country with 
free market capitalism and few social safety nets, 
entrusting land to the law over landowners driven 
by desperation or greed made plenty of sense. 

 My sister soon starts work as a public defender. 
Her work is harm reduction work—necessary, 
yet insufficient without systemic change to an 
unjust legal system. So many people devote their 
lives to different types of harm reduction work. 
To describe harm reduction work as necessary and 
insufficient is no slight—on the contrary. Necessary 
and insufficient is a way of pointing that work 
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towards the horizon and not settling for unjust 
systems as just the way things are. It helps me to look 
at conservation this way too. At their most ideal-
istic, easements emerged as a harm reduction tool 
to prevent land abuse where other conservation 
options failed. Easements also reduced financial 
barriers for small-scale farming and sustainable 
forestry where a broader economic system failed. 
But for various reasons—ownership retention and 
tax deductions for landowners, affordability and 
efficiency for conservation groups—easements 
became the dominant conservation model in 
New England. Conservation law expert Jeff Pidot 
called it the “conservation easement phenome-
non,” where easements became “the paradigm, if 
not the paragon, of the land conservation move-
ment.” While term easements were proposed, 
permanent ‘forever easements’ won out. Over the 
last 20 years and 5 million acres of land conserved 
in northern New England, forever easements 
made up 67% of all land projects and 88% of all 
acreage conserved. The stopgap measure became 
the model. The harm reduction tool became the 
vision for the future.

 Is this patchwork of legal perpetuities writ-
ten into the land the forever future we actually 
dream of? 

 There’s a deep peace in the promise of Forever. 
It’s a powerful rallying cry, a safe investment. 
Forever Undeveloped, Forever Farmland, Forever 
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Wild, Forever Protected. But Forever feels like a 
false sense of security—as children of the climate 
crisis, perpetuity feels like a hollower promise these 
days. Everything for us depends on adaptation and 
resilience. Forever feels like hubris—that we could 
know better than all our future generations; that 
as a predominantly white settler professional class, 
we could know best for everyone, forever. Forever 
feels like abdication—of the messy, no-guarantees 
work of passing responsibility onto the next gen-
eration. Like many young people in conservation, 
I started in land stewardship work. It’s where many 
want to be, out caring for the land and connecting 
with people. But as ‘stewardship burden’ grows 
for organizations, stewardship work is increasingly 
a matter of policing and administration. And as a 
young person, it’s discouraging to be handed an 
ever-growing stack of use limitations and reserved 
rights to enforce, instead of a seat at the table to 
collectively envision the future. Forever feels like 
not being handed all the keys.

 Though modern conservation easements may 
have more guaranteed public access and adaptive 
use terms, permanent deed restrictions still rein-
force settler colonial property law. As lands across 
Wabanaki territory are increasingly encumbered, 
the possibility for releasing lands from settler own-
ership and management systems diminishes. Most 
critically, Forever is an overwriting—of Indigenous 
sovereignty and the right to self-determination in 
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their own homelands. Forever is parcelization of 
another kind—of lands that could yet be returned 
to Indigenous care, unrestricted. Forever is a settler 
colonial future.

 Forever is a foreclosure of all our futures 
beyond settler colonial land relations. But in a 
report from the 2000 Yale Forestry Forum was 
a different definition of perpetuity with a differ-
ent possible future: “Perpetuity can be thought 
of as meaning ‘doing our best for the foresee-
able future.’ If societal values change significantly 
enough in the future, anything would be up for 
re-evaluation.” Recognizing Tribal sovereignty, 
digging into land justice work, and building cli-
mate resilience mark significant values changes. 
Are they significant enough to re-evaluate the 
future we’re building?

 
relocating trust

 

Collective continuance refers to a society’s 
capacity to self-determine how to adapt to 
change in ways that avoid reasonably prevent-
able harms. In the Anishinaabe intellectual 
traditions, seasonal round governance systems 
are highly flexible webs of relationships. The 
relationships are based on particular responsibil-
ities that each party in a relationship has. The 
ways in which responsibilities are organized into 
interdependent systems facilitate the adaptive 



Unsettling Forever      131

capacity of collective continuance . . . In the US, 
there is not a particularly high degree of qual-
ities of relationships within the settler colonial 
system.

