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Foreword 
By Eden Robinson

In January 2016, I was following the protests 
of BC Hydro’s Site C Dam in the Northeast corner of British 
Columbia’s Peace River Valley. Through mutual acquaintances, 
I noticed Helen Knott’s posts appearing in my Facebook 
feed. Helen, a young Indigenous woman, was about to set 
up the Rocky Mountain Fort protest against Site C along 
with farmers who were also going to be impacted by the 
impending construction and flooding. 

As my father’s reserve had been slated to be the terminus 
of the Enbridge Northern Gateway pipeline, and we’d been 
fighting it for what felt like forever, I was deeply invested 
in the Rocky Mountain Fort protest camp, and especially 
with Helen Knott. Her writing was immediate, heartfelt, 
and powerful. She contextualized her connection with her 
land so poetically that, when the protest ended and the 
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camp was logged, I was gut-wrenched. I have followed 
Helen Knott since, and she is a powerhouse. 

What an honour to be asked to write this foreword. In 
a time when new Indigenous authors are blazing through 
the literary heavens, this memoir shows her not only to be 
a gifted writer but also a compelling leader, an emerging 
matriarch unafraid of engaging with the political machinery 
of Canada and the world. 

In My Own Moccasins never flinches. The story goes dark, 
and then darker. We live in an era where Indigenous women 
routinely go missing, our youth are killed and disposed of 
like trash, and the road to justice doesn’t seem to run through 
the rez. Knott’s journey is familiar, filled with the fallout of 
residential school, racial injustice, alcoholism, drugs, and 
despair. But she skillfully draws us along and opens up her 
life, her family, and her communities to show us a way 
forward. It’s the best kind of memoir: clear-eyed, generous, 
and glorious. As she grows into her strength she writes:

Healing yourself is a revolutionary act.
Healing yourself is the ultimate act of resistance.

The memoir you’re holding is her testimony. Her story 
can be harsh, but it’s full of compassion and, ultimately, 
triumphantly surging with life and urgency. Bear witness 
to the emergence of one of the most powerful voices of her 
generation. 
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Someone, somewhere, once told me that a song 
will travel the world until someone is ready to receive it. 
Since then, I have imagined stories and poetry roaming 
the earth. Right now, invisible words are being carried by 
gusts of wind trying to find someone to bring them into 
this world. Metaphors and similes are wandering the streets 
looking for a home.

I did not catch this story riding in on a breeze or stumble 
into it in the grocery aisle while looking to complete my 
shopping list. I have lived this story. I had to pull this story 
out of body, out of bone, out of a place so deep that it does 
not have a name.

I have spent a lot of time in a state of healing and retrieval 
to be able to write these words and give them to the world. 
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I have also spent a lot of time in a state of reflection, examining 
my own intentions behind giving these words to the world.

There are moments when I realize that one day this book 
will be in someone’s hands and I can feel the butterflies rise 
from my belly to my throat. I am a girl again on an old 
wooden roller coaster awaiting the first plummet toward 
the ground. My heartbeat quickens. I wonder if I should 
have gotten on the ride. My palms sweat. I question if I 
was meant to write the book.

Then I remember.
Yetchay kay nusgee.
I remember things from long ago.
I remember all the women who held space for me while 

I worked to erase the records of violence that my body held. 
I know there are women out there with similar stories, with 
records on their body that have not been erased yet. I have 
sat with women who have been silenced, whose intergener-
ational lines of violence stretch themselves in an attempt to 
reach another generation. I have sat with women who have 
had to have vaginal reconstruction surgeries and women 
who have been ostracized because of their quick tongues 
and demands for justice.

I remember these women.
I wrote this for you.
I remember the sweaty hands and contorting body in crave 

of substance. I know that so many people are actively suffering 
from addiction. I know that other mothers are suffering 
from addiction. I have had a myriad of conversations with 
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individuals surrounding sobriety and healing. I have prayed 
with strangers. I have hugged mothers who were trying to 
become sober. I remember believing that I would never achieve 
sobriety, and I write these words from this side of freedom.

I remember those who struggle with addiction.
I wrote this for you.
I remember what it was like to believe I was a dispens-

able Indigenous woman. I have sat with women who have 
talked about scrubbing their skin trying to achieve white. 
I have sat with women who have had to untangle the mess 
that a lifetime of stereotypes and racism leaves behind. I 
have held space for the sisters who had to weep and wail 
away the colonial harm. I have held space for the sisters 
whom we have lost to violence. I know that acts of violence 
against Indigenous women and girls are being perpetuated 
every single day.

I remember you, sisters.
I wrote this for you.
I have written this book from the intersection of these 

three places of remembering. They are inseparable strands 
braided together. Without each of them you would not have 
the full story. I summoned these words and the healing that 
comes with them to lighten the loads of shame, addiction, 
and struggle.

I pray these words of remembering can somehow be 
medicine for you.

I was told that this book will be a good tool to educate 
people who do not understand the impact of violence, racism, 
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and colonialism in Indigenous women’s lives. I was told 
that there will be people who gain insight from this book.

I did not write this for you.
I did not write this book so that people can learn how 

to humanize Indigenous women and gain context for the 
violence that seems to fill our lives. As an Indigenous woman, 
I once begged to be seen as a human. I promised myself I 
would never again beg for what is mine. I understand that 
your learning will be a by-product of these words, and that 
is a good thing. We must understand each other in order 
to change the world. I invite you into this space with an 
open heart and with the requirement that you burn your 
pity and bury your judgements.

