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Housekeeping 
- Before I get into my talk, I would first like to say wela’lin to the organizers and sponsors of 

the Natural Dyes in Northeast America Conference. They’ve been so supportive and 
communicative and have done wonderful work pulling everything together in response 
to the global pandemic. I am honoured to be a part of it all. Big congratulations and 
respect. 

- I thank you, for taking the time to listen to my intervention and carefully considering what 
I have to say. 

- A couple of housekeeping notes before I dive in — I encourage you to look through the 
visuals that I have provided with this audio. When you have looked at them, take a look at 
the land around you — rural, urban, concrete or otherwise. 

- And when I reference natural dyes in this talk, it is in a botanical sense as my practice is 
committed to those dye plants that we can raise on our farm and forage from the land. 

- And one small thing to note — I am recording this in my home, so you may hear a few 
background sounds from time to time. 

  
- - - 

Kwe’, kwe’ teluisi (MAGANA SAMMS), ni’n na L’nu. Kwetebeksi Katalisk Sipu (GAH-DAL-LISG 
SEE-BU), Ktaqmkuk (UG-DA-HAHM-GUG). Nkij Renee Samms app Nujj, Gerry Samms. 

My name is Megan Samms, my mother is Renee Samms and my father is Gerry Samms. I am 
an L’nu cloth maker and farmer from the Katalisk Sipu in Ktaqmkuk, otherwise now known as 
Codroy Valley, Newfoundland. Ktaqmkuk is one of the eight districts of Mi’kma’ki. This is my 
ancestral home, this is where I was born, where I make my life still, and where I am speaking 
to you from now. Ktaqmkuk translates to place across the water and according to my 
translations, Katalisk Sipu translates very loosely to unbraiding river. 

I will speak to you today about my personal experience. This is the area I can voice well and 
the reality is, I am not responsible for any one person, community or Nation and cannot speak 
to these in a blanketed fashion. Likewise, I cannot impose or suggest interference with the 
process of a person, community or Nation. 



I’d like to begin by telling you about my work and practice. I am a weaver, natural dyer, 
subsistence farmer and small business co-owner of Live Textiles, my craft business, and 
Katalisk Sipu Gardens, our farm. I do business with my partner in love and life, Ash Hall, in my 
ancestral unceded territory. Although our two business’ look like separate enterprises, Live 
Textiles and Katalisk Sipu Gardens are intrinsically connected. Cloth, food, medicine and 
bodily care are agricultural, that is to say, they are land based and rooted to place. 

I am a Mi’kmaw cloth maker — where I apply colour in my textile work, all is crafted by me, with 
plant dyes grown in my garden or foraged from the Ktaqmkuk Boreal around my home. 
These methods and mediums might seem “traditional”, or “non-traditional” depending on the 
lens used to view them —  I work with them with a hopeful eye to the future, I peer toward 
generations ahead. The topic of this symposium in the Natural Dyes in Northeast America 
Conference is “Pasts & Futures”. When I think about the concept of time, what is behind and 
what is ahead, what is now, and when I actively work with these concepts and my mediums, I 
am using knowledge and practice from my ancestors, from this place, while attempting to be 
a good ancestor to those who will come after me. I think and work generations ahead of 
myself because past and future occur simultaneously; we all stand on the shoulders of those 
who came before us, particularly in the sphere of craftwork. Craft is a long thread, a 
continuum, and I am honoured to be part of that lineage. Time, in a Western sense are distinct 
periods. Although each period is informative to each passing generation, when they’re over, 
they’re over. I actively work, professionally and personally (for the two are not separate), to 
dismantle this frame. I tend to think of time as a spherical thing, a non-linear, living thing.  

In my textile work, I like to explore what my hands can do in partnership with tools, the land, 
material, familial history and time. The relationship of these has a long-lasting effect in 
different realms: the Past: in respective dialogue with my ancestors whose work and 
knowledge comes through me now; the Right Now: how I am spending my time with the 
work, with the land, with my family and kin, how I am embodying and integrating knowledge; 
the Future: how Live Textiles will live beyond me and become embedded in the family they 
belong with and how the skills that I embody will continue a life of their own, in bodies yet to 
come. Textiles and skills can become treasured objects and practices not only in the making, 
but also in the lives of their caretakers and those that tend and I hope, for generations 