—Kyle Whyte (Potawatomi), Settler 
Colonialism, Ecology, and Environmental Injustice

 
What would it look like to relocate energy from 
land acquisition, easement crafting, and com-
pliance reporting into strengthening circles of 
collective land governance? How can circles of 
collective land governance reach further into and 
across communities? How can circles of collective 
land governance center Indigenous leadership 
and Tribal sovereignty? How can collective land 
governance rebalance historical power imbalances 
and build adaptive capacity for all communities? 
Collective governance is only collective if the 
terms aren’t pre-defined.

 Relocating trust with people over perpetuity 
would take broadening the coalition of conser-
vation. It would mean doing more intersectional 
work that doesn’t look like conservation. What 
can we learn from other groups committed to land 
justice beyond conservation? It would take build-
ing greater class consciousness and class solidarity. 
What can conservation learn from Community 
Land Trusts? What can conservation learn from 
the labor movement, and organizing culture?

 At a recent Maine AFL-CIO convention, 
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union members gathered from across the state. 
We were graduate workers, paper mill workers, 
nurses, teachers, and ironworkers united by com-
mon values and shared struggle. The room was a 
powerful representation of our communities that 
feels rare these days, but shouldn’t. Growing up 
in the reddest county of rural New Hampshire, I 
have no delusions about the task of conservation 
bridging traditional divides of class, race, and pol-
itics. But I saw my Dad do it daily. The notion 
that we can’t organize around working-class issues 
and matters of land justice, deprivatization, or 
decolonization—those are four-hundred-year-old 
ruling-class politics. There’s a deeper history of all 
those struggles being one and the same. Many in 
our communities are already organizing around 
them.

 Reaching for a future of common lands and 
collective governance may seem radical, because it 
is. But they’re also pretty basic goals of grassroots 
conservation. And as Angela Davis says, “radical 
simply means grasping things at the root.”

 
re-dreaming

I’m a landowner myself after all—
I’ve got twelve acres of white silence
Up at the back of my mind

       			  —Kenneth White
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When we worked out in the woods together, 
before starting up his chainsaw Dad would look 
around and try to imagine the future he was about 
to shape. He was always looking at the forest floor 
for what seedlings were emerging in the openings 
he’d cut. He might stand there asking, What land 
uses are we overlooking? What futures are we missing? 
I might try to say, Indigenous futures. Decommodified 
land futures. Futures for all of us beyond settler colonial 
land relations. And maybe also just, I don’t know. We 
can’t know. I know I dream of this Land of Empty 
Houses looking very different. I hope future gen-
erations have the room to re-dream it so.

Settler colonialism is the water many of us can 
swim our lives through without having to know 
it or name it. It keeps us from seeing ten genera-
tions here as just a drop in the bucket. It keeps us 
from feeling the land under our feet as something 
other than New Hampshire. It keeps us from see-
ing Odanak and Wôlinak First Nations just over 
the border, and keeps our government from rec-
ognizing them as still here and still sovereign. A 
central project of settler colonialism is to see State 
and Land as one and the same—to erase the space 
between. New Hampshire Everlasting.

 To Unsettle Forever is to relinquish a more 
resolved land future for a more unsettled collective 
one. In Decolonization is not a Metaphor, Tuck and 
Yang write that “solidarity is an uneasy, reserved, 
and unsettled matter that neither reconciles 
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present grievances nor forecloses future conflict.” 
The long work of remaking Indigenous-settler 
relations here will ask us to challenge colonial 
power in all forms and all spaces. In work spaces, 
land spaces, community spaces, dream spaces. 
Unsettling Forever will take relocating trust in 
community fabric. Unsettling Forever will take 
reaching beyond inherited settler dreams to 
imagine different futures with the land and each 
other. So that when we move together with our 
Indigenous neighbors and with all our neighbors, 
we move in step towards more collective futures.
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Homemaking on a Stolen Island
By Ella McDonald

I am a renter on the southerly tip of what is 
legally known as Marsh Island, a five-thou-
sand-acre island surrounded on all sides by the 
Pαnawάhpskewtək, or Penobscot River. I moved 
to this island to learn and collaborate, following 
the invitation of supportive teachers. I came from 
western Massachusetts, a land with a history of 
massacres and displacement of the local Pocumtuc 
people. With the loss of these people, their stories 
and understandings of the land and its history for 
the most part went quiet. My white elementary 
school teachers filled the silence by sharing sto-
ries about friendly Thanksgiving dinners between 
Natives and pioneers. I have no Indigenous rela-
tives, and no one in my family challenged these 
stories; if I hadn’t sought out other teachers who 
pointed out the holes in them, I would likely still 
believe them.

