
We’re a border tribe and we’re so used to crossing freely…members are scared to be 

separated from families on the other side. 
-Brenda Commander, Maliseet  

Chief, Houlton Band of Maliseet Indians 

The Border 

Anne Levi of Elsipogtog, New Brunswick rakes blueberries in Township 19. Levi said that when 
she crossed the border from Canada to the U.S. her vehicle was searched by border guards 

and dogs and even her suitcases were opened and searched. When she arrived at the 

blueberry rakers camp many other Micmacs who 

came from Canada told her that they were 
searched as well. Bangor Daily News, photo by 

Gabor Degre. 

Native people in North America were living here 

long before the borders between Canada, the 

United States, and Mexico were 

established.  When the national boundaries 

between the United States and its neighbors were formalized, they typically disregarded and 

divided long-established Native territories.  Communities and even families were arbitrarily 

separated, and in some cases even reservation lands were split apart. 

 

Nationally 

American Indian nations signed treaties and formed agreements with the various 

governments that were dividing their territory, fighting for the right to travel freely in their 

traditional territory.  Despite being divided and falling under the control of differing 

governing authorities, border tribes maintained family ties and cultural links on either side of 
the border for many generations. 



 

Nora Estabrook, Maliseet, picking potatoes at Houlton, 
Maine, ca. 1950.  She began picking potatoes when she 

was 7 years old. Photo courtesy of Nora Estabrook. 

 

 

 

Maine 

The Jay Treaty of 1794 between the United States and England recognized Wabanaki people’s 

right to travel across the border unfettered and unmolested, including the transportation of 
“their own proper goods and effects of whatever nature.”  Moving across the border freely has 

become an increasingly difficult process for Native people, and since September11, 2001, 

border crossings have fallen under even tighter scrutiny.  Native people have been harassed 
at the border; tribal ID cards, which are legal forms of identification, have been rejected; and 

regalia, ceremonial items, food and materials of cultural significance have been 

confiscated.   Harassment at the border makes crossing more difficult and time-consuming, 
dividing families and communities, and causing a shift in seasonal work and life patterns that 

have existed for centuries. 

In Their Own Words 

"I never had any problems bringing baskets or basket materials across the border, but they 
did try and put a duty on the baskets.  According to the Jay Treaty we shouldn’t have to pay 

that duty.  They ended up dropping it."   

-Richard Silliboy, Micmac 

"This year the Native blueberry rakers from Canada were harassed when they crossed the 

border to work in the Passamaquoddy fields, so next year they might not come back and we’ll 

have a labor shortage."   
-Donald Soctomah, Passamaquoddy  

Historic Preservation Officer, Tribal Representative to the State Legislature 



"The border does affect us, not as much as the other tribes in Maine, but it all boils down to 

Native rights and our ability to move freely in the territory we originally inhabited.  We 
recognize that since September 11, 2001, things have changed and there are legitimate 

security concerns, so we’re developing our own passports and government documents."   

-Kirk Francis, Penobscot  
Chief, Penobscot Indian Nation 
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Appendix B 

The Border: In Their Own Words 

"The Jay Treaty isn’t recognized in Canada because it was signed before 

Canada was a country.  Border patrol agents are narrowing the focus of 
what goods can cross the border to things that would have crossed in 1760, 

so we can’t bring wood from trees grown on tribal lands in Canada into the 
United States to come to our reservation without taxation."  

-Richard Dyer, Micmac  
Aroostook Band of Micmacs 

 

"Families are more reluctant to cross the 
border than they used to be because they 

feel they are profiled.  Spiritual people have 
supplies with them, which may look like 

contraband and officials rifle through them 
and this is hard to watch - it’s a sacrilege."   

-Richard Dyer, Micmac 
Aroostook Band of Micmacs 

"The international border does have an impact on our tribal community, half 
of our aboriginal lands are located in Canada, sites where our old village 

communities were located, sites that have a spiritual meaning."   
-Donald Soctomah, Passamaquoddy 

Historic Preservation Officer, Tribal Representative to the State Legislature 

"Blueberry rakers have been getting a lot of harassment at the border 

because their IDs weren’t the enhanced cards.  Canada Natives have to 
prove they’re 50 percent, so this is added to other requirements to cross and 

makes it harder.  They say the tribal government gets to decide who’s on 
the tribal roles, but now the federal government adds these 

requirements.  It shouldn’t matter how much native blood a person has, it’s 
not about that, it’s about how you’re raised that makes you Native."   

-Victoria Higgins, Micmac 
Chief, Aroostook Band of Micmacs 

. 

"Guards at the border are not trained or not aware of issues that are specific 

to Natives.  They barley know the laws they work under!"  
-Clair Sabattis, Maliseet 

Figure 1 Marry Ramona Jerome, Micmac, 

Canadian status card. Courtesy of Mary 
Ramona Jerome. 



"The Houlton Band of Maliseet Indians is 

developing a strong relationship with the 
Houlton sector of Homeland Security.  This 

is actually one agency that truly 
respects the tribe's sovereignty- they ask 

permission before coming onto tribal lands, 
and they’re so respectful and have a real 

hunger to know what we need from 
them."   

-Sue Young 
Natural Resources Director, Houlton Band 

of Maliseet Indians 

"In recent years it has been challenging to cross the border.  Before 

September 11, 2001 the tribe was trying to redevelop trade between 
Passamaquoddy and other Native communities on either side of the border, 

but many things get confiscated at the border."   
-Richard Phillips-Doyle, Passamaquoddy 

Sakom/Chief, Passamaquoddy Tribe 

"My brothers all had green cards, but they didn’t have a formal education 
and they didn’t know their rights.  If they got harassed at the border, or 

were told they couldn’t cross, they would just go into the woods and walk 

across."   
-Richard Silliboy, Micmac 

 

Figure 2 Motorists stop at the U.S. border for an 

identification check after crossing the Ferry Point 

Bridge from St. Stephen to Calais on Monday, Oct. 

19, 2009. Bangor Daily News, photo by Bridget 

Brown 


