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Shelagh Rogers

A Foreword

Formed under the tutelage of the Bishop of Orléans, Félix-

Antoine-Philibert Dupanloup, painter Paul Gauguin returned 

late in his life to the catechism and its concern with the first 

principles. His 1897 masterpiece Where Do We Come From? 

What Are We? Where Are We Going? represents both the begin-

ning and endpoint of the painter’s personal and artistic journey. 

Similarly, the collection before you issues from these elemental 

questions, establishing a variegated canvas whose thematic 

unity derives from a shared desire to renew Canada.

How did we get to where we are now? Until we understand that, 

our future together as Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples 

looks uncertain at best. This project is animated by a hope that 

debate—in the spirit of the catechesis itself—will take place in 

book clubs across the country, composed of people who like dis-

cussion and are energized, engaged, and jazzed by the journey 

of rebuilding, reconciliation, and renewal.

There is hope that more of us will arrive at an understanding of 

our history, acknowledging the cold colonial spring from which 

Canada has come; that more of us will be moved to action; that 

through this volume we will further our self-knowledge and 
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our empathy. History is the account we present to ourselves of 

our collective journey. This account, if it is to be faithful and 

compassionate, must include the first-hand accounts of residen-

tial school experiences—of those separated from their families, 

from their communities, and from relationships with other 

Canadians. Colonialism is a disruption and supplanting of the 

elemental. It takes what is not one’s to take and gives what is 

not one’s to give. It presumes the very questions: “Where Do We 

Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?” silencing 

the Indigenous voices and dinning the ears with its script.

This collection of essays returns us to the proper work of dia-

logue, answering some questions but inevitably, and necessarily, 

provoking more. I hope it will prod us to get off our big fat 

complacencies. We must investigate our own histories, asking 

questions about the land on which we work and live. What is 

the history of this land? Who was here before us? How did we 

come to occupy and define it? What was my family’s relation-

ship to Indigenous peoples?

I’ve been looking at my own genealogy, and my family is com-

plicit in this work of colonialism. My ancestors came from the 

Orkney Islands, bringing with them the imperialism of Europe. 

They worked for the Hudson Bay Company and thought that 

the land was ripe for the taking. My 4x-great-grandfather was 

Sir George Simpson. Having learned more about him, I now 

better understand the relationship between Indigenous peoples 

and the colonizers. This relationship is saddening, and it’s 

troubling. It was an unequal relationship, to say the very least. 
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People like Sir George were credited with “opening up” the 

country. People like Sir George would not have even survived 

had it not been for the help and guidance of Indigenous peoples. 

It must be asked: Why do we not read about this in school 

textbooks? Why have we not yet learned the true history of 

Canada?

The experience of reading these pieces will be engaging. The 

variety in this collection represents the full range of emotions, 

from sorrow to joy, and not without humour. Don’t be afraid 

of what you will feel as you read. Allow yourself to feel uncom-

fortable. You may feel shame if your relatives were colonizers. I, 

too, have felt this shame. I had to witness before more than one 

thousand people, at the Northern Gathering of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada. The day set aside for me 

to talk about what I’d seen, heard, and learned was July 1st—

Canada Day. I felt so ashamed of my country. But an Ojibway 

elder told me that this feeling was the beginning of real learning, 

as rational understanding makes way for the heart to take it in. 

The real shame, he said, would be to feel no shame.

The longest journey is from the head to the heart. Let us 

open our hearts so that we may help carry the pain that 

Indigenous peoples in Canada have been carrying for centu-

ries. Non-Aboriginal people will not be fully at home here 

as Canadians until we acknowledge the troubled genesis of 

Canada, its colonial past and present. When that is recog-

nized and accepted, we will have a chance to live on this land 

with some feeling of wholeness.
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Colonialism is not over. Its tentacles reach into the present, and 

it is the greatest stain on Canada. Colonialism has put a wall 

up between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples in Canada. 

The journey from truth (hearing the stories) to reconciliation 

(fixing what is broken and building and re-building) will involve 

taking apart a whole system of colonialism and entrenched rela-

tionships—personal, political, and philosophical. It isn’t going 

to be easy, but it’s our only chance. And the very soul of Canada 

is at stake. 

In short, let’s talk to each other. And let’s really listen. This 

book is a great beginning.
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Garnet Angeconeb

Speaking My Truth: 
The Journey to 
Reconciliation

When I walked into the Aboriginal Healing Foundation office 
in Ottawa in December 2007 to interview Garnet Angeconeb, 
I was unsure what to expect. I knew that Garnet was a resi-
dential school Survivor, a member of the Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation’s board of directors, and a journalist. What I didn’t 
know was what a warm, compassionate, and fascinating per-
son he is. For the next two days Garnet and I talked about 
his life, and I felt privileged to sit with him and hear about 
the challenging experiences he’d survived and overcome. As I 
listened, I was struck by how open, honest, and generous he 
was in sharing his story. It was inspiring. Deeply rooted in his 
Anishinaabe culture and community, Garnet is an unassuming, 
soft-spoken, spiritual man who is passionate in his quiet and 
humble way. He has a vision for the future of residential school 
Survivors and their families and communities that he is deter-
mined to help make a reality. Garnet stressed again and again 
that his story is just one of many—that every residential school 
Survivor has a story to tell. In telling his story he made it clear 
that he hopes it helps others to find their voices and tell their 
own stories. It was an honour to work with him to bring his 

story to you.  — Kateri Akiwenzie-Damm
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At Home on Lake Seul: The Early Years

As a young child, I lived with my mother Mary, my father David, 

and my brothers and sister on the trapline in the Lac Seul area 

of northern Ontario. It was a happy time in my life. Then in 

1959, when I was four years old, my older brother Harry was 

taken to the Pelican Indian Residential School located about 

twenty miles from our home. He was six years old. This was the 

first of many changes to occur over the next few years.

The winter of 1961 began early, and by late fall ice was 

already forming on the countless bays of Lac Seul. On the 

trapline, every minute of daylight is important. Mother 

and Father would rise in the wee dark hours of morning 

to begin their daily chores. In the evenings, I would fall 

asleep listening to Mother and Father talk about their day 

or Mother recount a story or legend. One particular night, 

a long turn of events began that lasted all winter. I awoke in 

the middle of the night and found that Mother and Father 

were up. My baby sister Florence and my little brother 

Ronald were both in deep sleep, but I sensed there was 

something wrong by the sound of my parents’ voices.

“Your father is very ill,” Mother said to me. Sitting up, I could 

see Father sipping tea by the wood stove, visibly uncomfortable 

and shaking from his illness. When I awoke again, daylight 

had already broken. Mother and Father were busy doing their 

daily tasks, only this time they seemed to be doing more than 

usual. Mother was packing all our worldly possessions—blan-

kets, dishes, food, clothing, and furs. We were going back to 
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the village of Ningewance Bay to be near help should Father’s 

condition worsen. At least there we would be close to my grand-

parents, Rupert and Christina Ningewance, and their large ex-

tended families. Normally, we would have stayed on the trapline 

until Christmas, but not that year.

While Mother was busy packing, Father was working down by 

the shoreline in his putt-putt. “Putt-putt” was the nickname 

for a type of wooden boat used by the Lac Seul Anishinaabek 

for their commercial fishing activities in the 1960s. To keep the 

younger children warm, Father put a canvas shelter over the 

putt-putt, and inside he set up a little wood stove. The journey 

through the frozen waters of Bray Bay, where our cabin was 

located, to Lac Seul was slow because Father had to use an axe 

and an ice-chisel to break the ice in front of the boat.

At Ningewance Bay, it became clear how seriously ill my father 

was; he went to bed and there he stayed until the warm winds 

of spring arrived. Extended family members and others would 

help us a great deal that winter. We were so grateful whenever 

someone arrived with a fresh catch of fish or moose meat to 

feed our hungry stomachs. There were many nights we went 

to bed hungry and tired. Help from others was always very 

much appreciated.

Throughout that winter, I watched my father fade into a deep 

unknown illness. I was often scared. I had involuntarily become 

the man of the house and had to assume a lot of responsibility. I 

got firewood, hauled water from the waterhole down at the lake, 
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and went for help at times when my father’s condition worsened. 

Many nights Mother would rouse me from bed to seek help 

from neighbours and relatives. I would walk through the bush 

in the middle of a winter’s night to tell people that Father was 

very sick and that he might die very soon. Walking along the 

bush trails of Keesic Bay Island with my coal oil lantern was an 

eerie experience. I was so scared that I never turned my head 

in case someone was lurking behind me. Now I realize it was 

probably the spirits looking after me, and certainly the Great 

Spirit was always watching over me. The walk home was such a 

relief because someone always came back with me to sit beside 

my ailing father.

It was a long and difficult winter for me and my family. Finally, 

the snow and ice began to melt. The days were getting longer. 

In the air there was the welcomed call of the crow—an-deg. 

The return of the an-deg was a sure sign of spring. Father 

sought help from two highly regarded Elders from the com-

munity: Ochi-kiyashk (Baby Seagull), otherwise known as Tom 

Pemmican, and Baswewe (Echo), otherwise known as Jean 

Southwind. I recall Father attending healing ceremonies with 

the Elders. He would faithfully take the medicines they gave to 

him and soon he began to feel better. Through this experience, 

I learned the importance of respecting Elders to the highest de-

gree. And not only that, but to have respect for everyone. This is 

a lesson I still struggle with each day.

In the Anishinaabe tradition, one brings gifts and an offering of 

sacred tobacco to the Elders when seeking their advice. Mother 
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and Father would gather whatever they had to take as gifts to 

the Elders—hunting rifles, ammunition, traps, knives, tools, or 

clothing. Father taught us to give things of value to others: the 

teaching of sharing. I also learned the importance and signifi-

cance of offering tobacco. These were teachings that would help 

me throughout my life.

Separation: The Residential School Years

Shortly after my dad was well again, I was forced to go to the 

Pelican Indian Residential School where Harry was already a 

student. I attended the residential school and lived in the school 

dormitories until 1969. My older brother was there until 1968. 

My sister Florence was forced to go in 1968, and eventually my 

younger brothers Ronald and Gordon followed. Although I saw 

my brothers, I had no contact with my little sister because boys 

and girls were kept separate. 

My father had attended this same residential school as a little 

boy. He was the ninth student enrolled when the school opened 

in 1927. He attended for five years. When he spoke about it, he 

talked only about working on the farm. The “students” were 

actually unpaid farm labourers—there was very little classroom 

teaching or instruction of any kind except, perhaps, for what-

ever religious teaching the children received when forced to 

attend chapel. 

When I attended the Pelican Indian Residential School in 

the mid-1960s there were about two hundred and fifty of us 
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students ranging in age from six to twelve. For six years I at-

tended school there and lived in the dormitories. The Senior 

Boys Dormitory Supervisor was Leonard Hands, a young man 

in his early twenties. Hands came to the school from Toronto 

through the Anglican Church. He was not a teacher or social 

worker and had no qualifications for the job of dormitory 

supervisor. Regardless, he was given responsibility for the senior 

dorm that housed about forty of us boys aged ten to twelve. 

Hands had private quarters near the dormitory. In the morning 

and evening he supervised us. In the morning he made sure we 

got up on time, ate breakfast, did our morning chores, and at-

tended chapel before going to the school. After school, he would 

make sure we did chores, had supper, attended evening chapel, 

and went to sleep when we were supposed to do so.

Forgetting: The Lost Years

When I left the school in 1969 at the age of twelve, I buried the 

memories and feelings of my time there and rarely spoke about 

them again until many years later. I began drinking to dull the 

pain and anger I felt. It was a coping method I used for a long 

time. I struggled with a sense of spiritual confusion and trying 

to figure out my place in the world. 

One wickedly cold January night when I was twenty years old, I 

sat in a local bar wasting my paycheque on booze for me and my 

drinking buddies. A bunch of former residential school students 

sat at my table guzzling bottle after bottle of beer. One beer was 

not enough it seemed, yet one beer was too many for most of us. 
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An old school chum, Paul, screamed across the barroom, “Hey 

Garnet! Remember that asshole supervisor at Pelican? You 

know, that guy we used to call Beanie!”