In spite of repeated attempts to assimilate and 
stifle their communities, Wabanaki people con-
tinue to thrive in the area I now live. Alénape 
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mə́nəhan (the people’s island, or Indian Island), 
where Penobscot Nation is located, is connected 
by bridge to the northeastern side of Marsh 
Island. Alénape mə́nəhan was a Penobscot vil-
lage long before colonization, and the people 
there will proudly tell you they continue the 
caretaking roles of their ancestors who have 
tended to the lands and rivers of the Dawnland 
since time immemorial. Here, Wabanaki leaders 
are outspoken on local issues of water, healing, 
housing, sovereignty, food, and addiction—you 
can follow Sunlight Media Collective, Wabanaki 
Public Health and Wellness, Maine-Wabanaki 
REACH, Wabanaki Alliance, Four Directions 
Development Corporation, and Bomazeen Land 
Trust to hear them speak. Listening to their sto-
ries always reminds me how new my relationship 
to this place is; in Massachusetts, I was hardly ever 
reminded of that. My understanding of this place 
and how to care for it has been shaped by learning 
from Wabanaki people. Having them as neigh-
bors has also led me to question my belonging 
and homemaking in this place: If the ancestors of 
my Penobscot neighbors have taken care of this 
place long before colonization, why is Penobscot 
Nation confined to Indian Island? Why is there a 
University here? Why do I pay rent to my land-
lord instead of Penobscot Nation? 

My gut tells me the segregation of alénape 
mə́nəhan and Marsh Island was not a community 
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preference, but a settler rule—and historical 
records back this up. You may assume that Marsh 
Island is named for its dominant ecosystem, but 
searching for a single marsh on Marsh Island is a 
surefire way to have a frustrating day. If you look at 
maps from the late 1700s to early 1800s, you’d see 
that Marsh Island is actually labeled Marsh’s Island. 
In an astonishingly uncreative naming process, 
settlers named this island after John Marsh, the 
first white man to call this place home. Instead of 
referring to the island by its occupier, Penobscot 
people refer to it by what was there, wasahpskek 
mə́nəhan, or slippery ledge island. 

John Marsh came to wasahpskek mə́nəhan from 
Massachusetts to make a home and a family, and 
he paved the way for settlers of the future to do 
the same. He cleared the land on the southerly 
tip of the island for his farmstead in 1777, and 
Penobscots started calling this place pem-skud-ek or 
“extensive burned place.” Initially he befriended 
the Penobscots enough to learn their language, 
fish, and hunt with them, and during the war he 
served as an interpreter between the Penobscots 
and the revolutionary forces. He returned to 
pem-skud-ek after the war ended on July 8, 1783, 
and shortly after convened with a committee 
of Penobscots, including the chief, to make an 
agreement conveying two thousand acres on the 
island for his use for ninety-nine years in return 
for “30 bushels of good Indian corn.” 
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Over the next decade, Marsh built a sawmill 
and tensions grew between his business and the 
Penobscots. Fearing his neighbors, Marsh eventu-
ally went to the commonwealth of Massachusetts 
for protection. He sent a petition to the general 
court in 1793 in which he complained of Penobscot 
people coming frequently to his homestead to ask 
for interpretation services with English-speaking 
traders and to help when they were sick: “Instead 
of enjoying in Quietude his possession, your 
Petitioner is interrupted by others coming on.” 
Marsh asked the commonwealth to confirm his 
sole title to the homestead, and in 1795 the court 
passed a resolution in his favor, giving him title to 
the entire island—forever. Not only did the com-
monwealth affirm his ownership of the two thou-
sand acres the Penobscots had agreed to his use 
of, they threw in the remaining three thousand 
acres on the island under his title and erased the 
ninety-nine-year limit to his tenure. Within three 
years of this decision, Marsh sold off the north-
ern majority of the island to another settler from 
Massachusetts for $1,100. Eventually, this property 
line would form the modern border between the 
cities of Old Town and Orono. Though once 
trusted by the Tribe, Marsh had betrayed them, 
stolen their land, and made a good profit. 

