
My ARIA project focuses on the Saint Lawrence Seaway, and the 
media coverage surrounding its construction, in order to reframe the 
infrastructure project in light of the expropriation of land in the Mohawk 
community of Kahnawà:ke

Through an in-depth analysis of the mainstream media coverage and 
an examination of first person accounts, my project seeks to reformulate 
the narrative around the Seaway in light of the seizure of nearly 1,262 
acres of land, as well as the destruction of the Kahnawà:ke village 
waterfront. This work was done through an analysis of CBC’s radio and 
television archives, as well as an in-depth examination of digitized 
newspaper databases: specifically the archives of the Montreal Gazette, 
The McGill Daily, The Toronto Star, The Globe and Mail, The New York 
Times and The Times of London. First person accounts were accessed 
through The Kanien’kehá:ka Onkwawén:na Raotitióhkwa Language and 
Cultural Center as well as through videography produced by the 
Mohawk Council of Kahnawà:ke
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The Saint Lawrence seaway was a joint 
infrastructure venture between Canada and the 
United States. It began construction in 1954 and 
was finished in 1959, heralded as a feat of 
engineering by both nations. The Seaway is made 
up of a series of locks and channels that stretch 
from the port of Montreal to the Great Lakes, 
allowing Ocean ships 2500 miles into the interior 
of the continent. It cost over 1 billion CAD, 
condemned nearly 100 miles of property, and 
relocated 9000 people and 650 families over the 
course of a decade. Of those 100 miles, 1262 
acres belonged to the Kahnawa’kehró:non of 
Kahnawà:ke.

Kahnawà:ke is a Mohawk village and reserve on 
the south shore of the Saint Lawrence River that 
has existed on that site since the mid 17th 
century. In 1850, the total size of the territory was 
just over 40,000 acres, however land claims by the 
Catholic church and cessions to the Department 
of Indian Affairs reduced the size of the reserve to 
only 12, 000 acres. The last land expropriation 
happened in 1954 when land was ceded away to 
the Seaway Authority. The physical and emotional 
ramifications of this land seizure are visible in 
Kahnawà:ke today, in view of the fact that the 
heart of the town - the waterfront- was separated 
from its residents. Kahnawà:ke means “on the 
rapids” in Kanien’kéha, and the construction of 
the Seaway removed Kahnawà:ke from the banks 
of the river. The demolition of the waterfront was 
devastating, severing the people’s historical 
connection to the water and their traditional 
skills, destroying their fishing site, and dismantling 
the communities gathering place.

Newspapers:
1 – The Gazette, 6/25/1959
2 – New York Times, 8/22/1946
3 – The Gazette, 6/2/1959
4 – The Times London, 4/24/1956
Accessed Using Proquest Historical 
Newspaper Database 
Images:
1 – 1932-34, Photographer unknown, 
from the Kahnawà:ke Photography 
Archive via The Eastern Door 
Newspaper 
2 – 1995, Photographer unknown, 
from the Kahnawà:ke Photography 
Archive via The Eastern Door 
Newspaper 
3 – 1949, Aerial View of Kahnawà:ke 
Mohawk Territory, photographer Roy 
Montour, from Kahnawà:ke 
Photography Archive

During the 1950s, the Montreal Gazette published nearly 700 articles about 
the St. Lawrence Seaway. Of these articles, only 39 mention Caughnawaga (The 
anglicized name for Kahnawà:ke, used until the 1980s). The CBC coverage of the 
construction never mentions Kahnawà:ke by name, only ever referring to it as the 
“little Indian village” or “the small Iroquois settlement.” During my research of 
the CBC archives, I did not find a single reference to the expropriation of Mohawk 
land. This is despite the fact that in 1954 the CBC did a series of television 
specials covering the history of small towns in Ontario and Quebec that were 
being relocated or demolished because of the Seaway. Kahnawà:ke was not 
included in the special, even though its population was larger than many of the 
towns that the CBC visited. Akwesasne, Kahnawà:ke’s sister reserve in Ontario 
that lost 130 acres to the Seaway, was also disregarded by the documentary. 

The lack of media coverage and the absence of careful and diligent reporting 
speaks to the negligence of both the Seaway Authority and the settler media. 
Construction began in 1954, and the Seaway Authority had yet to inform the 
people of Kahnawà:ke how they would be affected by the build. Although the 
band council reached out and requested documentation, the encroachment plan 
never materialized. Newspapers did not cover any of the plans for expropriation 
in Kahnawà:ke, because the Seaway Authority did not send notices of 
expropriation to Kahnawà:ke until demolition of the town had already begun. The 
coverage of Kahnawà:ke during the construction of Seaway often included racist 
stereotypes of Indigenous people, and no reporters from any major newspaper 
or media company investigated any complaints against the Seaway authority’s 
actions in Kahnawà:ke until 20 years after the project was completed.

Kahnawà:ke, 1932. Before the 
construction of the Seaway.

Kahnawà:ke, 1955. Village 
waterfront torn down, Seaway 
awaiting water from the St. 
Lawrence.

Ariel view of Kahnawà:ke in 1949. 
Farmland with town in the distance.
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