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When our grandson was born in Australia, my mother, who lives on the
Opaskwayak Cree Nation, was concerned about what would happen to her great-
grandson’s umbilical cord. Her concern was not allayed until our son Shawn and
his wife Helen assured her that the cord would be brought back to Canada and
buried appropriately on our reserve. Her worries about this were over only after
we conducted a ceremonial burial of the cord in a special place near our home. The
same concern was expressed when our granddaughter was born in Edmonton.
Our son Jamie and his wife Kristen kept the cord and placenta for a ceremonial
burial on the reserve.

Indigenous people’s sense of self is planted and rooted in the land. The sacred
bond with the land is more substantial than a propertied relationship and entails
responsibility to all living forms that are sustained from the soil: grasses, medicinal
plants, fruit bushes and trees, insects that live off the plants, birds that in turn eat
the insects, four-leggeds that forage on the grasses and hedges, and animal hunters
that prey on smaller animals. As an Aboriginal person I am constituted by my
individual self and by my ancestors and future generations, who will originate in
and have returned to the land. My relationship to the grass, to the trees, to the
insects, to the birds, and even to the hunter animals derives from the fact that my
ancestors now are part of the ground. Because the life surrounding me is part of me
through my ancestors, I must consider and care for all its constituents.

The (literally) grounded identity of Indigenous peoples differs strikingly from
the “floating” identity of African-Canadian youth as described by Kelly (2002).
Rasmussen (in this issue) also discusses this identity that seems to attach itself to
concepts and ideologies rather than to place. The identity of Indigenous peoples,
whose concept of self is rooted in the context of community and place, differs
strikingly from the identity of many Euro-Canadians whose concept of self is
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Eulogy for Cathy Sewell (1962-2001)

Cathy was a contemporary warrior. With a drum in one hand and a
computer in another, she sang, she wrote, and she spoke to effect change and
empowerment for her people. As the President of the Aboriginal Student
Council at the University of Alberta, or as the Education Director of the
Confederacy of Treaty Six, Community Relations Coordinator and recruiter
at the Office of Native Student services, or as a regional leader and mentor
for the American Indian Sciences and Engineering Society, Cathy sought and
made changes to improve conditions for Aboriginal students.

She left home at 18 to make her way in the world, and in her short time
here she managed to pack several lifetimes into those two decades. With the
superior music training she received from Grant MacEwan Community
College, coupled with her incredible talent, she and Cheryl Seeweepagaham
formed Canada’s first Aboriginal women’s a cappella ensemble Asani. They
took people and places by storm. They were and still are sought after. They
performed for heads of state and at national and international conferences
and conventions. They performed at Carnegie Hall in New York City, South
Africa, and at the World Indigenous People’s Conference on Education in
Hilo, Hawaii.

Meanwhile, as if the challenge of making music with Asani was not
enough, she sought higher education with equal gusto. She attended the
University of Alberta from 1991 to 1996 and earned her bachelor’s degree in
Native studies with a minor in linguistics. She then went on to study for her
master’s in international intercultural education. And as if that was not
enough, Cathy was a compassionate teacher and educator. She taught
Introduction to Native Studies for three years in the School of Native Studies
in the University of Alberta. She co-developed the first and only course in
Canada on contemporary Indigenous women’s music.

Cathy believed that answers to Aboriginal social issues lay in the
combination of education and the foundation of culture. She believed that
education had to be a two-way street. In one way Aboriginal people needed
to utilize the tools found in education to build their communities and
reempower themselves by implementing their own cultures into a
traditional, yet contemporary framework. The other way was to educate
non-Aboriginal people about the traditions and contributions of Aboriginal
people to Canada and the world.

Using education as a process of enlightenment, Cathy saw that there was
a way to make real changes and to bring Aboriginal people into real changes
and to bring Aboriginal people into real partnership and relevance with all
Canadians. Cathy pursued this goal in all she did. When you were with her,
she came at you from everywhere. Her drum brought thunder. Her voice
was a melody of joy. Her intellect challenged you to think and to become
aware of who you are. Cathy was a singer, writer, scholar, educator, leader,
organizer, and a warrior. We miss her, but are better for knowing who she
was and have benefited from what she did.

Lewis Cardinal