Seeing this history clearly, Penobscot people 
have made appeals for land justice on wasahpskek 
mə́nəhan. Ssipsis, a Penobscot poet, artist, and 
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social worker, tells one of these stories in her 
book Prayers, Poems, and Pathways, which I recom-
mend finding a copy of. She begins the story with 
a quotation from her aunt: “The lease to Marsh 
Island is up! Tell them! Old Town island belongs 
to Penobscots. It’s a 99-year lease and it’s com-
ing up.” Ssipsis decides to follow her instructions. 
She explains to her husband, “We don’t want to 
fight, just remind Old Town that the lease is up. 
Whatever business John Marsh did in Boston was 
his business. Our business was and is the island.” 
The next day, ssipsis writes up an eviction notice, 
grabs her war club and walks across the bridge to 
deliver it to the Old Town offices with a crowd 
behind her. Old Town’s lawyers asked her to pres-
ent the deed to Marsh Island, and she responded 
“Wind took it. Fire ate it.” Next, they asked her, 
what if people don’t move? She responded, “If 
they stay, just recognize that the island belongs to 
the Penobscot Nation.” 

While some may write off sspisis’s proposal as 
unrealistic, I believe we should take it seriously. As 
someone who makes a home right about where 
pem-skud-ek would have been, I think it would 
benefit the island and the people here to recog-
nize the island’s belonging to Penobscot people, 
and Penobscot people’s belonging to this island. 

I often hear people of settler descent say they 
came to Maine because it’s a good place to raise 
a family, and it’s quiet. Now when I hear that, 
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I hear Marsh’s petition ringing in my head, and 
think of what Marsh’s idea of homemaking meant 
for Penobscots. It is identical to what Tuck and 
Yang, in their famous piece from 2012, say about 
settler homemaking: “Settlers come with the 
intention of making a new home on the land, 
a homemaking that insists on settler sovereignty 
over all things in their new domain … by destroy-
ing and disappearing the Indigenous peoples that 
live there” (Tuck and Yang 2012).” Even though 
this island was populated and storied for thou-
sands of years by Penobscot people, in the eyes of 
the commonwealth they had no deed—so they 
had no right to make home there or use the land. 
The creation of Marsh’s land title marked the 
end of the Penobscot’s legal access to wasahpskek 
mə́nəhan, pushing them onto alénape mə́nəhan. 

This story is not unique to Marsh island: under 
the Maine Land Claims Settlement Act of 1980, 
the majority of the state was illegally claimed by 
settlers and settler institutions. We newcomers 
to this place do not have to continue this type 
of homemaking. Instead, we can join Wabanaki 
people in calling for land justice and for the State 
of Maine to recognize Wabanaki sovereignty.

Making these proposals will make current land-
owners afraid and reactive. Since John Marsh 
secured the deed to this land in 1795, settlers 
have been building multigenerational emotional 
attachments and investments in their homes on 
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Marsh Island. This is true across Wabanaki home-
lands. There are people living here whose sole 
source of income comes from tenant rental pay-
ments, or from selling “resources” extracted from 
stolen land. Questioning their ethical presence 
and business on Penobscot land will reveal where 
landowners’ sense of responsibility to other peo-
ple ends. They will cling to their keys and bank 
account balances because settler American culture 
maintains that making personal investments is the 
only way to thrive here. 

To get over this, we need to face our fear of 
doing things collectively, rather than individually. 
While personal goals to make money, buy a home, 
and raise a family are wholesome and respectable 
in a settler cultural context, I believe that mak-
ing solely individual investments in these ends 
will ultimately harm us all. Starting with John 
Marsh, this place is abundant with examples of 
people motivated by individual or familial success 
privatizing the land and resources they use, and 
forgetting their interconnections to each other 
and the land (think of pem-skud-ek, extensive 
burned place). Our current systems, which leave 
people to pay for all matters of health, housing, 
and education on an individual basis, are failing 
us, and people are slipping through the cracks. In 
contrast, the ancestors of my Penobscot neighbors 
knew by experience that living well here came 
easily when they collectively took care of each 
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other and the land and rivers. In return, the land 
and rivers gave them food, housing, and health. 
Their descendants are listening to these teachings, 
and practicing them in new ways, and I believe us 
newcomers to this place should do so as well. 

Settler homemaking insists on settler control 
of the land. But Indigenous people envision a 
different kind of homemaking in which we can 
all make a home here—not just those who com-
mitted and continue to benefit from land theft. 
In The Gatherings, gkisedtanamoogk (Wampanoag 
from the Native Community of Mashpee) speaks 
about us living alongside one another:

It’s not about building the great ark and ship-
ping everyone back to Europe or wherever they 
came from. It’s about how we live together in this 
shared space. For me, the ideal is for people to 
have the same love for the land, and for being part 
of the land, as we have. It’s on that basis that one 
can be here legitimately. (183)

