
"In Her Memory and 
in the Spirit of Our 

Ancestors" 
by  Alice Olsen Williarns 

I am Alice Olsen Williams. My home, 
for the past eighteen years, has been 
Curve Lake, an Ojibwe Reserve twelve 
miles northwest of Lakefield. It is also the 
place where both my husband and our 
four children were born and raised. I was 
born of an Ojibwe mother and a Norwe- 
gian father in- rout lake, which 
is Crown Land and is a part of 
the hunting, fishing and gather- 
ing territory of my mother's 
people from time immemorial. 
Trout Lake is "in the bush," in 
North-western Ontario; the 
nearest town is Red Lake, 
twenty-seven air miles south- 
west of us. I received my school- 
ing by boarding in private white 
homes in Kenora and also by 
taking the first three years of 
high school by correspondence 
courses while living at home to 
help my parents in their com- 
mercial fishing enterprise. After 
I completed high school in Ke- 
nora, I moved on to Thunder 
Bay (then known as Port Arthur) 
to attend one year of Teachers' 
College. 

During my second year of 
teaching in Thunder Bay, I met 
and married D O U ~ .  w e  moved to 
Mobert. a reserve not far from 

that really turned me on. 
It was only eight years ago that I started 

to do quilting. I had taken several interest 
courses in quilting. These courses gave 
me confidence and a firm background in 
the skills I needed in order to make good 
quilts and wall-hangings. For several 

there must be some way I could come up 
with something new,something different. 
As I looked at and studied quilt magazines 
and quilts and wall-hangings, I was fear- 
ful that everything that was innovative 
had already been discovered and done. 

While I kevt harbouring thoughts of 
originating my own design, a 
small crack av~eared in the 

I doorway: somehow I must use 
my double heritage in my quilts. 
I sat on that idea a long time. 

l wondering how could I C& that? 1 As more time passed, the crack 
1 in the doorway got wider and it a occurred to me that, yes, I could 
do that. I could have my quilts 
represent my double hehge .  
What I would do is have the 
centre of my work done in an 
Ojibwe art form and have that 
surrounded by a North Ameri- 
can art form. 

The Oiibwe  art would be in - a -  - .  
the centre because, symboli- 

& cally, it represents theV0jibwe 
culture in which I was born and 
in which my mother socialized 
me. As I grew older and went to 
school, I put on a white veneer. 
This part-of my quilts is repre- 
sented by the traditional North 
~rnerican quilting blocks which 
border or surround the central 
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White River, where I spent my 
third year of teaching. Then we I theme. This also symbolizes that 
moved to Doug's home, Curve Quilt Alice Will iam made for Norman Knott part of my life which my father 
Lake R e s e ~ e ,  where we settled made possible for me to have. 

However, in reality, I ran into a snag: I 
cannot draw - certainly not to the point 
where I am pleased with what I produce. 
I felt all my pictures were out of p r o p -  
tion and everyone would ridicule my 
sketches. Thus the next hurdle to over- 

down and made a permanent home. Four 
children wereborn to us. While "keeping 
house" (and doing what all that entails), 
and looking after a husband and four chil- 
dren, I also got by B.A. and did a lot of 
beadwork and sewing. It was the sewing 

years I made traditional quilts and wall- 
hangings, using blocks developed and 
perfected by quilters throughout the last 
several generations. In the past three 
years, as I spent hours making these quilts 
and wall-hangings, I kept thinking that 



come: how couldlget Ojibwe artformsin 
the centre? I came upon an answer by 
saying that I could ask Ojibwe artists to 
help me out somehow. I finally zeroed in 
on a hunting and fishing partner of my 
husband's. 

Norman Knott was born of Ojibwe 
parents on the Curve Lake Reserve. He 
has lived here all his life, hunting, fishing, 
trapping, guiding and doing his art work. 
He is married and has three children. 
Norman's intimate knowledge of nature, 
his familiarity with Ojibwe myths, leg- 
ends and history are executed in his art- 
work in an Ojibwe art form, a style that 
differs from that of other aboriginal Na- 
tions and that of the dominant culture. 
This person I had come to respect and 
admire, and I also found him cordial and 
kind. Thus, I was not too afraid to ap- 
proach him. 

After I had explained to him how I 
envisioned depicting my double heritage 
in my quilts and wall-hangings, I pro- 
ceeded to explain to him how I wanted 
him to help me. I told him that if he would 
give me some of his designs, I would be 
able to carry out my idea. I explained how 
I could transfer these onto templates and 
then onto fabric. Being the generous and 
supportive person that he is, he, of course, 
gave me several sketches which I now use 
in my work. In exchange for his giving me 
these designs I made him a quilt. It has his 
two geese in the centre. Around that cen- 
tral picture is the traditional quilting block 
"Goose Tracks." Forming a final frame 
around that is "Geese in Flight." 