“Yep! I remember that asshole! He didn’t have the last name 

Hands for nothing. Why don’t you forget about that useless piece 

of shit. If I ever see that bastard, I’ll kill him!” I yelled back.

Once in awhile, usually while in a drunken stupor, former stu-

dents would muster enough courage to talk about our negative 

experiences at residential school. As much as people wanted 

such conversations to carry on, these exchanges were always 

quick to end. The memories of Pelican were best forgotten and 

washed away by beer I thought—at least it felt like some of the 

pain was numbed by the alcohol.

“Paul, I’ve got to go,” I yelled over the noisy jukebox that was 

blasting Heaven’s Just a Sin Away. “I’m heading for Keesic Bay 

to visit my folks tonight.” 

I jumped on the snowmobile I had borrowed from my 

brother. Although I was in no shape to go, I set off at top 

speed into the cold winter night for Keesic Bay on the Lac 

Seul First Nation traditional territory where my parents lived. 

When I was about eight miles from home, I somehow got 

the snowmobile bogged down in the heavy snow around the 

shoreline. Try as I might, I couldn’t get it out. Being a young 

man of twenty years, I foolishly decided to walk the rest of 

the eight miles. It was pitch black and the coldest night of 
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the winter. Before long, I realized that I had strayed from the 

snowmobile trail. I was lost. 

I had no matches to start a fire. It seemed senseless to bed down 

in the bush, and so I pushed on, walking out into the vast open 

air in the middle of the frozen lake. I quickly lost all sense of 

direction. I could see nothing except darkness and the snow 

blowing all around me. I was in the middle of a fierce blizzard, 

the kind of storm my father had warned me about. Each step 

became a real challenge as I walked aimlessly in circles in the 

deep slush. My boots were getting heavier as ice began to form 

from my knees down.

I realized that I was in big trouble. I couldn’t even put my 

fate into the hands of the Creator. As a young person who 

went through the residential school system, I was deeply 

confused about my spirituality. I refused to believe in Jesus 

Christ. And now, as I lay on the frozen lake of Lac Seul, bur-

ied in the snow, I questioned how I could rely on God’s help 

with whom I didn’t have a relationship. Somehow, though, I 

learned to pray again that night. 

After lying down half-buried in snow for what seemed like 

infinity, I heard the familiar sound of a snowmobile off in the 

distance. I looked up. The blizzard had subsided. In the dark, 

I could see the faint outline of the landscape and the distant 

flicker of two snowmobile headlights. I yelled at the top of my 

lungs but I was too far away. Later I learned that my father and 

uncle had been out looking for me. 
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I buried myself in snow to stay as warm as I could. I would yell 

every once in a while into the stillness of the night. It seemed to 

help with blood circulation, and I would feel warmer for a little 

while. It was a long night, probably the longest night of my life. 

Then, as I looked into the night sky, I saw a woman approaching 

me. She looked like my mother but it was as if she was the spirit 

of Mother—a holy, spiritual being. In the Anishinaabe language, 

the woman assured me that I was going to be all right. As she 

was talking to me, I noticed she was carrying a large blanket 

made of rabbit skins. In the sweetest voice I had ever heard, she 

said, “Here, I have come to cover you with this blanket so you 

don’t get cold out here. This blanket will keep you warm.”

I dozed off. By this time, I felt so warm under the cover of a lov-

ing Mother’s rabbit quilt. When I awoke sometime later, I could 

see the early hints of the morning sunrays. It was the first day of 

February, my only sister’s birthday. The sunrise was beautiful. 

The skies were beginning to glow pink and orange. I couldn’t 

believe that I had survived that long, cold night. 

I looked around me. Tobacco was sprinkled all around where I had 

bedded down. I unburied myself from the snow and sawed away 

the huge chunks of ice around my legs and feet. I stood up but 

quickly fell back down. I thought, now that daylight had arrived 

someone would soon find me. I laid down quietly to wait for help.

Help soon arrived in the form of an OPP airplane. After 

circling a couple of times, the airplane landed and stopped 

near me. Right away I recognized the two police officers who 
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disembarked. Constable Roydon Kropp was the first officer to 

jump out of the airplane. He was followed by Constable Myles 

Lang. I was unable to walk so the two officers dragged me to 

the airplane. The pilot, Sergeant Larry Moore, remained on 

board and helped to lift me into the warm aircraft. After land-

ing, I was taken by ambulance to the Zone Hospital in Sioux 

Lookout where I was laid up for three months. I had suffered 

severe frostbite to both feet and legs. Not only had I miracu-

lously survived an entire night in 40° below weather, I had also 

escaped the real threat of amputation. 

When I think back on it now, I see the vision of the woman who 

covered me in the rabbit fur quilt as a symbol of hope. With her 

loving presence, against all odds, I survived. I now know there 

was a reason I survived, but it took me a number of years to 

understand what it was. 

Remembering: The Grieving Years

Understanding first began to develop on October 31st, 1990 

when I was set on a path that I continue on to this day. I was 

on a business trip in Ottawa. That morning, I got up, showered, 

dressed, and headed downstairs to meet a colleague for break-

fast in the Toulouse restaurant. He was already sipping his third 

cup of coffee by the time I got to the breakfast table.

“Hey look at this front-page article on the residential school 

issue,” he said as he sipped his coffee.
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I had my own copy of the Globe and Mail tucked under my 

arm. There, on the front page, was an article about how the 

then-Grand Chief of the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs, Phil 

Fontaine, had publicly disclosed that he had been physically and 

sexually abused while attending an “Indian” residential school. 

As I read the article, I began to feel an indescribable pain crawl-

ing all over my body. With great difficulty I struggled to main-

tain my composure. I looked over to my colleague and, without 

thinking, asked him if he’d ever been abused while living in one 

of the notorious “Indian” residential schools.

His immediate response was “No.” I guess I was hoping that 

he would say he had been. In some way I wanted him to say 

yes, so that we would have something in common to talk about: 

a legacy of abuse from the residential school system that had 

haunted me ever since I left the school in 1969.

I felt incredible pain build up inside me. Through this haze of 

pain, I struggled to admit to my colleague that I, too, like many 

former students, had experienced sexual and physical abuse 

while at residential school. I was also enraged by the psychologi-

cal and spiritual scars inflicted on me and the other students 

from the colonialistic and genocidal approach inherent in the 

residential school system. My colleague and I grew almost com-

pletely silent. The silence continued as we ate our breakfast.

After a while my colleague quietly asked, “So you were 

abused in residential school?”
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Not knowing what exactly to say, I responded, “Yes, I was 

abused—sexually.” I told him that a man at the school named 

Hands, who eventually became an Anglican priest, had abused 

me and many others at Pelican during the 1960s. I felt a wave 

of rage overtake me. I had a huge lump in my throat as I 

struggled to hold back the pain that I had buried for so many 

years. Then, as if a floodgate had been thrown open, I cried 

uncontrollably. It was the first time I had ever told anyone that 

as a little boy I had been sexually abused at residential school. 

For the next year I tried to figure out how to deal with that 

admission. I had to tell my family (I have been married since 

1978 and had never spoken of the abuse to my wife). It took 

a lot of soul-searching—I had so many doubts. It was a very 

emotional time. I experienced a lot of anger and grief. My chil-

dren were ten and eight years old, and I had to explain to them 

what was happening because my behaviour during that time 

was unsettling for them. I was drinking a lot and crying often. 

I had to come to terms with the idea of others knowing what 

had happened to me. I sought help from a mental health nurse 

who helped prepare me to meet with Leonard Hands, the man 

who had abused me. She made me feel validated and helped 

me to realize that although I’d had no control over the abuse, I 

did have control over the process of disclosure. 

Disclosing: The Truth-Telling Years

In late 1991, I was ready. I met with Bishop James Allen of the 

Anglican Keewatin Diocese to disclose my abuse. The bishop 
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said he would come back and deal with it after Christmas. He 

left soon after and never did deal with it. It was very discour-

aging, but a new bishop, named Tom Collings, was appointed 

to the diocese in the new year. After discussions about an 

out-of-court process, Bishop Collings suggested that I meet 

with Leonard Hands to discuss it. I agreed. The day before my 

meeting with Hands, I went to the site where the abuse had 

taken place at Pelican Falls. Once there, I prayed for courage 

and strength to get me through this ugly ordeal. As I left the 

grounds, I spotted a bald eagle soaring way up in the clear 

blue sky. I took that as a sign of hope for restoration, for heal-

ing, for reconciliation, and for forgiveness.

It was April 1992 when I met face-to-face with Leonard Hands, 

the person who had abused me in residential school. There was 

strong denial from him, and the meeting ended with no resolu-

tion. Still, I realized later that confronting him was a significant 

milestone on my long journey toward healing.

As I pursued the matter, the first hurdle I had to overcome was 

denial from those around me. My parents didn’t directly tell 

me, but did tell my siblings that perhaps I should drop what 

I was doing and move on with my life. Many leaders also did 

not support me. An Elder told me that it was because so many 

of them were in denial themselves. Perhaps it was too painful. 

During this time I often wondered, “Is anyone out there 

really listening?” It saddened, frustrated, and angered me. 

Then I started to link up with others who were also dealing 
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with residential school abuse. In northwestern Ontario, 

there was a heavy layer of silence surrounding the issue. 

Some people even questioned my motives for pursuing my 

case, suggesting that I was doing it for political gain. But as 

I learned about others who were taking action and began to 

connect with them, I began to feel supported. It gave me the 

strength to continue. 

Still, it was very difficult. The denial and silence extended to 

the churches as well as the government. It took more than 

three years for Michael Peers, then-Primate of the Anglican 

Church, to respond to a letter from me, and when he did it was 

in a very legalistic way. Obviously, the letter was written by 

lawyers since the Church must have feared law suits. One of 

the things that I’ve learned, whether dealing with government 

or churches, is that we’re afraid of each other. We’re afraid to 

talk openly to each other.

Despite this, I continued to pursue my case. My mother never 

saw the end of what I started. Sadly, she died in April 1993. 

Later that year, in September, the OPP began investigating 

my allegations of sexual abuse. At first I was all alone in the 

allegations. By the time it was over, there were nineteen of us 

who had given statements about having been sexually abused 

by Leonard Hands. The police believed there were a lot more, 

and I knew myself that there were others who weren’t willing 

to come forward. Around the same time, in 1993, there were 

allegations that Hands was abusing an altar boy at his parish 

in Kingston, Ontario. Hands was suspended by the Church, 
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although no charges were laid. It was sickening to me to real-

ize that he was still abusing boys, and I wondered how many 

others there had been in the years between. 

When the police investigation of my case started, my father 

said that maybe I should drop it and move on with my life. 

It wasn’t until after my father realized that two of his other 

sons (this meant three of his six children) were also abused 

by the same man that he started to change his views and 

became more supportive. Father also began to recognize and 

understand the patterns of behaviour of his sons—the anger, 

drinking, short tempers, and so on—that we’d been using to 

cope with our abuse as well as with the shame and secrecy 

that had surrounded it. 

The sign that my father was really supportive was when he went 

to court on the day that Leonard Hands was being sentenced. 

Hands was convicted on nineteen counts of indecent assault, 

and my father was there in the courtroom. He realized that 

day that there were sixteen other men who had been abused in 

addition to my brothers and me. When my father showed up 

that day, it was one of the greatest gifts I ever received. It was 

a victory in the sense that I started feeling that my father was 

listening and that the denial had been overcome. 

I’ll never forget that day. It was January 5th, 1996 in Kenora 

District Court. I saw Leonard Hands, at last, sitting in the 

prisoner’s box. He had pleaded guilty in court, but previous 

to that had vehemently denied the abuse. At the last minute he 
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accepted a plea bargain. At the sentencing, Hands apologized 

to the victims of his abuse, but he specifically stated that he was 

not apologizing to me. He wasn’t allowed to use my name but 

said that he was specifically excluding “G.A.” from his apology. 

He claimed that he had already done so during our meeting in 

1992 and that I had refused his apology. It angered me, but I 

realized he was a man going down and that it was his only way 

of lashing out and trying to regain some control. He received a 

four-year sentence. Leonard Hands was only fifty-four years old. 