Homemaking on this island doesn’t have to 
involve putting up legal barriers to belonging 
here, as John Marsh did. Instead, we can organize 
for removing barriers to Wabanaki access to land, 
food, housing, and education here, so they can 
resume their relationship to lands and waters their 
ancestors tended to long before settlers laid claim 
to this place. This means centering and materially 
supporting Wabanaki sovereignty on this island 
and across Wabanaki homelands. 
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I believe that landowning institutions here, like 
local land trusts and the University of Maine, 
whose purpose is to serve the public benefit and 
receive yearly funding to do so, are in a position 
to be strong leaders of a movement to recognize 
Penobscot belonging to this island and this island’s 
belonging to Penobscots. Being good neighbors 
to Wabanaki people requires we call on these 
institutions to take actions in both verbal and 
material ways. These institutions could tell their 
audiences the history that made it possible for 
them to purchase land titles, take stands to rec-
ognize Tribal Nation sovereignty, and seriously 
engage in new relationships that secure access and 
reparations. This could look like allowing local 
Wabanaki people to resume their caretaking roles 
for trees, plant medicines, surrounding waters, and 
animals on the island including human communi-
ties, or it could look like paying rent to Penobscot 
Nation—ideally, a bit more than thirty bushels 
of good corn. As people renting or owning in 
Wabanaki homelands, who theoretically have a say 
in our local institutions, it is also our responsibility 
to share this history to begin the healing process. 
Only when we question how settler homemaking 
has been violent and exclusionary, and take action 
to undo this, can us newcomers make more eth-
ical homes. 
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Place names mentioned here come from the “This is how 
we name our land” map, made by Penobscot Nation 
Cultural & Historical Preservation Department. 

Sources available at UMaine’s Fogler 
Library Special Collections:
Day, Clarence A. Historical Sketch of the Town of 
Orono. 

Norton, David, Esq. Sketches of the Town of Old 
Town. Bangor, Maine.

Sprague’s Journal of Maine History, John Marsh, Jr., 
Owner of the Orono Island that bears his name. 

Other sources:
Ssipsis, Prayers, Poems, and Pathways.

Burnham, Emily. “Why the University of Maine 
Is on an Island,” Bangor Daily News:

https://www.bangordailynews.com/2022/07/19/
bangor/umaine-marsh-island-joam40zk0w/ 

Mawopiyane and Shirley N. Hager, The Gatherings.

Tuck and Yang. Decolonization is not a Metaphor. 
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education, & 
Society. (2012).
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Letter to My Non-native Elders in 
the Conservation Movement
by Ethan Miller 

 
Dear Elders,

Today is hotter than it should be. It is early July, 
and Berry Pond is already as warm as a bathtub. 
I am afraid of what that means for the fish, the 
turtles, and all the rest of us. We need to radically 
reorient the values, priorities, and relationships 
we have inherited from a culture that does not 
know how to care for the land or for each other. I 
feel this need in my body, in the land and waters, 
and in the communities that challenge and sustain 
me. I sense that you feel this, too. What does it 
take for us to find the courage to respond ade-
quately to this changing world?

There are things I want to say to you that are hard 
to say and probably harder to hear. Many of you 
have taught me that it is both possible and neces-
sary to hold vulnerability and conviction, humility 
and commitment, tenderness and outrage, in the 
same hands. Can we do this together now? 
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I write to you because you have been my men-
tors and friends, shaping me in so many ways. 
You have labored over many decades to defend 
the land that we love and that sustains us all. And 
you are also now, collectively, in control of insti-
tutions that own or manage millions of acres. You 
gather, invest, and distribute immense quantities 
of financial wealth. Your organizations shape 
public understandings about what it means to be 
in relationship with the land. You, who have so 
often identified as “outsiders” (in both senses!), 
now hold so much. I’m sure it never feels like 
enough.

I was catalyzed in my early years by the radical 
ideas of what is now often called the “conserva-
tion movement.” Rachel Carson, Gary Snyder, 
Aldo Leopold, Edward Abbey, Thomas Berry, 
Terry Tempest Williams, and many others—
these were the elders I carried with me in the 
form of dog-eared books everywhere I went. I 
cut my political teeth in struggles against indus-
trial extraction and in impassioned defenses 
of wilderness, inspired by many of you and 
your teachers from earlier generations. I spent 
two decades of my early adulthood working to 
defend and protect a particular, beloved portion 
of land in the Androscoggin River watershed in 
Abenaki homelands. 