The materiality of the textiles I create is deeply connected to the publicly invisible parts of my 
practice and relies on relationship. I spend a lot of time on the land, harvesting and tending 
food and dye and water and medicine; communing, learning, unlearning, connecting and 



disconnecting. This informs my practice, my life and my palette. Some of my ancestors were 
weavers and I think of them so often while I’m working; I think about the ease with which I 
came to dye-work and weaving and I think that they must have reached out, from their sky 
places, at perfect points along my life path to help me follow the thread. I design, dye and 
weave cloth. Nkij, my mum, finishes the functional, useful cloth. As my ancestors did, I intend 
for the things I make to be useful, multi-functional and I hope, multi-generational. I 
acknowledge that to work this way is a privilege that many of my ancestors did not get to 
experience. I am speculating here, but I imagine that my settler kin didn't get to bring all of 
their cherished goods with them across the big water. No doubt they left countless pieces of 
their identity expression behind and had to craft new ones, here. I know that my Indigenous 
kin struggled to hold on to so many pieces of their identity, culture and ways of being in the 
world; they struggled against violent forces and new policies that made the physical pieces of 
their identity expression illegal. All of them though, they were resilient. Some of them 
adopted tools not of this place and embedded them here, kept them in their homes and 
made a practice. Others adopted tools and life-ways of Ktaqmkuk and crafted a path to the 
future, where I find myself now. 

I typically refer to myself as a self-taught dyer, but I have learned a lot along the way from 
other practiced dyers. Coby van Der Gaast taught me at the Kootenay School of Arts how to 
take detailed notes to reproduce colour time and again. Coby also taught me about 
meticulous use and handling of mordants and pre and post mordanting to affect colour 
outcome. I collaborate heavily with Maddy Purves-Smith of Custom Woolen Mills in Southern 
Alberta. I learned from Maddy how to efficiently apply natural dyes to hundreds of pounds of 
unprocessed, washed wool. Maddy, who runs the mill day-to-day, has a mind for production 
and palette development and I had the mind for natural dyes and colour and together we 
worked on producing a naturally dyed line of mule-spun yarn, a seasonal line of mule-spun 
yarn and a Natural Dye Club in which we teach others how to dye, naturally. I feel the need to 
say here, that I found in Maddy a once-in-a-lifetime dye partner and really good friend who is 
willing to take risks, do good research and look toward the future of textiles here in canada. 
Over the course of many years living and working at a wildfire lookout in Treaty 8, I had a 
huge opportunity to develop my practice and created a large “library” of naturally dyed 
samples.  I continue to add to this library each and every dye season. 

On a technical note, we grow most of my dyestuff in our gardens on our farm and I harvest 
the rest from the land here, around our home in Ktaqmkuk. We are, in the Right Now, 
constructing a small greenhouse for further dye, medicine and food growth here on the farm. 



Because I am committed to colour that is of this place, or that can be grown here at home, the 
palette I weave from is seasonal and although I do recreate colour, it can vary subtly from year 
to year because of growing conditions. This is certainly colour terroir and this process, to my 
mind, creates a living textile, or in the very least, a living agricultural record. A large piece to 
my practice is research — I spend a lot of time in books, records, among samples, conversing 
with other textile artists and writing in various ways. 

On our off-grid farm, we raise or cultivate food: vegetables, fruit, herbs, chickens and other 
fowl for meat and eggs, honeybees, medicine, cut flowers and, as mentioned, of course, dye 
plants. We also produce a small apothecary line made largely with plants from the land 
surrounding our home, from the gardens and the Valley. We raise enough of these essential 
things for life, and to live and trade on. 

So, how does all of this relate to Pasts and Futures and why am I even talking to you? 

As a natural dye practitioner and a cloth maker, I have mentioned that I have my hand in the 
Past and Future, simultaneously. And the reality is, that as a person, I must. I don’t believe that 
we people are in a position to turn a blind eye to the reality of land health, social health and 
unrest and disparity between people anymore or ever again. It is a sacred responsibility of all 
people to recognize our gifts and strengths and to live and offer them fully, to each other and 
to the land. The only way that I can live well and sleep well at night, is to do this whether the 
depth of the work is recognized and appreciated, or not; to do this work whether I have the 
financial and time resources, or not. There always appears to be a way. If I can vision a world, 
or at last mine and my kins world, as something full of vitality, food, medicine, art and spirit, I 
must do what I can toward that vision. I gently ask of others to do the same and I really don’t 
believe that it’s too much to ask; our gifts and strengths are all so personal, after all. And in 
the words of Ani DiFranco, we do owe each other the world. 

On a historical and relative-to-place note — the women on the north side of my home river 
(the Katalisk Sipu or the Grand Codroy River), were well known and appreciated as L’nu 
basket weavers, natural dyers and a little later, as excellent hand weavers. There was a bubble 
of local industry of naturally dyed, hand woven work happening right here, long before my 
time. A couple of generations passed, colonialism settled in a little more deeply and these 
skills were, devastatingly, lost here. I don’t know any weavers of baskets or cloth, personally, 
from my home community although I certainly have heard stories of them. Some of their 
physical work still exists, there is old cloth lingering in this place, in homes and with families. 