I rode back from Kenora with my friend, another Survivor, and 

we talked for the two and a half hours of the drive, so preoc-

cupied that we ran out of gas. My friend started talking about 

forgiveness and I listened but at the same time I was saying, 

“No. I’m not ready to talk about that yet.” It was not until years 

later that I had the urge to seek forgiveness, to forgive.1

Reconciling: The Journey Continues

I never received an apology from Leonard Hands. Nor did I 

get the opportunity to forgive him while he was still alive. 

I wanted to, but in the process I learned that he had died in 

2000 while living at a halfway house in Winnipeg. Today, I 

can truly say, “Beanie (that was his nickname), I forgive you. 

I forgive you.” I wish I could have said it to him when he was 

still here on this earth. Being able to forgive him has been a 

huge step forward in my personal healing and spiritual growth. 

But I know how difficult it is. It takes time and a great deal of 

support and love to reach that point. I hope that the 
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Commission can help former students, wherever we may be on 

our journeys, to come to terms with what happened to us at 

residential school and to find some peace within ourselves as 

we move forward in our lives. 

For me, the 1998 Statement of Reconciliation, issued by the 

Honourable Jane Stewart, was another milestone in my healing 

process and the start of a very much needed dialogue. Some of the 

frustration and silence I had been experiencing lessened because 

I realized that people were starting to listen. I also think that 

 be cause the residential school experience disrupted my relation-

ship with my Mother, I was more receptive, and the message had 

more of an impact on me because it had been made by a woman.

My understanding of what reconciliation means has evolved 

since that time. To me, it’s all about relationships and com-

munication. Often, we’re too afraid of each other to speak our 

truth openly. For me to heal, I had to find a way to do so. When 

I think about reconciliation now, what it means, and how it can 

be put into action by the Commission, I think about my friend 

Brian Brisket. We grew up together, went to residential school 

together, and were lifelong friends. In the summer of 1995, Brian 

and I had gone through the preliminary trial where the judge had 

to determine if there was enough evidence against Hands to go 

to court. Afterwards, Brian and I drove together on the five-hour 

trip from the court to Winnipeg. We talked about many things 

during that trip, and Brian offered me some advice: “Whatever 

you do,” he said, “don’t ever leave your family. Don’t ever leave 

your wife and children as a result of all of this—it’s not worth it.”
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As the case progressed, life at home became more and more 

difficult for me and my family. The case was taking a toll on 

all of us. There was a lot of tension, and eventually I reached a 

breaking point. In October 1995, I packed my truck and drove 

to the outskirts of town. I was leaving my family. I got to the 

Trans-Canada Highway and had to decide whether to go east or 

west. It was storming terribly. I made a choice, turned, and set 

off. I was fifty-six kilometres outside of Sioux Lookout when I 

encountered a horrible car accident. There were three fatalities, 

one was my friend Brian. 

It was like a wave came over me. I felt numb, the message was 

so strong. Brian had told me never to leave my family and 

that’s exactly what I was in the process of doing. After about 

four hours at the accident scene helping the survivors of the 

accident, I turned around and went home. I’m so grateful to 

Brian because without him, I might not have a family. I don’t 

know what would have become of me. 

Sadly, Brian didn’t live to see the end of the case, to see our abuser 

convicted and sentenced. He never heard the 1998 Statement 

of Reconciliation. He didn’t get to see the formation of the 

Aboriginal Healing Foundation or the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission. I feel strongly that we need to remember and honour 

people like Brian and the many others who have passed on with-

out seeing the steps we have taken toward achieving justice and 

recognition for all of the children and families who were forced 

to endure the residential school system. To me, that is a necessary 

part of reconciliation and one that the Commission can fulfill.
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I believe that this Commission will provide us with an op-

portunity to acknowledge and validate what has happened 

to us as Aboriginal peoples because of the imposition of one 

policy enacted by the colonizing state—the policy of assimila-

tion. The residential school policy was just one aspect of the 

broader assimilation policy. The overall impact of colonization 

and assimilation is the disempowerment of people. That is why, 

today, we are still plagued by issues of poverty, racism, missing 

women, and other horrifying impacts of that broader policy. 

The Commission, in some ways, can begin to turn that around 

so that people are empowered. 

One of the things that I would like to see is a genuine apology. 

I would like to see the prime minister stand up along with the 

churches and say in no uncertain terms, “I’m sorry.” If there was 

a collective effort to do this, can you imagine what profound 

rippling effects that would have? I think that a collective effort to 

come together to say “I’m sorry” would be very powerful.

Although the 1998 Statement of Reconciliation had an impact 

on me at the time, the statement was specific to physical and 

sexual abuse. It was not inclusive and did not look at the 

broader implications of the policy and how it fit into the govern-

ment’s assimilationist agenda. At the time, everyone was being 

very careful about what they said because of the fear of lawsuits 

and what any sort of admission might ultimately cost. But now 

is the time for us to be honest with each other. We’ve got to get 

over that fear of being sued. That is another area where I see 

hope for the Truth and Reconciliation Commission to instigate 
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change. I see the Commission helping to facilitate a process of 

social change. A priority should be the eradication of the inter-

generational impacts of residential school. My children lived 

with the intergenerational effects, and it is my hope that my 

grandchildren will not have to do so. The Commission can lay 

the groundwork and begin facilitating that change.

When I was young, I was afraid to speak out because it was 

too painful. It took a long time to have the courage to find 

people who would listen. I just didn’t feel strong enough, I 

didn’t have the courage to speak about something so painful 

that I had buried for so long. I was afraid to let those ghosts 

out of my system. I was afraid of not being heard so I shut it in. 

It would be easier today. It’s in the open now so there are sup-

port systems, and more and more people are becoming aware 

of it and providing help. I also find a lot of courage in our 

Elders talking about it in ceremonies. What I’ve noticed is that 

whenever I go to ceremonies most of the Elders talk about it. 

They are honouring Survivors and are creating honour songs 

for Survivors. The role of Elders has become quite powerful. 

They are helping in revitalizing and restoring what was put 

aside and seeking that rightful place where we were before. 

If the Commission can create a space that allows people to feel 

that their stories are accepted without fear of repercussion, per-

haps it can help to neutralize some of the negativity that has poi-

soned our relationships with each other. When a lake is poisoned 

by acid rain, lime is poured in to neutralize it. Hopefully, in some 

ways, our relationship with Canada can be improved. It’s all been 
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so negative. I see this process as helping to lead that relationship 

toward the way it was meant to be. For us, the treaties were 

about co-existence. We need to mend those historical misunder-

standings and accept the true history of this country before we 

can move on. 

When you’re ashamed of your own history, you deny—that’s 

also what has happened on the part of the government and 

churches. What it all boils down to is respect. Denial is damag-

ing and disrespectful, not healing. Our new relationships have 

to be built on respect.

I look at my own life and I have to ask myself, “Why did I 

have to go through some of those experiences?” As my own 

doctor said, it’s amazing I’m still here. Most people would have 

succumbed. I look at that from a spiritual perspective and say 

perhaps the Creator is working through me to give a message 

of hope to our people about overcoming the impacts of coloniz-

ation and the residential school system. 

Because of those impacts, many of us went through a cultural 

identity crisis—loss of language, loss of family and community 

ties, loss of self-worth—to name only a few of the negative but 

real impacts of residential school. I myself lived through times 

of spiritual confusion. I lived through times of anger. I lived 

through times of cultural confusion. I lived through the dis-

ruption of my family relationships. At one time in my life, I was 

ashamed of my culture. To me, though, the residential school 

issue is not about making others feel bad or guilty. This issue is 
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about truth and understanding. Truth and understanding are 

two key ingredients that will lead to healing and reconciliation.

When I look back on my life now, I can see that as a boy of 

six I had to walk alone through the darkness and cold and to 

confront my fears in order to find help for myself and my family. 

Then when I was twenty years old, I again had to face the dark-

ness and cold during that long night alone on the ice. But when 

I felt covered by the warmth of a Mother’s love, I knew I could 

overcome my ordeal. The process of residential school healing 

and reconciliation, for me, has been like that. It’s amazing how 

strong we can be when we act out of love and respect and know 

we are a part of something much larger than ourselves. 

May we all find the strength, warmth, and support to be able to 

speak our truths. 

Note
1 Garnet Angeconeb, 28 March 2004, Meeting on the Future of the 

Residential School Healing Movement, Ottawa as reported in Castellano, 
M. Brant (2006:157). Final Report of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation. 
Volume I: A Healing Journey: Reclaiming Wellness. Ottawa, ON: 
Aboriginal Healing Foundation.
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John Amagoalik

Reconciliation or 
Conciliation? An Inuit 
Perspective

The Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of Law defines reconcile as:

1.  to restore to harmony 
2.  to bring to resolution 
3.  ... reestablishing a harmonious relationship1

According to Dictionary.com, conciliate is defined as:

1.  to overcome the distrust or hostility of; placate; win over… 
2.  to win or gain (goodwill, regard, or favor). 
3.  to make compatible … 
4.  to become agreeable.2

Since Europeans arrived on our shores more than five hundred 

years ago, there has never really been a harmonious relationship 

between the new arrivals and the original inhabitants of North 

America. The history of this relationship is marked by crushing 

colonialism, attempted genocide, wars, massacres, theft of land 

and resources, broken treaties, broken promises, abuse of human 

rights, relocations, residential schools, and so on.
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Because there has been no harmonious relationship, we have 

to start with conciliation. We have to overcome distrust and 

hostility, make things compatible, and become agreeable. For 

this to happen, from the Inuit perspective, many things need to 

be considered.

Canada must acknowledge its past history of shameful treat-

ment of Aboriginal peoples. It must acknowledge its racist legacy. 

It should not only acknowledge these facts, but also take steps to 

make sure that the country’s history books reflect these realities.

Non-Aboriginal Canadians cannot fully understand the 

crushing effect of colonialism on a people. They do not 

 appreciate the negative self-image that people can have about 

themselves when another culture projects itself as being 

“superior” and acts to impose its laws, language, values, and 

culture upon the other.

Canadians must understand that their leaders had assimilation 

policies designed to kill Aboriginal cultures and traditions. In 

reference to Inuit, the Report of the Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal Peoples quoted an unnamed federal administrator 

as writing in a 1952 report, “Their civilization, because it is 

without hope of advancement, should be ruthlessly discou-

raged.”3 Because of this mindset, assimilation policies were 

implemented. Children were taken from their families and 

homes, placed in faraway residential schools, and forbidden to 

practice their languages and cultures. Aboriginal children, as 

young as five years, were taken from their parents and placed 
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in schools where many were psychologically, physically, and 

sexually abused by church and government officials.

Some Aboriginal groups, such as the Beothuk in 

Newfoundland, were hunted for “sport” by white settlers until 

they became extinct.4

There are hundreds, perhaps thousands, of broken promises, 

broken treaties, unfulfilled obligations, and commitments. 

Many Canadians think these broken promises only happened 

in the distant past. They are still happening today. At the time 

of this writing (2007), the Nunavut Tunngavik Incorporated, 

the body that negotiated and signed the Nunavut Land Claims 

Agreement, is taking the Government of Canada to court 

because the government has not lived up to dozens of its obliga-

tions in this modern treaty, signed in 1993. It broke its past 

promises and is still breaking them today. The Government of 

Canada reneged on its commitments in the Kelowna Accord. 

First Nations still have to resort to highway and railway block-

ades, occupations, and civil disobedience to remind Canadians 

of broken treaties, theft, and murder.

When Inuit from Nunavik (northern Quebec) were relocated to 

the High Arctic5 in the 1950s under false promises of eventual 

return, their human rights were violated and the Government of 

Canada abandoned them under harsh conditions.6 It was  decades 

later when the government finally admitted that they were 

relocated to bolster Canada’s claim to sovereignty over the High 

Arctic Islands.7 The Government of Canada refuses to apologize. 
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When thousands of Eskimo huskies were slaughtered by the 

RCMP, the government again pleaded innocence. They denied it 

happened when there is overwhelming evidence that it occurred.8

When Canadian sovereignty over the Arctic is mentioned today, 

the discussion revolves around purchasing icebreakers and 

offshore patrol ships without any mention of Inuit. The govern-

ment seems to have forgotten that Inuit have been occupy ing 

and using the lands and resources for thousands of years. It is 

as if Inuit are a non-entity and not a factor in the sovereignty 

debate. Our use and occupancy, our land claims treaty with 

Canada over these lands and waters, and our commitment to 

Canada are lynchpins of Canadian sovereignty in the Arctic.