But as the years have gone by, and experi-
ences have accumulated, I’ve grown profoundly 
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disappointed, frustrated, and sometimes outraged 
by the ways the conservation movement that 
I grew up in so often ends up complicit in the 
very systems and habits that must be dismantled 
and transformed if we are to create livable futures 
together on this land. This isn’t finger-pointing; 
it’s a raised, open palm: stop, look, listen. What are 
we doing? 

Instead of building a movement committed 
to challenging and transforming the systems 
that fuel planetary-scale injustice and ecological 
devastation, we are investing long-term endow-
ments in these very systems. Conservation by/of 
accumulation. 

Rather than radically rethinking our ways of 
organizing ourselves, we structure our nonprofits 
on many of the same patterns of corporate gov-
ernance—sometimes even including the same 
corporate leaders—that have steered us into this 
long-unfolding disaster. Conservation by/of cor-
porate rule. 

In the name of “perpetuity,” we lock millions 
of acres into legal structures built on the pre-
sumption that settler conservationists, along 
with our donors, lawyers, judges, and scientists, 
know what’s best for people and the land forever. 
Conservation by/of control. 

Instead of challenging the separation of “nature” 
and “culture” that led our ancestors to forget 
what and who sustains them, and then justified 
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genocide and conquest, we focus much of our 
energy on setting aside parks and preserves where 
humans–those few who are able or welcomed–
can only visit. The rest of the living world, where 
most of us actually live, continues to unravel. 
Conservation by/of separation.

Rather than crafting a vision for ecological 
well-being that prioritizes justice and challenges 
all forms of oppression, we define “the environ-
ment” in ways that center the priorities of a tiny 
group of mostly wealthy, white, cis-gendered, 
settler-descended people. When the needs and 
visions of Black, brown, Indigenous, poor, queer, 
trans, undocumented, and other marginalized 
people are left out, what are we actually “con-
serving”? Conservation by/of supremacy. 

And nearly all of this unfolds as a series of stra-
tegic transactions between different factions of 
settler-colonizers—some of whom want to pil-
lage, some of whom want to preserve, and many 
of whom desperately keep hoping to be able to 
do both. All the while, the Wabanaki people and 
Nations who have been defending and protecting 
this land for more than ten thousand years, and 
who are preparing to do the same for thousands 
more, are erased, marginalized, or tokenized. 
How in the world did we get to thinking that we 
settlers, of all people, are most qualified to defend 
and care for this Wabanaki land? Conservation 
by/of colonialism. 
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I see how it’s come to this, dear elders. You 
saw a world being eaten by a voracious mon-
ster of our ancestors’ making, watching as places 
you love turned into parking lots, clearcuts, and 
subdivisions. You responded by exerting con-
trol and exercising privilege in all possible ways. 
You emphasized, for so many reasons, being 
“pragmatic”: Don’t try to change or abolish the 
monster, just keep it away from the land we deem 
“special,” the unique places we’ve come to call 
“nature.” In fact, use the monster’s energies to do 
this very work. All very practical. 

But this form of practicality has the very imprac-
tical effect of evading our most consequential 
conundrums and complicities. It turns out that 
so much of what we’ve called “conservation” 
is an upside-down mirror image of what we’re 
defending against. Part of the same logic, the same 
systems of power and privilege. Jekyll and Hyde. 
The accumulation of privatized social wealth and 
the generosity of philanthropy are born together, 
each justifying and enabling the other. Treating 
the land as a site for exploitation and extraction, 
and purifying it into “untouched wilderness” are 
two sides of the same coin, both alienating us from 
our sources of sustenance. Turning land into a 
short-term profit investment and calling it “natu-
ral capital” are variations on the same theme. The 
genocidal removal of Indigenous people from the 
land, and the attempted erasure of so many other 
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ways of being human, is part of what enables us to 
imagine and then fight to “protect” natural places 
free of human presence. 

Here’s the crux that so many of us are working 
to understand and embody: there is no pathway 
to thriving ecosystems, and to a viable future 
for us all, that does not pass through the work 
of decolonization and collective liberation. This 
means a committed, creative, and collective effort 
to face conservation’s complicity in histories and 
relationships of harm. It means learning to let 
go of the white-knuckle grip that is so deeply 
embedded in our culture and organizations. It 
means returning land, wealth, and sovereignty to 
the Wabanaki peoples who have cared for these 
lands as kin—not as “natural resources”—since 
time immemorial. It means enacting land justice 
for and with all communities who are dispossessed 
of life-sustaining land relationships. It means 
changing our organizations, our forms of liveli-
hood, and ourselves. It means redefining conser-
vation from a project of preserving and managing 
“nature” to one of reimagining and restoring our 
relationships with each other, the land, and all 
living beings. 