The work of the makers hands allows the maker to continue to exist in the past and the 
present, simultaneously. These basket weavers and cloth makers are my ancestors and I stand 
on their shoulders. So I now have a responsibility to lift the work up and make sure that the 
skill is passed along and that names are attached to work, that they are appreciated, 
acknowledged and remembered as much as possible. 

For me, the practice of natural dyeing in my home place in Northeast America today is a way 
to face colonial processes and to commit to overcoming them. When we are inherently tied to 
the land by way of our shelter, food, medicine and kin, we are inseparable from the land. 
When we are inseparable and are in love with the land, we care well and make choices that 
protect and hold up our people, place and practices. We are driven to express ourselves in a 
way that is rooted to our place — this is part of the work of decolonization. This is generative 
work. And this is reinforcing work. Cloth is part of our shelter system and our mode of 
expression; how we make it and dye it really matters. We are seen on our own lands by the 
cloth and dyes embedded in it, cloth that we can make with our own hands. Dyeing and cloth 
making, is gentle resistance to assimilation, colonization and to those that would see the land 
abused for “resources”. Creating functional, hardwearing items reaches the future by claiming 
existence through multiple generations. Naturally dyed cloth, made by hand says that We Are 
Still Here. 

So, what are Live Textiles and Katalisk Sipu Gardens doing toward the long view, the future?  

All of our work is rooted to this place. All of it. We are developing an Artist in Residence 
program for textile workers in Ktaqmkuk and in this way, we are touching the Future; we 
practice the gift economy and barter system and in this way, we talk to the Past, right now; we 
cultivate a regenerative closed loop food system on our farm, planting vegetables, fruit, 
herbs, medicine, dye and taking care of livestock and honeybees and in this way, stay very 
Present to the needs of the individuals that we share the land and community with; we 
volunteer and gift seeds to a community service garden here in the Valley. These might seem 
like small things, but to me, they are huge. These are things that keep the fire alive and keep 
people connected to and proud of their place — having and helping hands be in the earth is a 
powerful image, metaphor and I hope, real time motivator. 

I feel that there is value in mentioning now that for both Live Textiles and Katalisk Sipu 
Gardens, my partner and I do not pursue outside funding. We work and raise up as we can 
personally afford to. For us, this means we are beholden to no one person or agency beyond 



our immediate community, kin and family. We work with the land as the land allows and 
although we are still of a capitalist society we are able to personally and professionally further 
disassociate with capitalism. A teacher instilled in me the idea that the work is worth it, 
funding or not.  

I hope that this work contributes to my home place in a way that is sustainable in all aspects. I 
hope that the youth here see the work and know that they have so much to offer the Valley, I 
hope they stay and I hope they feel wanted and needed. I hope this work creates a ripple and 
others put energy into building up their communities. I hope that my partner, who isn’t from 
this place, feels deeply connected and part of something bigger.  I hope that in listening to 
my talk, you feel validated or maybe, moved to continue doing the work or pursuing the 
knowledge. I hope. Natural dye know-how, practice and work is radical and can change, or at 
least cultivate goodness in the world. I hope. 



BIO 

Megan Samms is l’nu and among other things, a natural dyer, weaver, micro farmer and 
volunteer. Megan co-owns and operates two small businesses, is a Vice President of the Guild 
of Canadian Weavers and crafter of all sorts. Megan works to integrate usefulness, beauty, 
tradition and a sense of shelter in living cloth, holistic health and well being in food, medicine 
and body care and a sense of generosity and knowledge sharing while considering what is, in 
all ways, sustainable. Megan comes from and lives still, in Ktaqmkuk. 

ABSTRACT 

In this talk, I explore how Past and Future affect and mingle with the work I do in my home 
territory in Ktaqmkuk/Newfoundland. In turn, I also explore how my work affects both the Past 
and the Future and make a gentle call for others to consider this effect. I relate how land-
based work and identity effect craft, dye-work, community work and creation. 

RESOURCES and referenced material 

The Art and Science of Natural Dyes — Joy Boutrup, Catharine Ellis 
Natural Dyes — Domnique Cardon 
Custom Woolen Mills, Carstairs, AB 
Kootenay School of the Arts, Nelson, BC 
Ani DiFranco “we owe each other, the world” — Joyful Girl 
Slow Factory, Open Education — Céline Semaan 
Boreal — the Boreal forest which is circumpolar.  

http://www.customwoolenmills.com
https://selkirk.ca/program/textiles
https://slowfactory.foundation