Martin Frobisher was recently honoured by the Canadian Mint 

with a commemorative coin and presented as a hero. To the 

Inuit of southern Baffin Island, he was a pirate,9 a kidnapper, 

and a murderer.10 He deserves no honour.11 

Toward Conciliation

Canada needs to apologize. In order for there to be forgiveness, 

there has to be a genuine and sincere apology. Canada has 

already apologized to the Japanese and the Chinese. Why does 

it not do the same to the Aboriginal peoples who have been its 

most obvious victims over the centuries?

Canada must abandon its culture of denial when it comes to 

crimes against Aboriginal nations.
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Canada must stop honouring historical figures who committed 

crimes against our people.

Canada must put in place a long-term program to improve the 

socio-economic status of our people, to improve health and 

education, and to effectively deal with the housing crisis that 

faces our Aboriginal communities. Canada must honour its 

obligations under historical and modern treaties. The legacy of 

broken promises must stop.

Canada must recognize and acknowledge the Inuit use and 

occupancy of our homeland and our commitment to Canada 

as the cornerstones of Canada’s claim to the Arctic and its 

internal waters.

Zebedee Nungak, one of the foremost Inuit thinkers in Canada, 

has some recommendations. He writes, 

The power relationship between Canada’s governmental 
 jurisdictions and its Aboriginal Peoples has to be fundamen-
tally corrected. That is, from a lopsided Benefactor/Beneficiary 
set-up, to more of a Nation-to-Nation, equal-to-equal level 
jurisdictional field.

The country’s legislatures have to deliberately make room for 
Aboriginal representation in mainstream political life. This 
includes Parliament, which, being supreme, should tackle this 
innovatively. Government policies towards Aboriginal Peoples 
have to be totally renovated. Aboriginals should not be re-
quired to go through the indignities of “surrender and extin-
guishment” for their lands and resources.12
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Is There a True Commitment?

So, in order to facilitate conciliation, Canada, as a maturing 

nation, must take significant and sincere steps to that end. It is 

high time for Canada to act honourably. Looking at history, this 

may be asking too much.

1 Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary 
of Law (1996). Retrieved 18 
December 2007 from http://
dictionary.lp.findlaw.com/scripts/
results.pl?co=dictionary.lp.findlaw 

.com&topic=50/5049720b94365738
5f6a60f9f7123e74 

2 Dictionary.com Unabridged (v1.1). 
Retrieved 15 November 2007 
from: http://dictionary.reference 

.com/browse/conciliate
3 Cited in Royal Commission 

on Aboriginal Peoples [RCAP] 
(1996:458). Report of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples, Volume 1: Looking 
Forward, Looking Back. Ottawa, 
ON: Minister of Supply and 
Services Canada. The quotation 
is from a document entitled “The 
Future of the Canadian Eskimo,” 
dated 15 May 1952 (NAC RG22, 
volume 254, file 40-8-1, volume 
2 (1949–1952). The RCAP report 
continues, “The anonymous 
official goes on to ask what can be 

Notes

done about the problem of finding 
meaningful work for Inuit when 
few technicians or artisans are 
needed in the North. The solution, 
for the author, was to move the 
people south.”

4 Budgel, Richard (1992). The 
Beothuks and the Newfoundland 
Mind. Newfoundland Studies 
8(1):15–33. 

5 In 1953 and 1955, a total of 
ninety-two people from sixteen 
families were relocated by the 
federal government from Inukjuaq, 
Quebec, and Pond Inlet on Baffin 
Island to the High Arctic. The 
author’s family was among those 
relocated from Inukjuaq to 
Resolute Bay; he was five years old 
at the time. The Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal People’s convened 
hearings on the relocation and, in 
1994, it published a special report 
on the issue: The High Arctic 
Relocation: A Report on the 
1953–55 Relocation. Ottawa, ON: 
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Minister of Supply and Services 
Canada.

6  The relocation was an ill-conceived 
solution that was inhumane in 
its design and its effects. The 
conception, planning, execution 
and continuing supervision of 
the relocation did not accord 
with Canada’s then prevailing 
international human rights 
commitments. The government, 
in the final analysis, failed in its 
fiduciary responsibilities to the 
relocatees. An acknow ledgement 
of the wrongs suffered by the 
relocatees and their families, as 
well as their communities, coupled 
with an apology is warranted.

7 The Preamble to the Nunavut Land 
Claims Agreement (1993) states: 

“AND IN RECOGNITION of the 
contributions of Inuit to Canada’s 
history, identity and sovereignty in 
the Arctic.” Retrieved 2 November 
2007 from: http://www.ainc-inac 
.gc.ca/pr/agr/nunavut/pre_e.html

8 Inuit Elders have testified that 
during the 1950s and 1960s their 
dogs were shot by RCMP and 
other non-Inuit officials. This 
took away their ability to live 
independently and provide for 
their families through hunting, and 
Inuit were not consulted or offered 
alternatives. The killing of sled 
dogs was one of many acts at the 
time that disempowered Inuit and 
reinforced government control over 
their day-to-day lives (see “Echo 

of the Last Howl,” a documentary 
video produced by Makivik 
Corporation in 2004). In response, 
the RCMP conducted an internal 
review and concluded that there 
was no organized slaughter (Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police (2006). 
Final Report: RCMP Review 
of Allegations Concerning Inuit 
Sled Dogs. Ottawa, ON: RCMP. 
Retrieved 18 September 2007 
from: http://www.rcmp-grc.gc.ca/
ccaps/reports/sled_dogs_final_e 

.pdf). Inuit organizations responded 
in a press release that disputed 
these findings and questioned 
the legitimacy of the RCMP 
investigating itself (Makivik 
Corporation and Qikiqtani Inuit 
Association, Joint Press Release, 
5 December 2006, RCMP self-
investigation does not reveal the 
truth about the slaughter of Inuit 
sled dogs in the 1950s and 1960s). 

9 “By the year 1560, it is almost 
certain that Frobisher was an 
active privateer, and possibly also 
a pirate. Thereafter, all doubt 
vanishes.” McDermott, James 
(2001:49). Martin Frobisher: 
Elizabethan Privateer. New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press. 

10 During the summer of 1577, 
Martin Frobisher and his crew 
captured an Inuk man with the 
intent of bringing him back to 
England. Shortly afterwards, some 
of the crew came across an Inuit 
encampment, and after a skirmish 
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in which five or six Inuit men 
were killed, they captured “an old 
woman and a younger female with 
a baby.” The “elder woman was 
stripped ‘to see if she were clouen 
footed’, but was then released … 
The younger woman and child 
were secured and taken back to the 
pinnaces, to become the second 
and third of Frobisher’s captives.” 
McDermott (2001: 180–81).

11 George Best, one of Martin 
Frobisher’s men, reported in his 
diary, “Having now got a woman 
captive for the comfort of our man, 

we brought them together, and 
every man with silence desired to 
behold the manner of their meeting 
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author praised Best’s dairy for 
its “remarkable account of the 
meeting of the two adult savages, 
the Englishmen looking on with 
interest…” McFee, William 
(1928:72). Sir Martin Frobisher. 
London, UK: John Lane the Bodley 
Head Ltd.

12 Personal correspondence with 
Zebedee Nungak. 

Biography

John Amagoalik was born in a hunting camp near Inukjuaq, 

Nunavik (northern Quebec) and grew up in Resolute Bay in the 

High Arctic. After attending high school in Churchill, Manitoba, 

and Iqaluit, Nunavut, he worked as regional information officer 

for the Government of the Northwest Territories and then as 

executive director of the Inuit Claims Commission. In 1979 he 

was elected vice-president of Inuit Tapirisat of Canada (now Inuit 

Tapiriit Kanatami), and he served two terms as president during 

the 1980s. Throughout the 1990s, as chief commissioner of the 

Nunavut Implementation Commission, he worked passionately 

on the detailed planning required to prepare for the new Nunavut 

Territory. He lobbied actively for the creation of an electoral 

process that would guarantee gender parity in the new legislature; 

however, the proposal did not gain enough support to be 

implemented when the Nunavut Territory was created in 1999.



43 John Amagoalik

John has been recognized with a National Aboriginal Achievement 

Award, an Award of Excellence from the Canadian Public Service 

Agency, an honorary Ph.D. from St. Mary’s University, and a Special 

Recognition Award from the Qikiqtani Inuit Association (QIA). In 1999, 

John was named a Chevalier of the French Legion of Honour. He 

currently works as QIA’s director of Lands and Resources.

John’s contribution to this collection is a clear and strong indictment 

of Canada’s treatment of Aboriginal people in general and Inuit in 

particular. In Reconciliation or Conciliation? An Inuit Perspective, 

John questions whether there has ever been a truly harmonious 

relationship between the new arrivals and the original inhabitants 

of North America. He describes some of the steps Canada should 

take to facilitate conciliation: Canada must apologize, abandon its 

culture of denial, stop honouring historical figures who committed 

crimes against Aboriginal people, address systemic socio-economic 

disparities, honour its treaty obligations, and acknowledge Inuit 

contributions to Canadian sovereignty over the Arctic.
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Madeleine Dion Stout

A Survivor Reflects 
on Resilience

My father holds the reins in his hands while my mother alights 

from the horse-drawn wagon. I fix my red-rimmed eyes on 

my mother’s red tam—the splash of colour, the statement, the 

heartbeat, the moment.

Two hours later I am fighting for dear life. The parlour is 

stone cold; the benches knocked wood; the windows large and 

paned. I beg my mother and father not to leave me. I cry until 

my nose bleeds. Then and there colours fade. There is nothing 

left to say; hearts break and moments die. I surrender the loose 

change I’m left with to my superiors. I buy jawbreakers and 

black licorice pipes for a few weeks running. Strange is how 

they taste. 

Colonization, healing, and resilience reveal themselves to me. 

As Survivors, we ride waves of vulnerability for a lifetime and 

for generations. We were subjected to real risk factors includ-

ing hunger, loneliness, ridicule, physical and sexual abuse, 

untimely and unseemly death. As we struggle to throw off the 
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shackles of colonization we lean heavily toward healing, and 

resilience becomes our best friend. 

Today, triggers continue to work on my body, mind, and spirit 

but, ironically, they have given me a shot at life. My mother and 

father hoped they would; why else would they have loosened my 

desperate clutch on them in the parlour? Their resilience became 

mine. It had come from their mothers and fathers and now must 

spill over to my grandchildren and their grandchildren. If we 

truly believe the pain of the residential school legacy has had an 

intergenerational impact, then it necessarily follows that there 

will be intergenerational Survivors too. 

I firmly believe that a lot of the healing began in residential 

school. I have asked myself and others, did I, did we, suf-

fer uselessly in residential school? Like any hard question I 

have ever posed to my mother, her answer might have been 

kiýa nitãnis, which roughly translates to “reflect on it, my 

daughter.” The words spoken at this conference have driven 

me closer to home and have me reflecting on my good fortune. 

I have been wearing your messages like the blanket we were 

gifted with here.

I say that our healing began in residential school when I think 

of the times I lived second-hand love there. My grade four 

teacher, Miss Walker, spent as much time watching out the 

window for her RCMP boyfriend as she did watching over 

us students. I recall vividly her sparkling, flashing blue eyes 

and her pretty blue nylon blouse—the splash of colour, the 
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statement, the heartbeat, the moment. I also well remember 

looking up to a window and catching an unmistakable aura 

of affection between a Cree woman who worked at the school 

and her Dene suitor. She was radiant as she beamed down 

on us from the window, large and paned, while he, strikingly 

handsome, beamed at her. 

While I was deprived of love in residential school, I lived it 

second-hand to the fullest. Love literally filled my empty heart 

and soul, even though it was not rightfully mine. Second-hand 

love does save lives. Because of it, I can honestly say I began my 

healing journey in the most ungodly place. Healing is the mid-

section of a continuum with colonization marking one end and 

resilience the other. Knowing what I know now, a large part of 

my response to being and becoming in an ungodly place was an 

act of resilience. 