We need to understand, together, that none 
of these things are acts of charity. They are acts 
of collective survival. We all need this healing. 
Colonialism isn’t only about Europeans and their 
descendants stealing land and livelihood from 
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others. It is an illness of heart and mind that began 
in Europe itself, as the ancient, sacred groves were 
cut down by servants of empire to prove that the 
world was not alive. “See? Your tree spirits didn’t 
strike us down!” But the bosses of the axe-wield-
ers just got the timeframe wrong. Those who 
believed the world is not alive would spend a 
thousand years trying to kill it. The spirits—some 
might also call them consequences—are now upon 
us all. 

Can we learn from this? Can we listen to the 
people of this Dawnland, and to the displaced 
Indigenous people from so many other places, 
who have resisted and survived what our culture 
has wrought? Can we work together to strengthen 
their leadership toward a future in which kinship 
and reciprocity with the land and with each other 
has been restored? 

Many of you will say, “But it’s complicated.” 
You’re right, it always is. But please be sure that 
when you say this, you’re not looking for a way 
out. Let your hard-earned ability to see the com-
plexities add to the strength we need to do the 
work. Dear elders, what I ask of you most of all, 
is to share your experience, skills, and resources 
with the next generations of land defenders—
Wabanaki and their allies and accomplices—in 
ways that do not seek to preserve what conserva-
tion has been, but help to catalyze what it must 
become. Risk vulnerability. Risk trust. Believe in 
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those who have come before and those who will 
come after. 

The path to Wabanaki flourishing, and the path 
to land justice more broadly, is the path to restor-
ing the possibility of a future for us all. 

 
With love and gratitude, 

Ethan

 
Thank you to Peter Forbes, Ellie Oldach, and Kate 
Boverman for insightful feedback on earlier drafts. 
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Vantage
By Eliza Oldach

I wasn’t expecting to find a metaphor for my 
life, scrolling through journal-article PDFs on 
an old university PC in a windowless room. But 
guides appear in unexpected places. And there it 
was, in pixelated Times New Roman: Two-Eyed 
Seeing and other lessons learned within a co-learning 
journey of bringing together Indigenous and mainstream 
knowledges and ways of knowing, by Cheryl Bartlett, 
Murdena Marshall, and Albert Marshall.

This article shares the principle of Two-Eyed 
Seeing, first offered by Mi’kmaq Elder Albert 
Marshall. Albert, with Murdena and Cheryl, 
worked for years to increase Indigenous student 
access to science courses at their Canadian univer-
sity. In their efforts to weave Indigenous knowl-
edge into mainstream science education, they 
arrived at this guiding metaphor.

Two-Eyed Seeing seeks to teach students that 
multiple ways of knowing the world exist, that 
different worldviews have different strengths, 
and that these worldviews can come together 
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constructively—the way visual streams from 
two separate eyes come together to create a full 
image. 

Two-Eyed Seeing argues that, even coming 
from different worldviews, we can find a way to 
collaborate rather than compete, to coexist rather 
than dominate. Furthermore, it argues, we need to 
do this. Seeing with one eye narrows and flattens 
the image; seeing with two offers depth percep-
tion. Without that fullness, how do you know 
where to step?

I have loved this guide ever since I came across 
it. I love it for its grace and tolerance, its insis-
tence that we need one another and one another’s 
wisdom, so we’d better learn how to bring all 
we know into conversation. I love it because it’s 
rooted in the body, not floating in abstract boxes 
on a page.

And I am also haunted by it.
Because here’s the thing: my own ability to see 

with two eyes is a bit iffy.
Let’s move away from the metaphor; I mean this 

very literally. It started when I was in high school. 
I was at a summer concert and having a hard 
time making the figures up on stage look right. 
It wasn’t that they were blurry—I’ve been near-
sighted forever, I was used to that—but somehow 
they didn’t quite . . . resolve. The scene hovered 
somewhere between being one image, and being 
two. As the years went on, and the strangeness and 
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doubling persisted, I would come to learn that I 
have accommodative esotropia.

Sorry, too medical? Strabismus. Still too much? 
Lazy eye. I have lazy eye.

It’s a condition where the two eyes are unequal. 
If you’re like me, the eye muscles on the outer 
edge of your right eye are weak. They get over-
powered by the muscles on the inner edge. As a 
result, the eye pulls inward, towards the nose. You 
can work to pull your eye back straight—that’s the 
“accommodative” part—but it doesn’t last long, 
and gets harder when you’re tired.