In order that the role 

something she can't use 
but for a few more 

months. And I know she'd never take it 
without paying me for it." It was like 
she'd be wasting her money. All these 
practical and pragmatic thoughts at such a 
time as this somehow seemed so incon- 
gruous and somehow sacrilegious. And 

rad&nglines) which will Quilt Alice Williams made for Jocelyn Laurence 

encompass the teachings 
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which Norman Knott having completed a quilt 
played in the develop- for her. As we lived 
ment of my quilts be re- through September I 
membered, I have him knew that we'd have to 
sign them. I also sign them broach the topic of the 
and date them; then I unfinished loon quilt 
embroider the signatures some day soon. I thought 
and the dates. and thought; I wondered 

With each quilt I make, and womed. "How am I 
however, I am gradually going to bring up the sub- 
sensing and seeing ways ject?" It had to be dis- 
in which I can evolve and cussed as I felt, "I cannot 
draw my own central pic- now do the quilt, know- 
tures. I also am growing ing she is terminally ill. I 
towards creating my own cannot take her money 
Life Symbol (Norman's is for something that will 
the yellow circle with the cost so much and for 

strive to live a Good Life as set out by the 
message of the Creator, the mother of us 
all. 

During the time that I was working up 
the courage to approach Norman and talk 
to him, plus the time I was putting the 
"Geese Quilt" together, I was very unsure 
of myself and was wondering if what I 
was doing was good enough. It was espe- 
cially during this period tha~ Margaret 
Laurence was so helpful to me. I used to 
let her know my doubts and fears, but 
she'd encourage me and be very suppor- 
tive - as were, indeed, my family and 
friends. She'd tell me, "Yes, that's beau- 
tiful," "Yes, try it," "Go ahead," etc. 
When in April 1986 I completed my first 
"Norman Knott quilt" top, she was so 
enthralled with it that she wanted to buy 
thefinishedproduct.1 toldher Iwasgoing 
to keep that one because it was my first 
attempt and as I was working on it, I could 
see where, with succeeding ones, I could 
do a better job. So I told her that, yes, I 
would one day make her a "Norman Knott 
quilt." (She, also, was impessed withNor- 
man. She had met him several years pre- 
viously at a Lakefield Days celebration 
where she autographed her books and he 
painted. Their booths were side-by-side). 
She especially appreciated the fact that I 
had incorporated my double heritage in 
the quilts I was making. She stressed that 
this quilt would be her quilt as she had 
already bought a quilt made by me for 
each of her two children. (When I had 
made their quilts I was doing what's 
called "Strip Quilting." Jocelyn's quilt is 

of out Anishinabe Elders. I want these 
I teachings represented in each of my 

pieces as it is a constant reminder of the 
Creation and of our humble beginnings, 
and it keeps in our vision that it is a good 
thing in Life to be thankful, to always 

around todoing it that I will be reallygood 
at it. I hope I will be able to set aside time 
to do it." I even thought: "What if I get 
arthritis and can no longer quilt?" I 
wanted to do this for Margaret as a friend 
and as a way of saying "Thank you Mar- 
garet for encouraging me and gently pull- 
ing me along the way." While it was my 
"geese quilts" that she had seen, it was a 
loon quilt she had wanted. (She speaks 
about loons and how they affect her in her 
memoirs). When I finally decided that I 
would be able to do the quilt for her, I told 
her, "Yes, I'll do a loon quilt for you." In 
the back of my mind, I was saying to 
myself, "Even tho' I've decided that, 
come hell or high water, my biggest ob- 
stacle is time. I do have a long time to 
finish it since I don't have a deadline. So 
why am I so womed about getting it 
done?" This was in May 1985. 

Though I never forgot my commitment, 
I dallied for over a year. In fact, I com- 
pleted three loon centres in that time, plus 
made a few baby quilts and quilted wall- 
hangings. I had intended to choose one of 
the loon centres for Margaret's quilt. I 
kept thinking, "Oh, I have all the time in 
the world to finish her quilt. I don't have 
any deadlines." It was as if once I had 
decided that I would do it, I got careless 
and reckless about actually making my- 
self sit down and get on with it. It seemed 
as if once I was convinced I could do it, all 
was well with the world. 

Besides being shocked anddismayedat 
the news of Margaret's terminal illness 
last August, I was also struck with the 

failure and anxiety of not 

in black, greys, and whites, while David's 
is in blues, reds, and whites). 

Even as Margaret and I were talking 
about how I could do this quilt for her, I 
was doubting my self. I wondered: "Oh I 
hope I can do it. I hope by the time I get 