In the name of our best friend resilience, we can look forward 

to the future because we are very, very good at so many things. 

We are very good at wearing splashes of colour: we wear red 

tams as a tribute to our beloved ancestors, we display our 

Sundance flags, and we proudly wear our Métis sashes and our 

Northern prints, making a statement whether we talk “moose, 

geese, or fish.” We are very, very good at acting in a heartbeat 

in the most ordinary way at the most everyday level because as 

Survivors we help one another do the same. We are very, very 

good at living the moment while marking time by preserving 

residential schools as monuments, producing films about them, 

and working together to keep important healing work going.
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In the name of our best friend resilience, we must give fervent 

thanks to our ancestors, our beloved Elders, and our Brothers 

and Sisters and for all the work in the service of healing that 

will surely be transformative when we look back. 

Thank you, Merci, Hai hai!
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Fred Kelly

Confession of a Born 
Again Pagan (excerpt)

Father, forgive me for I have sinned. 

Pity the god who made me in his image. I just turned sixty-

five and have not been to confession since 1954 at the age of 

fourteen, the experience of which is clearly etched in memory. It 

was an acrimonious and a deeply traumatic event in my life in 

residential school. I swore I would never go back. 

At that time, the confessional was an enclosed stall tucked in 

the back of the chapel. It had three compartments, the central 

cubicle being reserved for the priest who represented the all-

forgiving Christ. On each side was a tiny compartment where 

the sinner knelt on an oak step to whisper a prepared recitation 

of sins through a little screened window, following which the 

deserved penance was meted out. The priest would then slide 

the window shut and open the other side to hear that confession. 

Usually, the penance consisted of a set of Hail Marys from the 

rosary in a number commensurate with the gravity of the con-

fession. Sins were divided into two basic categories of contraven-

tion against the prescribed doctrine: mortal sins being major 



54 Fred Kelly

transgressions and venial sins being minor infractions. A sinner 

wearing a mortal sin upon death would go to hell. One carrying 

venial sins would go to purgatory. An unbaptized infant, pre-

sumed upon death to carry Adam’s original sin from the Garden 

of Eden, could not enter into heaven until the final Judgment 

Day and would, therefore, wait in a place called “Limbo.” But 

sins and punishment were the central preoccupations then. Such 

is my memory, although much seems to have changed in the 

Roman Catholic Church since then. 

Confession is now the Sacrament of Reconciliation. The new 

rite may be done in three formats. The first is a celebration 

with one penitent. The second is a group confession, but only 

individual absolution is received. The third is group reconcilia-

tion where a general confession is performed and absolution is 

granted to all participating penitents. While the revamped sac-

rament still has to do with the confession of sins, the emphasis 

is now on healing where sinfulness is the disease and sins are 

its symptoms. 

My confession will, more or less, follow the old protocol. It is 

intended for you to understand what I have gone through to get 

here. It will also give you my perspective on how we got to this 

necessary point of reconciliation. In addition, there are histori-

cal factors from the Old World thinking that have contributed to 

the breakdown of peace and harmony upon which Christianity, 

your faith, and my traditional spirituality are founded. These 

will be reviewed because unless we address them together, any 

hope of reconciliation in our society is seriously undermined. 
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Father, given the chance, we will come to accept what we have 

in common and learn to respect our differences.

How did I get here?

I was literally thrown into St. Mary’s Residential School at four 

years of age after my father died and my mother took sick im-

mediately thereafter. She would spend the rest of her life in and 

out of the hospital. My very first memory of my entry into the 

school is a painful flashback. For whatever reason, I am thrown 

into a kneeling position. My head is bashed against a wooden 

cupboard by the boys’ supervisor. Instant shock, the nauseating 

smell of ether, more spanking, then numbness; sudden fear re-

turns at the sight of the man. Was this discipline or just outright 

cruelty? This had never happened to me before. Where is my 

dad? Where is my mother? They’re not here. Where are my three 

older brothers? Step in if they dare—they see what’s happening, 

they watch in horror, but they are helpless. Father, in time, that 

supervisor would be consecrated as a holy priest into your order.

You and the Oblate Fathers of Mary Immaculate and the Sisters 

of Saint Joseph ran the school. French was always used among 

yourselves and the nuns who often called us “Merde cochon!” 

We had to learn English, it being the only language permissible 

among ourselves. Latin was the official language of religious 

rites and rituals then. Although the language was foreign to me, 

I quickly became proficient in Latin recitations of the Mass as a 

devoted altar boy. For our part, we were strictly forbidden to use 

our own language at any time under pain of severe punishment.
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From four to seven years of age, while the other children went 

to their classes, my time was spent alone in the cavernous 

playroom. It was dark and dreary. The room seemed haunted 

with strange shadows dancing about in the corners. There was 

no kindergarten, so occasionally a playmate would be allowed 

to spend time with me. When she could, my mother would 

take me home until she had to be readmitted into the hospital. 

Finally, I could begin classes at seven. The first classes were 

spent memorizing the catechism, the manual of questions and 

answers that taught everything all young Catholics must know 

about their religion. The first question: Who made you? God 

made me. Second question: Why did God make you? God made 

me to love him, to serve him in this world, and to be happy with 

him in heaven forever. There were many others.

As intriguing as some of the teachings became over the years, 

we could never ask why the answers were as they were. To 

question was to doubt, a manifestation of the devil’s work. To 

analyze was to mock God. To argue was to commit blasphemy, 

a mortal sin. The answers, we were told, came from God 

through the Pope, who was infallible. We were blessed with 

the true Word of God, and we were to pray for the strength to 

simply believe. We accepted everything, and we memorized the 

catechism dutifully. There was a heaven and that’s where we all 

wanted to go, but there were gnawing thoughts always reined 

in by my fear of the alternative. The notion of going to hell for 

eternity was absolutely frightening to a six-year-old, especially 

one with an active imagination like mine. One day, I asked the 

nun who served as my teacher and catechist to explain hell. 
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First, she asked me about any previous burns. Every little boy 

knows the excruciating pain of fire. By way of comparison, she 

took me to the window and pointed to the thermometer outside 

on which the highest mark was 212 degrees Fahrenheit. She said 

that the sun is a million times hotter than that, and hellfire is 

many times hotter still. How does one not used to mathematics 

relate to a million? In our traditional system of counting, one 

million is conceptualized as running out of numbers once. That 

is heat beyond comprehension. If I die with a mortal sin in my 

soul, this is where I am going. Should I die with a venial sin, I 

am going to purgatory with fire as hot as hellfire except not for 

eternity but only until my sins have been purged. The young 

impressionable mind is stricken with absolute fright.

In the darkness of the dormitory and alone in bed, I am sud-

denly overcome by cold sweat. Although baptized into the 

Catholic faith, my poor unsuspecting mother still adheres to 

her traditional spirituality. A little boy so loves his mother that 

he never wants to see her hurt. Yet, in these circumstances, she 

is so precariously close to the door of hell. Satan will take her 

straight to the fires of eternal suffering never to get out once she 

is there. Pagans and sinners are condemned souls unless they 

join the faith. It’s up to me. From here onward, my prayers will 

be perfectly sincere and ardently pious. You will never see a 

more dedicated altar boy offering masses served for his mother’s 

salvation. But what about my daddy who died so suddenly? 

Would such a kind and loving man go to hell? If he went with 

a mortal sin, the answer is painfully obvious, I am told. I will 

never know if my prayers are too late. 
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My grandparents who had refused baptism because of their tradi-

tional beliefs would also be in hell for having spurned the chance 

to be saved. All my ancestors, for that matter, are in hell because 

they believed in something other than the only true Church of 

God. Indeed, so are all sinners and Protestants. Protestants, what 

are they doing there? Risking wrath but feigning innocence, I 

once asked in catechism class, “How do we know that ours is 

the one and only true faith?” My first brimstone and hellfire ser-

mon was to follow. When she calmed down a notch, she called 

me to the front of the classroom where so many children had 

been humiliated before. “Spell the word ‘Protestant’,” she yelled. 

Her mocking tone sounded as though the word was beyond my 

capabilities to spell. No trouble: P-R-O-T-E-S-T-A-N-T. Now she 

demanded that the last three letters be struck. The naked word 

stood exposed. “You see, the Protestants are protesting against 

the true Word of God,” she proclaimed loudly to make the 

point. Through no choice of his, one of my brothers had gone to 

a Protestant residential school. Was he going to hell? “Well, he’s 

a Protestant is he not? Freddie, you just don’t listen,” she replied 

with an obvious air of vindication.

At eleven years of age, my curiosity turned into voracious 

reading in search of some expanded explanations perchance to 

reinforce my religion. Nothing was forthcoming. We moved on 

to grades seven and eight at a time when we were also becoming 

young men and women with the psychobiological changes that 

come with normal adolescence. More sins, but that’s another 

story. For me, this was not an easy time. Blind faith was not do-

ing for me what it seemed to do for others. My search became 



59 Fred Kelly

even more desperate. Outside books might do the trick. But my 

quest ran smack into the Index Librorum Prohibitorum, the 

Catholic List of Prohibited Books. Another priest explained that 

publications in the list were banned because their topics were 

those of heresy, moral depravity, and other matter written by 

atheists, agnostics, and all manner of degenerate philosophers. 

The List was discontinued in 1966, years after my time of des-

peration. The books obviously posed a danger to all of us in the 

faith, and this explained why no outside literature was available. 

We were being protected. It also explained, in part, why our 

personal letters to and from the school were censored. But the 

idea of books on philosophy tweaked my inquisitive mind even 

more. Father, I sinned in coveting such books. What’s more, I 

sneaked out of the school in search of them. I sinned again.

We were usually confined to the school grounds and our time 

was regulated by a regimented schedule. On Saturdays, however, 

we had no classes and we might then be allowed to go into town 

with our parents. Otherwise, if we had the money, we might 

on occasion be escorted to a movie by the supervisor. Rarely 

did I have money. But on one memorable day, I went with the 

group and sneaked away during the show for a quick visit to the 

local library. Under no circumstances was anyone allowed to 

wander off alone. Breaking this rule would lead to prohibition 

from ever going into town again in addition to  other punish-

ment. When I arrived at the front desk, the matronly librarian 

pointed me to the children’s section downstairs. But I told her 

that I was looking for the section on theology and philosophy. 

She smirked in bemusement. This town was known for its 
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racism and Indians were not simply allowed to enter any public 

place. And what’s this, an Indian kid looking for philosophy? 

Every aspect of her demeanour seemed condescending, but she 

humoured me and led me to a row of books. She bowed her 

head slightly to allow her glasses to slide down her nose just so 

far. She peered and pointed her pencil toward the section. At 

once my heart palpitated with fear and excitement. This time, I 

had gone way too far. A title jumped out at me: Why I am not 

a Christian by Bertrand Russell,1 the renowned atheist, but of 

course unknown to me at the time. This book had to be mine. 

I stole it. Father, I felt relieved that I was not alone after all. 

Then another book struck me with awe: Living Philosophies, a 

collection of personal credos by Einstein2 and other luminaries. 

There were more books on questions that had caused me so 

much anguish. Here was the Holy Grail. The hidden treasure 

was here. The library became a private and secret destination. 

Father, I sinned and would knowingly continue to do so again 

and again. I had defied the List of Prohibited Books. I had now 

eaten of the forbidden fruit! 

Father, on the occasions we talked openly, you seemed to 

understand that mine was a questioning mind. Believing nev-

ertheless that my search was evil, my only recourse was con-

fession and prayer, more penance and contrition, then more 

prayers. The story of doubting Thomas, the Apostle who had 

to see and feel the wounds of Christ before he was convinced 

of the holy resurrection, rang so true to me in my predicament. 