It turns out, when a body’s two eyes are not 
aligned, you don’t get a coherent three-dimen-
sional image: you get a headache. Then double 
vision. Then sometimes you run into something. 

The worst is when you try to make eye con-
tact with another person. Their eyes swim in 
your field of vision, and you wonder, am I mak-
ing them uncomfortable, with my inward point-
ing eye? 

Surgery is an option. It shortens the weaker 
muscles to give them more pull. For a while 
your eyes are straight and your vision single. But 
esotropia is part muscle, part mind: over time the 
old neurological circuits overwhelm the physical 
change, and the eye returns to its original waver-
ing state.

Eventually, do you know what happens? I 
know, because my father also has this condition, a 
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thirty-year forecast for my story. After struggling 
for long enough, eventually your brain quits the 
collaborative effort. It cuts out the perspective 
from the troublemaking eye. It’s not that you lose 
the vision from that eye—it still functions and will 
snap back into focus if the strong eye is covered—
but it’s too difficult for the brain to continually 
bring those misaligned images into coherence. So 
it stops.

In my world, two-eyed seeing can be really, 
really hard. 

Reading Two-Eyed Seeing through esotropic eyes 
lays bare the reality under the theory. While this 
vision works beautifully on paper, when it comes 
to the living, breathing, context-dependent, his-
tory-laden reality of things, there is a lot more 
mess. There are times when two worldviews 
stream together, each bringing their strengths, 
and offer a fuller picture of the world and a sure 
step forward. And then there are times when they 
don’t, and it doesn’t: when you’re tired and your 
eyes can physically not focus on another email and 
you want to put your head down on the desk but 
the industrial world is marching on, and it’s dig-
ging us deeper into narrow worldviews and grim 
futures, to increasingly intractable harm to and 
division between people and place.

I like to imagine having perfect eyesight. It’s the 
easy eye contact, mostly, that I crave. Being better 
at catching flying objects would be nice too.
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Even more than that, I like to imagine a world 
where two-eyed seeing is the way Wabanaki and 
non-native people and communities relate here. 
In my mind, that world has fewer unacknowl-
edged injustices, fewer places where swathes of 
history are erased for the sake of clear conscience 
and undisputed land title. It’s a world where 
the state’s definitions for “land protection” or 
“sustenance” are led by Wabanaki definitions, 
rather than squelching them. Where land return 
is not a counter-narrative. Where our shared 
future isn’t just a series of damned-if-you-do, 
damned-if-you-don’t ultimatums: carve into 
the land to mine lithium for electric cars or let 
carbon emissions soar; soak the soil with fer-
tilizers for monoculture or let people starve. 
I’m not saying Indigenous wisdom alone is a pan-
acea. But a single-eyed focus on business as usual is 
failing us. We need one another’s perspectives and 
the depth perception they grant, so we can take 
the next step with more insight and surer footing.

But even as I believe that urgently, I don’t think 
it’s easy. I fear that the underlying circuits are so 
baked in that our efforts will be cosmetic and 
temporary. I fear people will get tired and quit. I 
fear I will get tired and quit.

There are antidotes for esotropia, though. 
Taking a nap helps, so does moving the focal point. 
You can add rainbow-casting prisms to glasses, to 
bend the light that comes into your eye. You can 
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turn to something other than visual sight—sound 
or touch or intuition—to observe the world and 
connect with others.

Likewise, there’s respite in the work of prying at 
the tight framework of dominant culture. There’s 
the remedy of real relationship, the generative 
conversation with other humans in this work as 
we imagine alternatives together. And there’s con-
versation with the world beyond humans—the 
night sky, the breathing forest, places that seem to 
dissolve our troubles in the presence of long time 
and vast scale. 

Maybe, finally, there are brief glimpses when 
we move away from self-consciousness at all, from 
“you” and “me” and the illusion that our perspec-
tives are separate. That we are separate. And in 
those brief moments, rather than fighting our eyes 
into alignment, we rest for a minute. Then lift our 
heads and return to the work in front of us.

Sources
Bartlett, Cheryl, Murdena Marshall, and Albert 
Marshall. “Two-Eyed Seeing and Other Lessons 
Learned within a Co-Learning Journey of 
Bringing Together Indigenous and Mainstream 
Knowledges and Ways of Knowing.” Journal of 
Environmental Studies and Sciences 2, no. 4 (2012) 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13412-012-0086-8.
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