As Indigenous women, we sometimes must unapologet-
ically write for ourselves.

I wrote this for us.



Part One 
The Dreamless  

Void
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You can feel a mother’s lament in her voice. 
The tone of her words penetrates the skin and hits bone, it 
hits something deeper than bone, it hits spirit. The chest 
feels as if someone is pushing on it with brute force and 
that breath, that one breath, is a struggle to get in and get 
out. Remorse shapes the sounds leaving her mouth and they 
become a rough-edged grief-filled symphony, a mixture of 
wailing and words that cannot be unheard.

You wince.
You attempt to display no signs of your internal reac-

tions to the shame that gets caught in her throat, but every 
hesitation in her story proves that silence can be a tangible 
beast as it forcibly pulls your head to a lowered position. 
You feel every struggled sentence as she speaks, or maybe 
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you have to be a mother to feel it? Or maybe you have to 
be a mother who once neglected her own to feel it.

They almost lost me that time.
I almost lost myself.

I shivered as my sweat seeped through my clothing. I 
damned the light that intruded into the darkness of the 
room. The pillowcase that hung in the window frame was 
pinned sideways and the afternoon light came in across the 
room slanted. The same way my world felt.

Dust particles danced in the broken light. Laughter 
erupted from somewhere downstairs. The smell of stale 
cigarette smoke enveloped me. I clenched my eyes tightly, 
shifted, and moaned.

My detoxing body had me contracting into a tight ball 
one minute and expanding like a starfish the next. The floor 
was covered in clothes, some mine, some his. The mattress 
was on the floor, my heaped-up body on the mattress. My 
body pulled into itself. I wondered what it would be like 
to go through withdrawals somewhere pretty, somewhere 
clean. Somewhere where the outside didn’t match my insides.

I was dying a slow self-inflicted death.
If I could get my hands on another bottle and a couple of 

lines of coke, I’d feel enough—or rather, not feel enough—
to get out of the bed and catch a bus somewhere. I would 
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go south to Revelstoke, where an old friend lived, or to the 
east where I knew some people.

Saskatoon. Winnipeg. Toronto. Somewhere.
I spent the days before trying to locate men who had 

known me when I was human. When I was sober. Men 
who had fallen for me when I was feminine and tender-
hearted. Would they even recognize the woman I had 
become? I thought I could compel them to take care of me 
by appealing to their better nature or their long-standing 
urges to sleep with me. I would slip into arms that I knew 
could never hold me at my best. At the rate I was going I 
knew I couldn’t possibly take care of myself. I was terrified.

I was eight hours from home, in Edmonton, a city more 
than thirty times the population of my small hometown, Fort 
St. John. I could easily slip into line with the nameless, the 
faceless, and the voiceless. That’s why I went there. To erase 
myself. To crash into the other non-existents and melt into 
their ever-changing formation. People disappeared every day. 
Native women like me disappeared every day. Becoming an 
invisible Indigenous woman was a goal of manifest destiny 
that I was no longer willing to fight against. I had to vanish 
from the landscape of life and let myself become a missing 
poster, a candle lit at a Sisters in Spirit vigil, a single exhale 
of relief from white men on Parliament steps. I had no more 
fight left in me and I had convinced myself that everyone 
would be better off without me.

My mother, my dad, my son.
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All of them would be better off with my absence rather 
than be scarred by my self-destruction. I would soon shape-
shift into a black-hearted monster. I had seen this monster 
before. It looked like hidden mickeys of vodka in bookcases, 
perpetual bleeding noses, and bedside beers to keep the 
shaking hands and nightmares away.

I contracted. Expanded. Contracted.
I twisted the stained sheet around my body. I became a 

bed-bound aerial dancer performing without grace and with 
only my conscience for an audience. I pulled on it tight as 
if the tension of the sheet snaked around one leg and up 
around my neck could hold my body in place. It couldn’t.

Contracting. Expanding. Contracting.
“Helen,” Alex said, with a soft knock on the door. “You 

need to eat,” he whispered, as he sat down beside me and 
placed a plate of chicken and berries by my head.

I only wanted a beer but I was too ashamed to ask. I 
didn’t think Alex would have understood. I ate a handful of 
berries but my throat outright denied the chicken no matter 
how small of a bite I took. It lodged itself in my throat and I 
reached for the glass of water he had brought me earlier. My 
body trembled and when Alex noticed it, he looked away.

“You need sleep,” he said, softly.
I felt my body contract and tensed my muscles to hold 

myself in position.
“Hold me?” I asked.
I was scared of losing my grip on reality. Scared to be 

alone. Terrified of the nightmares that were sure to follow.
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Alex lay down beside me and wrapped his long pale 
arms around me.

Arms white like snow, my asu (grandmother) would say. 
White like yuss, she would say it in our language. I vibrated, 
and he held me tighter. His body became a straitjacket 
attempting to restrain my body’s need to convulse. I felt as 
if my spirit was trying to break out of my skin. Maybe it was.

Minutes rolled by. An hour passed.
“Helen?” he whispered.
“Mmmm,” I moaned in reply. Even full syllables and 

words were not without effort.
“Did you sleep at all?”
“No.”
“Helen?”
“Mmmm.”
“My shirt is soaked from your sweat.”
After another hour of restraining me, and comforting 

me, with still no luck at sleeping, he left me to fight my 
own battle.

Contracting. Expanding. Contracting.


