Indian Defense League of America:
Free Border Crossing

The right to cross the border is of utmost important to
indigenous people, as it has created an arbitrary divide, often
splitting up nations, restricting cultural practices and erasing
native sovereignty. The Free Border Crossing is an act of
resistance against these restrictions and a celebration of
culture. The parade begins at 11:30 on the third Saturday of
July. When the parade goes into the United States it is called
a ‘celebration’ as the U.S. honors the Jay Treaty. When the
parade crosses into Canada it is called a ‘commemoration’
because the Ottawa government does not consider itself bound
by a treaty made between the U.S. and Britain in its colonial
era. and therefore does not respect the Jay Treaty.

Acts of resistance against colonial powers work within spaces
of dominance, i.e. the border, while also working to create new
geographies. This event creates new meanings for the space of
the border, resists colonial powers, and asserts both the right to
cross the border and Indian nation sovereignty. It is a forum to
allow voices to be heard and culture to be celebrated.

The Jay Treaty of 1794

“It is agreed that it shall at all Times be free to His
Majesty’s Subjects, and to the Citizens of the United
States, and also to the Indians dwelling on either side
of the said Boundary Line freely to pass and repass by
Land, or Inland Navigation, into the respective Territories
and Countries of the Two Parties on the Continent of
America (the Country within the Limits of the Hudson’s Bay
Company only excepted) and to navigate all the Lakes,
Rivers, and waters thereof, and freely to carry on trade and
commerce with each other.”

This treaty ensures the right of indigenous people to cross
the border, however it leaves the power to define who

has the right and how they can cross in the hands of the
Canadian and United States government. This can be seen
throughout the history of the Free Border Crossing event.

Treaty of Ghent re-affirms
the rights of indigenous
people to cross the border

1814 Indian Citizenship Act made all Indigenous people residing in U.S., U.S. citizens. It
was an attempt to erase native nations by ‘integrating’ Indigenous people into American
society. Chief Clinton Rickard feared that this would make important treaties, such as
the Jay Treaty, void because a government cannot have treaties with iots own citizens.
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In response to these events Chief Clinton
Rickard founded the Indian Defense League
of America with the purpose of securing
indigenous border crossing rights.

14 July 1928
The first Free Border Crossing
from Ontario to New York State
in celebration of the 2 April
1928 bill signing.
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Johnson Immigration Act asserted that “No alien ineligible
for citizenship shall be admitted to the United States.”
Immigration by non-whites severly restricted.

26 May 1924 1925

A Cayuga Sachem Chief from Grand
River was denied re-entry back into

Canada. The Chief died in the United

Chief Clinton Rickard

“l did not consider there was any such thing
as ‘Canadian Indian’ or ‘United States Indian.’
All Indians are one people. We were here
long before there was any border to make an
artificial division of our people.”

- From Fighting Tuscarora, p. 72

States in Chief Clinton Rickard’s home
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2 April 1928
A bill that Chief Rickard had garnered support for, was signed by
President Coolidge. This bill stated “That the Immigration Act of
1924 shall not be construed to apply to the right of American Indians
born in Canada to cross the borders of the United States.” A 1952 bill
added the requirement of at least 50% blood quantum.
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If any information is incorrect or if you have any suggestions to additions, please contact
the Border Rites project via the website: www.border-rites.org
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