The mind craved the sanctified truth of Catholicism, but there 

was also a compelling need to understand. My inquisitiveness 
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did not so much need evidence as it sought plausible explana-

tions to my perplexities. The catechism was so arbitrary, and 

reasoned discussions never took place. Among many others, 

there were questions about the Immaculate Conception. The 

Ascension of Christ needed at least some discussion. There 

appeared to be a contradiction in an all-forgiving God and 

his eternal punishment for a temporal sin carried at the time 

of death. There was a nagging question of predestination 

versus free will. There was unkindness and intolerance in a 

Church built on the teachings of Christ who had spoken on 

behalf of the poor, preached about understanding, and even 

taught acceptance of human frailties. It was also impossible 

for me to accept that my ancestors, who had not known about 

the religion prior to the arrival of the missionaries, could be 

condemned to hell for not following the Catholic way of life. I 

was told that these were some of the mysteries that one must 

simply accept as part of salvation. But by natural disposition, I 

was not easily given to blind faith. 

At fourteen and going into grade nine, I went through what all 

Catholic boys must go through at one time or another. Your 

dedication and apparent peace of mind was an inspiration. 

Father, the priesthood seemed attractive. Here the answers and 

my life’s work would surely be found. With great surprise, my 

application to enter the seminary was accepted. But something 

happened on the way to my Damascus.

Questions about my religion persisted and constituted the most 

oft-repeated recitations in the confessional. So monotonously 
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recurrent must my sins have become that the priest in the 

confessional that day finally stirred from his usually passive 

composure and asked impatiently if this was Freddie. “Yes,” I 

replied with surprise and nervousness. He admonished sternly, 

“Why don’t you get these doubts out of your head and be a 

good Catholic boy like you’re supposed to be.” The forgiving 

Christ, represented by the priest, suddenly became a scowling 

human being, indeed a very intense, scolding old man. In the 

classroom, the use of the name “Freddie” was usually followed 

by a painful clout to the ears, a deafening shock to the ear-

drums that left a burning sensation and a lingering hum fading 

into a distant buzz. My reaction was impulsive and my words 

came out in a quick defiant whisper: “If I were a good Catholic 

boy, I wouldn’t be here.” Outside the confessional, this priest 

doubled as the principal of the school. I was in very deep 

trouble. “Don’t talk back,” snapped my confessor. “Well, don’t 

give me hell,” I blurted unaware of my prophetic words. This 

was a sacrilege, an act of unforgivable irreverence to Christ, 

the confessional, the sacrament, the priest, and everything the 

Church stood for. Stunned by my own insolence, I arose and 

slithered out of the confessional like the condemned serpent 

banished from the Garden of Eden. I was certain of only one 

thing, excommunication from the Church leading to eternal 

damnation. Stepping back into the chapel, the altar bells rang 

as the chalice was raised in consecration, the most sacred part 

of the Mass. But instead of all heads bowed in reverence as 

the wine was being transformed into the blood of Christ, the 

whole congregation, so it seemed, was turned back toward our 

commotion in the confessional. This would be my last time 
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in the confessional, although I continued to attend religious 

ceremonies in this state of mortal sin for the rest of my years in 

residential school, thus compounding my damnation. This was 

surely the time to leave school. I no longer belonged here, and 

I was certain that I no longer belonged in the faith. Yet, Father, 

I was transferred to another residential school even further 

from home. I was sent from St. Mary’s in Kenora, Ontario, to 

St.Paul’s High in Lebret, Saskatchewan. 

The Residential School System

Father, I have already made reference to the complicity between 

the churches and the government. To borrow some sentiment of 

the times, there were still many wretched souls to be converted 

and, if the Indians could not be exterminated, many more 

would be born. 

From 1831 to 1998, residential schools into which Indian 

children were forcibly placed operated across Canada.9 The 

churches would run these schools. At first the schools were 

located near reserves, but by 1900, it became evident that the 

policy of assimilation was not working. The children had to be 

taken away from the pagan influence of their parents. Changes 

to the Indian Act enabled the schools to relocate away from 

reserves, which they did. Further legislative changes to the 

Indian Act in 1920 allowed for children between the ages of 

seven and fifteen to be forcibly removed from their parents and 

placed into these schools. Some families withdrew into their 

traditional territories to keep their children away from the 
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churches and the school. It then became punishable by law, not 

only for the children to be out of school, but also for parents to 

withhold children from attending these schools. 

Restrictions on their civil rights meant that “Indians” were not 

“persons” under the law and therefore had no means of challeng-

ing intrusions on their families and communities. For all intents 

and purposes Indians were considered to be “wards of the gov-

ernment,” and this made it possible and easy for churches to as-

sume legal custody of Indian children in the residential schools. 

Thus, care and treatment of the children were at the total and 

unquestioned discretion of the churches and their personnel.

Many changes over the years reflected the various attempts to 

force assimilation upon us. No amount of brainwashing and 

punishment had the desired effect of beating the savagery out 

of us heathens. Certainly there was serious and irreversible 

damage, but no policy could assimilate us.

Immediately upon entry into the school, the staff began to beat 

the devil out of us. Such was my experience. We were humili-

ated out of our culture and spirituality. We were told that these 

ways were of the devil. We were punished for speaking the 

only language we ever knew. Fear stalked the dark halls of the 

school as priests and nuns going about their rounds in black 

robes passed like floating shadows in the night. Crying from 

fear was punished by beatings that brought on more crying 

and then more punishment. Braids were immediately shorn. 

Traditional clothing was confiscated and replaced by standard 
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issue uniforms. Our traditional names were anglicized and 

often replaced by numbers. Those who ran away were held in 

dark closets and fed a bread-and-water diet when they were 

brought back. Any sense of dignity and self-esteem turned to 

self-worthlessness and hopelessness. We came to believe that 

“Indian” was a dirty word, oftentimes calling each other by that 

term pejoratively. Many of us were physically beaten, sexually 

fondled, molested, and raped. 

The future seemed hopeless. We were incarcerated for no other 

reason than being Indian. We were deprived of the care, love, 

and guidance of our parents during our most critical years of 

childhood. The time we could have learned the critical parent-

ing skills and values was lost to the generations that attended 

residential schools, the effects of which still haunt us and will 

continue to have impacts upon our people and communities. In 

many instances, our role models were the same priests and nuns 

who were our sexual predators and perpetrators. To be abso-

lutely certain, not all the religious staff committed such sexual 

atrocities. To their credit, many appeared pure and conscientious 

in their duties. But having taken their vows of lifelong chastity 

and celibacy, and even giving them the benefit of any doubt, they 

were understandably hard-pressed to talk about the act of pro-

creation, personal parenting, and other normal facts of life in a 

Church that taught us that sex was a taboo subject in school. In 

fact, there was no such thing as a healthy sex education. Sex was 

dirty, and even thoughts about sex were sins—matters, indeed, 

for the confessional. Touching a girl in any way would lead ulti-

mately to “one dirty act,” said the nuns invariably. Once planted 



66 Fred Kelly

in the mind during the formative years of an adolescent boy, this 

notion was insidiously inescapable, even sounding implausible. 

The psychological damage was done. Many fathers to this day 

are unable to express their love to their children, especially their 

daughters. Personally, I was not able to hug or kiss my mother 

until she was seventy-three, the final year of her life.

Father, I tried to rationalize what I saw and experienced. The 

treatment of children, as horrific as it was, must have been 

our normal lot for having been the pagan sinners that we had 

been. Was everything all right? Was it even humane? None of 

us had any idea as to what the law was regarding children but 

somehow there was a general feeling that it did not apply to us 

anyway. Even the crown attorney from town was in the chapel 

for Mass every Sunday. So things must have been all right, not 

known, or condoned. Besides, we were afraid to say anything to 

anyone outside the school. Would anybody believe us anyway? 

If we told our parents, and they came to our rescue, the police 

would be called to arrest them. If that were not enough, we were 

told that violence committed or intended against a person of the 

cloth was an unforgivable sin deserving of immediate condem-

nation into hell, but it seemed permissible for them to touch us. 

Those students who were sexually abused suffered a trauma so 

severe that it affected them, not only then, but also for the rest 

of their lives. Uncomfortable as it was, we kept quiet. We would 

abide the unwritten code among the students: never rat. 

Because I came to hate everyone connected to the school and 

the religion—the nuns, priests, brothers, and the staff—I 
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committed a sin. For that, I repent. And for the times I blamed 

God for the pain and anguish that we were going through and 

allowed myself to think in anger that he was mean and wicked, 

I sinned against him. I am deeply remorseful. For all the things 

that I personally saw and experienced and knew were wrong 

but did not report to the authorities, I committed an act of 

complicity. To all the students in residential schools who were 

with me and have now passed on, I sincerely regret that I did 

not fight harder at the time. 

Would this nightmare ever end? Finally, after over one hundred 

and sixty years, the actual nightmare ended. In 1998, the last 

residential school was shut down, but the aftershocks continue.

My Personal Reconciliation 

Father, I have shared much with you that needed to be said. 

Respectfully, I am not seeking penance and far be it for me to 

deny hell. I have seen it. It is here and it is man-made. Forgive 

me if you must and pray for me. But it is reconciliation that I 

seek—between you and me and our respective peoples. We need 

to build a new future. You have also glimpsed into my  own 

reconciliation, the note upon which we should leave for now.

Personal reconciliation is making peace with one’s own self and 

reclaiming one’s identity. Through the kindness of the Creator, 

I am at peace with myself. I have returned to Midewewin, the 

principal spirituality of the Anishinaabe. I have come to under-

stand and respect the interconnectedness of all life, and I am 
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very happy with my place in creation, humble as it is. Mine are 

the gifts of life so sacredly conferred upon my ancestors by the 

Creator. Through this spirituality, mine also are the experiences 

that have rendered insights into life’s eternal questions: whence, 

what, whither, and why.

I am contentedly reconciled to traditional spirituality as my 

living philosophy. Now, mine is an unconditional wish to reach 

out and help people on the basis of my culture and traditional 

ways. I have received the honour of being referred to as an 

Elder, a custodian of traditions, customs, laws, and spirituality. 

May I be forever worthy of those who wish to claim the tra-

ditional teachings that are theirs through me and other elders. 

May I continue to be deserving of the privilege of receiving 

youth who seek strength, courage, and enlightenment through 

my ceremonies. Having nothing to teach you but much to share, 

I reach out to you also and the other players in the legacy of the 

residential schools. 

A government founded on peace, order, and good government 

and yet responsible for inflicting the horror of the residential 

school system is one that I am prepared to meet with to discuss 

the rule of law that includes enforcement of Aboriginal rights 

and treaties as the basis for a reconciled future. A church 

that validated the ruthless superiority complex of European 

monarchs to persecute Indigenous people, steal their land, and 

overrun their cultures by condemning them as ways of the 

devil is one I am also prepared to discuss reconciliation with. 

My willingness to do this is based on having sincere regard for 
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the seven traditional laws of Creation. A clergy abiding a faith 

founded on the teachings of Christ, who so loved the purity 

and innocence of children, yet whose own agents inflicted 

sexual and physical abuse on Aboriginal children are men and 

women I am prepared to meet in my community to discuss 

reconciliation. And should they still believe in hell, may they 

be spared. Yes, Father, I am prepared. 

In ultimate personal reaffirmation, it was not God that hurt 

generations of innocent children, but the human beings in the 

churches who undertook to deliver Christianity and inflicted 

the sorrow in His name. It is not my right or prerogative to for-

give what was done to my brothers, my sisters, and my dearest 

friends as they must speak for themselves and, unfortunately, 

many of them are now dead. Nevertheless, I dedicate this 

statement of reconciliation to their memory. I can speak for 

myself, Father. I am happy that my ancestors saw fit to bring 

their sacred beliefs underground when they were banned and 

persecuted. Because of them and the Creator, the ways of my 

people are alive and in them I have found my answers. 

I gratefully proclaim that I am a dedicated adherent of tradi-

tional spirituality of the Anishinaabe.

I am a born again pagan.
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David MacDonald 

A Call to the 
Churches: “You shall 
be called the repairer 
of the breach”

On a late Sunday in August 2007, I sat in a downtown church 

in Halifax where the Minister read from Isaiah 58:12: “you 

shall be called the repairer of the breach.”1 The words spoke to 

authentic acts of compassion and justice.

In an instant I could see what true reconciliation is all about. 

It is recognizing and responding to the hurt and the need. 

Years of alienation and oppression resulting from Indian 

residential schools require a concrete response. Without that, 

reconciliation is nothing more than hollow words without 

meaning. The challenge of reconciliation is both to know and 

do the truth. These are not separate functions, but part of the 

same reality.

At the outset, the task is enormous. We are being asked to 

come to terms with over five hundred years of collective 
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history and experience and uncover its truth. Though it is true 

that the residential school experience occurred during only 

part of that time, the multi-generational impact has deeply 

entrenched the pain and loss that we now face. 

There are pioneers who have blazed trails for us to follow. Gail 

Valaskakis was the first Director of Research for the Aboriginal 

Healing Foundation. In her life and work, Gail found a way of 

drawing together her First Nations heritage and academic ac-

complishments to help others understand more clearly what we 

can achieve. In her book Indian Country, she relates the story 

of a visitor driving on an unmarked reservation road searching 

for the Duck Lake pow wow:

He sees an old Indian piling wood. He rolls down his car win-
dow and calls out, “Where’s the road to the Duck Lake pow 
wow?” Without looking up, the old man answers, “Don’t 
know.” The man in the car rolls up his window, muttering, 

“Dumb Indian.” The old man looks at the stranger and says, 
“I might be dumb, but I’m not lost!2 

She follows with the following observation:

For five hundred years, the social imaginaries of the dumb 
Indian and the lost white man have travelled together on 
distinct historical journeys. The trip has been arduous and 
eventful, and the destination is still uncertain. Shackled to 
one another in cultural conflict and political struggle, Natives 
and other North Americans have lived different social real-
ities. The chain of histories and heritages, of images and 
experiences that divides Natives and newcomers is linked to 
the popular culture and political protests that mark the social 
landscape of the continent.3 
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It is quite possible that the year 2008 will be a turning point for 

Canadian churches in coming to a much deeper understanding 

of their long-term relationship with Aboriginal peoples. 

The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement4 means 

that churches are being granted an enormous opportunity. We 

are being invited to learn the whole truth of Indian residential 

schools and to share that truth with one another. We are being 

invited to live out the various apologies we have made in the 

last decade or so. We are being invited to walk with Aboriginal 

women, men, and children who share this land with us. We are 

being invited to listen to them, learn from them, honour them, 

and celebrate with them the recovery of our true humanity. 

The invitation does carry with it pain and anguish about our 

past. It is not risk-free and without cost, but the invitation does 

have the promise of healed and restored right relations. In 2003, 

the General Council of the United Church made a commitment 

to building right relations: 

In all that we do in relation to our responsibility for the resi-
dential schools system, the goal of working toward right rela-
tions between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples should 
be uppermost in our thoughts, words, and actions. By so 
doing, we will honour the gift that comes from our Creator, 

“who reconciled us to himself through Christ, and [who] has 
given us the ministry of reconciliation.” (2 Corinthians 5: 18). 
We will also be honouring the invitation from the Aboriginal 
members of our church to “walk hand in hand.”5

This statement affirms the belief that we are to act to overcome 

and, indeed, reverse the decades and centuries of discrimination 
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and exploitation. We may not know yet what that looks like, 

but we do know it requires a major commitment on our part. 

We cannot, nor should we, simply remain stuck in the past. 

The good news is that we do not have to let that brokenness be 

the final answer. We have renewed possibilities. We have hope. 

Until now, we did not have the potential or the opportunity 

for a fresh start. There was little possibility of overcoming the 

centuries of exploitation, discrimination, and fear. Now, there 

is a commitment from all sides to seek a new and dramatically 

better relationship. We need to be vigilant in looking for all 

these opportunities.

As the words of Isaiah state, we are being called to be 

repairers of the breach. These words describe the actions of 

one who seeks to overcome injustice and establish renewed 

and right relations with those who have been rejected. 

Building Right Relations

In 1987, leaders of Canadian churches proclaimed a new 

 covenant, which was issued on the fifth anniversary of the 

adoption of the new Canadian constitution and the Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms. It spoke specifically to the constitutional 

recognition and protection of Aboriginal self-government in 

Canada.6 This covenant was subsequently reaffirmed in March 

2007. Behind the covenant lie many challenging and difficult 

years as the churches struggled to come to terms with their col- 

onialist past. In particular, the last decade has been an 
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agonizing one for the churches in discovering the degree to 

which they had participated in a ruthless program of assimila-

tion of Aboriginal children. Stories have been told of acts of 

cruelty and disrespect, which are totally at odds with the stated 

attitude and practices of these very same faith communities. 

Increasingly, church members are recognizing that attitudes and 

acts, which were not just a part of these schools but also deeply 

resident in all aspects of Canadian society, run counter to what 

the churches themselves believe and declare. 

Indian residential schools are among the most shocking and 

shameful realities in Canadian history. While the earliest 

schools predate the country of Canada itself, their full intent, 

impact, and reality virtually came into existence as Canada 

was being created. We are faced with a considerable historical 

dilemma. More than a hundred of these schools existed for over 

a century in all parts of the country, yet many people have great 

difficulty believing they actually existed.

From the vantage point of today, one is forced to ask: How did 

this happen? What was in the minds of government officials 

and church leaders? There is no easy answer. While much has 

been written during the last several decades to describe the 

punishment and hardship experienced by successive generations 

of vulnerable children, much less has been written to explain in 

detail the reasoning of government and church personnel in pro-

moting and supporting these initiatives. At the time of first con-

tact, it would appear that the early European visitors, explorers, 

and traders saw the long-time resident Indigenous peoples as 
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valuable allies in learning more about their new surroundings; 

certainly, they benefited from the special knowledge and skills 

these people possessed. There are many accounts of the friend-

ships and intimate relations that developed. The early decades 

were indeed ones of exploration as well as exploitation. But by 

and large, they happened in the context of mutual respect and a 

relationship of reciprocity. The notion or the need for reconcilia-

tion would never have crossed anyone’s mind. How far we have 

travelled from those earliest days. 

In retrospect, it seems clear that a critical line was crossed at 

some point which resulted in a disastrous change in that rela-

tionship. Aboriginal people were no longer seen as equals, no 

longer accepted as compatriots in the adventure of knowing and 

benefiting from this land; instead, they were treated as wards 

of the state and the relationship descended into one of adversity, 

violence, oppression, and exploitation. 

Familiarity and friendship turned to fear and disrespect. As 

increasing numbers of European immigrants saw opportunities 

for a new homeland with the possibility of enormous amounts 

of land, their agents and officials realized they now had to 

solve the so-called Indian problem. This at first subtle and then 

increasingly profound shift in attitude and intent has proven to 

be one of the blackest marks on Canada’s history. 

Today, many people are frustrated in their attempt to make 

sense of Indian residential schools, land claims struggles, pro-

tests, and blockades as well as a host of Third World conditions 
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that exist for so many First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people 

throughout this country. For some, the easiest explanation is to 

blame the victims.

We will make little progress toward resolving social, economic, 

educational, community, and political issues unless we under-

stand how all this happened in the first place. Reconciliation is 

not even a remote possibility without some basic understand-

ing and insight. Do we really want to know how all this hap-

pened and are we really committed to doing something about 

it? These are not easy questions. It is both disappointing and 

disturbing how often we are willing to resign ourselves to what 

is. Without much understanding, we can come to conclusions 

that comfort us in our conviction that little can be done. It 

must also be admitted that through a combination of fear for 

some and special benefit for others, doing nothing sometimes 

seems the only answer.

I believe, however, that if reconciliation is both our goal as well 

as our intended course of action, then we cannot be satisfied 

with our state of ignorance and inactivity. We have a significant 

job to do. We must begin by knowing what our real history is, 

what it means, and what it tells us about what we must do now. 

Thomas R. Berger, in his book A Long and Terrible Shadow: 

White Values, Native Rights in the Americas Since 1492, sug-

gests the attitude to Aboriginal people was finally set by the end 

of the War of 1812. 
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There would be no wars fought to exterminate the Indians. 
The White population regarded the Indian culture and way 
of life as primitive and anomalous. Insofar as they thought 
about it at all, Canadians were inclined to believe that the 
Indians had to be taught the arts of civilization and the duties 
of citizenship. As the Indians moved from what J. R. Miller 
calls “alliance to irrelevance,” the British and their Canadian 
successors responded with a change of attitude from respect 
and gratitude to pity and contempt.7

This fateful shift may not have appeared ominous at the time but, 

in retrospect, it has been a disaster for us all. The better part of 

the last two hundred years has cast Aboriginal and non-Aborigi-

nal populations into preconceived notions of who we are, what we 

are about, how we see one another, and therefore how we should 

treat one another. We know only too well the deeply entrenched 

stereotypes of native people in this country. They are parallel to 

ones that exist among Aboriginal folk. Harold Cardinal wrote the 

following almost forty years ago in The Unjust Society: 

An Indian, who probably wasn’t joking at all, once said, “The 
biggest of all Indian problems is the white man.” Who can 
understand the white man? What makes him tick? How 
does he think and why does he think the way he does? Why 
does he talk so much? Why does he say one thing and do 
the opposite? Most important of all, how do you deal with 
him? As Indians, we have to learn to deal with the white man. 
Obviously, he is here to stay. Sometimes it seems a hopeless 
task. The white man spends half of his time and billions of 
dollars in pursuit of self-understanding. How can a mere 
Indian expect to come up with the answer?8

So in dealing with economic, social, political, and racial pres-

sures for the past several centuries, we have each suffered within 
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the iron prison of stereotypes of the other, and there has been 

almost no opportunity to break free as a result. Early experi-

ments with education as a tool for cultural transformation and 

assimilation were begun. And, ultimately, an unholy alliance 

of church and state would see this grand project as the means 

toward a final solution.

As attitudes and assumptions became more deeply entrenched, 

the practice of removing very young native children from their 

homes and traditional surroundings was seen as the best means 

of creating new, so-called little Europeans. That this experiment 

would last for well over a hundred years with each generation 

being more affected and disabled than the previous, never seemed 

to be understood until the very end. And even then, some saw the 

demise of the Indian residential school system as a genuine loss. 

Parallel to all this was the increasing encroachment of settlers 

and their hunger for land. Treaties that had been agreed upon 

in earlier times were easily abrogated with the belief that the 

state was acting in the best interest of all. Aboriginal people 

were a problem to be managed and contained. They were seen 

to have limited rights. Citizenship was for the newcomers 

who came with commercial and property rights. Natives, to 

the degree they mattered at all, were seen as quaint, possibly 

romantic, figures from a bygone era.

Our modern era has set the stage to revisit our shared history 

of the last five hundred years. There is no doubt that some 

time in the twentieth century, the lowest ebb was reached in 
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the relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 

Certainly, until the Second World War, there was an absolute 

and unbreachable wall between these two cultures. While it 

would be false to say that either side was monolithic, an over-

view of the situation would say this was the ultimate in two 

solitudes. However, beginning in the late 1940s, as the first seri-

ous questioning occurred on the wisdom of residential schools 

and the failure generally of any policy which dealt with native 

people, a dawning began to occur.

In 1964, an unlikely request from the Minister of Indian Affairs 

to the University of British Columbia was made “to undertake 

in conjunction with scholars in other universities, a study of 

the social, educational and economic situation of the Indians of 

Canada and to offer recommendations where it appeared that 

benefits could be gained.”9 This report, named after the chair, 

H.B. Hawthorn, articulated for the first time the recognition 

that First Nations people were “citizens plus.” Alan Cairns 

explains Hawthorn’s use of this term: 

The Hawthorn ‘citizens plus’ suggestion, originally directed 
only to the status Indian population, but capable of extension 
to the Inuit and the Metis, was an earlier attempt to accom-
modate the apartness of Aboriginal peoples from, and their 
togetherness with the non-Aboriginal majority. The ‘plus’ 
dimension spoke to Aboriginality; the ‘citizens’ addressed to-
getherness in a way intended to underline our moral obliga-
tions to each other.10

At this same time, the National Indian Brotherhood, which 

would eventually become the Assembly of First Nations, was 



85 David MacDonald

founded. In 1969, the federal government’s White Paper on 

Indian policy11 ignited a storm of protest that significantly in-

creased Aboriginal determination and solidarity. This was also 

the year that the churches officially withdrew from participation 

in Indian residential schools.

Other highlights from the last half century are undoubt-

edly the 1982 Constitution Act, particularly section 35 and 

the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, as well as the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1991–1996) and count-

less subsequent decisions of the Supreme Court. Indeed, it 

should be said that the most consistent progress in the past 

quarter century has not been a result of legislative leadership 

but, rather, the impact of the new constitution itself and its 

acknowledgement through the courts.

With respect to Indian residential schools, the most recent 

developments were the series of class action lawsuits, the 

Supreme Court decision (Blackwater v. Plint, 200512) 

and, ultimately, the negotiations toward the Agreement in 

Principle13 in 2005. 

Now we have begun to implement the Indian Residential 

Schools Settlement Agreement. The Prime Minister has prom-

ised an apology and a truth and reconciliation commission 

will be created. What other actions might effectively acknow-

ledge a new resolve to create right relations? A historic public 

ceremony signalling recognition and repentance, involving 

both civic and church leaders, would certainly be appropriate. 
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The Governor General, Prime Minister, and other government 

officials, along with the primates, moderators, presidents, and 

archbishops of Canadian faith communities should partici-

pate. As honoured guests there should be the National Chief 

of the Assembly of First Nations and the leaders of all the 

national Aboriginal organizations. Acts of contrition and the 

presentation of symbolic gifts are needed. The new covenant, 

earlier referred to, could be expanded and endorsed by all. 

Concrete information and explanatory material for the media 

and the general public will be very important.

Overall, the churches have been given a tremendous gift and 

opportunity. The Agreement represents an opening to initi-

ate many actions toward right relations. The next decade 

should be a period of working toward a new relationship that 

actively anticipates the next seven generations. Resonating 

themes might be chosen to stress our common humanity and 

our deep connection to the earth and to one another. 

We now have the opportunity to learn our true history, to 

repent, to apologize, to heal, to reconcile, and to restore right 

relations. There can be no reconciliation without right relations, 

and no right relationship without reconciliation. All of this sets 

the stage for a significant public engagement. In other words, it 

may become possible for the first time in several hundred years 

to engage in a meaningful process of truth-telling and reconcili-

ation. But it will not be easy. There are many ways in which   

the process can be derailed; apathy and low expectations could 

lead to a situation where very little will change.
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All of us will be offered the opportunity to envision and col-

laborate on an agenda that could begin to restore the balance 

and harmony that has been so badly and willfully damaged. 

Reconciliation is not automatic. It must be a shared journey 

based on mutual respect and a convivial belief in arriving at a 

very different and much better place. One aspect of that could 

be some measure of forgiveness from those who have been so 

seriously wounded. But, as my colleague James Scott pointed 

out in his presentation to the Calgary conference on Truth and 

Reconciliation, “Forgiveness is something that can be sought 

but never demanded. The request for forgiveness returns a mea-

sure of control to the wounded party. Will you forgive me?”14 

It would be a helpful exercise to imagine what a process of 

reconciliation could look like as well as to envision the changes 

that might occur. Given the virtually non-existent relationship 

between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Canada 

today, this seems like a tall order.

In light of socio-economic, cultural, and political gaps the 

goal becomes even more daunting; however, just because it is 

difficult does not mean it is impossible. Perhaps another way of 

looking at the challenge is to ask the question: What does each 

group have to gain? In many ways, this is a more useful way to 

proceed. It has energy. It has hope. 

How should we go about building a reconciliation process 

and agenda? Who are the ones who will be the most will-

ing to help and participate? A First Nations person once 
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said to me, “You should know that Aboriginal relations are 

fundamentally personal.” I would echo that and say that the 

experience of reconciliation is absolutely personal. Therefore, 

personal contacts will be critical to building the safe and 

trusting relationships that can lead to reconciliation.

There will need to be a preparatory stage for all parties. We will 

need to seriously re-examine our real history. We will be forced 

to question assumptions and dubious truths, which we have 

mostly accepted without question or concern. How can we begin 

to learn about one another? Can we begin the journey of walking 

in each other’s shoes or moccasins? There will need to be some se-

rious study and some initial steps of actually meeting one another 

as persons. We can hopefully work with others who have a simi-

lar experience and are also preparing for their own engagement. 

We should not assume this will happen automatically. My ex-

perience is that it happens best when there is a common task 

and all parties have a shared investment in its success. This 

should not be a situation where one group is doing something 

for the other. There must be a real sense of partnership and mu-

tuality. As we all work at common tasks and toward common 

goals, a sense of trusting and knowing the other becomes much 

easier. And we do share common ground.

It is acutely obvious that concerns for the environment and 

the health of the natural world are widely and commonly 

shared. We should look for early opportunities to share in the 

joint task of healing and respecting the earth. Another more 
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celebratory common endeavour would be participating in com-

munity activities such as sports and other games and preparing 

community feasts. It would be important to plan for events 

covering a variety of disciplines, such as sports, music, art, 

drama, and storytelling. 

A second stage could be community building bees to build 

 houses and community centres. Churches, temples, and 

mosques in towns and cities could become special places of 

hospitality and friendship for Aboriginal people who have 

relocated from traditional homelands to the less familiar urban 

areas. Could we not create ecumenical friendship centres where 

bridges of hope and purpose can be created? 

Parallel to these activities should be the preparation of resource 

materials and how-to manuals. What are the protocols and 

the customs that we should be aware of? There needs to be a 

realization that there is, in fact, significant diversity across the 

communities that make up the parties involved in reconciliation. 

We should not avoid this diversity but celebrate it.

There should also be national programs that identify leadership 

and rally popular support. Could there be some joint pro-

gramming among the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network 

(APTN), Vision TV, CPAC, and CBC Television? What about a 

revival of successful past programming, such as the humorous 

but evocative CBC Radio program Dead Dog Café? Could there 

also be some dynamic Internet activity that would allow young 

people to participate in a way that speaks to them?
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It will be important to have a national support system for train-

ing, resources, and networking. When there is a shared sense 

that all across the country people are working together in many 

different ways to accomplish a great task, there will be a cause 

for hope and great encouragement. Overall, we will need a com-

pelling national vision of what our adventure of truth explora-

tion and genuine and dynamic reconciliation might look like. 

There are some models from our past that might assist or 

instruct. There have been major campaigns to address a great 

need and a great challenge that have seized the attention of 

Canadians of all stripes. Over twenty years ago, I was closely 

involved with two quite different and yet compatible experi-

ences that might instruct us. 

In 1983 and 1984, the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops 

prepared for the first-ever visit of the Pope. It was covered 

extensively on television as he visited more than forty-five loca-

tions in most provinces. We all learned a lot about the diversity 

of the Catholic Church, the diversity of the country, and the 

possibility for all of us, Catholic and non-Catholic alike, to 

share in that visit.

Immediately afterwards, we were caught up in our response 

to the famine in Africa, which was threatening more than a 

dozen countries, particularly Ethiopia and Sudan. It has been 

said that there “was a pandemic of giving in this country ... 

Canadians rallied to the cause ... Those with the least gave 

most.”15 There were local events that focused on the hunger in 
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Africa in thousands of communities across the country. Again, 

there was an active use of the popular media. Many learned 

for the first time about the underlying causes of famine and 

how it could have been prevented.

There are many other examples, but what they all tell me is 

that we need to seize the popular imagination and find a host of 

practical ways for all people to be involved. 

What might a nationally organized campaign on truth and 

reconciliation look like in Canada? There are numerous ex-

amples of truth and reconciliation processes in other countries, 

but the context is so different that I believe we will need to be 

creative in devising our own here. In 2006, I attended a tenth 

anniversary conference in Cape Town, South Africa, to review 

what had been accomplished in that country as well as in other 

places around the world. The conference theme was “Memory, 

Narrative and Forgiveness.”16 It should be noted, however, that 

while the individual experiences could be similar, the overall 

social, economic, and political contexts were, in most cases, 

totally different from one country to the next. 

There have been over twenty truth commissions of one sort 

or another in the last several decades. In most other cases, a 

formal process of truth and reconciliation occurred following 

some major social upheaval and political change. That has 

not happened here and there are no prospects for it happening 

in the immediate future. This is not to say that some modest 

changes are not already occurring; other major changes are 



92 David MacDonald

increasingly a possibility. Truth and reconciliation could very 

much contribute to that. 

So we need to be very creative and completely relevant to 

the present situation. What are the assets we bring to this 

task? The most important asset is the fact that each necessary 

institution and representative body has agreed to join together 

as partners. That means partnership across government, 

church, Aboriginal, academic, and legal communities. These 

are formidable partners, who are not always easy to move but 

have very significant constituencies. There are also committed 

financial resources that are not inconsequential. 

So how do we use these elements in a creative way? There need 

to be specific events, such as a national day of repentance and a 

commitment to work toward reconciliation. The media should 

be seen as a key ally. The tools that are available within that av-

enue of partnership clearly present enormous possibilities. These 

avenues should not be seen as ends in themselves, but as active 

strategies within an overall plan. Some combination of popular 

television and Internet are clearly possible. 

While the full and continuing impact of Indian residential 

schools is the central issue, I am tempted to think that the focus 

should be children and youth, as the Aboriginal population is 

young and growing at a rapid pace.17 Here is the dilemma: over 

eighty thousand residential school Survivors still alive today are 

mostly elderly. They are the grandparents of this large youth 

population. Could one part of the process be a structured 
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collaboration between the very old and the very young? Where 

does the non-Aboriginal population fit in all that?

What if we devised some sort of cross-Canada caravan with the 

use of the railroads? Could there be a “Our History, A Journey 

Toward Right Relations” train, following the example of the im-

migration museum at Pier 21 in Halifax, that tells the story and 

also allows people to explore what that means to them today? 

Could it have music, drama, art, dance, and audience participa-

tion? When is the train coming to your town? Will you be on it? 

Will you visit it? There could be drumming and various sorts of 

music and a special visitors’ tent. What about special perform-

ers, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal? From time to time we 

have seen the power of this type of approach. When you recall 

Canada Day presentations and special pageants involving music, 

dance, and drama our imaginations have much to work with. 

A key aspect to all this is to gather and share stories. This will 

be an important opportunity to give value and respect to the 

experiences that people had while at residential schools. There 

is a need to have a varied and sensitive approach in encouraging 

former students and staff to share their experiences. There will 

be aspects to this whole process that might be similar to those 

who experienced the Holocaust or other experiences that arose 

out of systemic destruction and oppression. 

Perhaps some distinctive pin or badge could be developed that 

would recognize all those associated with this project. It would 

include Survivors and their family members and descendants 
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as well as non-Aboriginal people who are making a signifi-

cant contribution to truth-seeking, healing, forgiveness, and 

reconciliation. 

Such a national project could be the occasion for media 

involvement proposed above, with CPAC, CBC Television, 

APTN, and Vision TV collaborating to provide live television 

coverage, not only providing information but also creating a 

forum for dialogue as the country grapples with the history 

and resolution of the legacy of Indian residential schools.

We need to create opportunities for people to have in-depth 

encounters, for example by participating in retreats and 

traditional activities and, where appropriate, ceremonies. 

One such example is found among Catholic communities that 

experienced the power of new programs such as Returning 

to Spirit. “This healing program, developed in the Diocese 

of Mackenzie-Fort Smith … has been praised for creating 

the possibility for individuals and groups consciously to cre-

ate a future based on forgiveness, trust, collaboration and 

appreciation.”18 Traditional Aboriginal experiences, such 

as sweat lodges within some First Nations traditions, could 

open up more experiential approaches. We should also utilize 

what has been learned in the inventory of programs that the 

Aboriginal Healing Foundation has supported. There are 

many important resources here. 

Artists such as Thomas King, Tantoo Cardinal, Buffy St. Marie, 

Susan Aglukark, Tomson Highway, and many others could be 
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invited to participate. There should be an active presence of 

outstanding and creative Aboriginal artists.

Reconciliation must draw upon the diversity and uniqueness that 

each individual brings to the journey. There will be a temptation 

to think in one-dimensional terms about only those aspects that 

have to do with economic, social, or political disadvantages. We 

also need to concentrate on the particular gifts each of us can 

bring. We must make every effort to get beyond the stereotypes 

that are so much a part of our collective baggage, which makes 

it difficult for us to see the depth and potential of the other. 

There is another area of intercultural activity that holds great 

promise for the engagement of Aboriginal people and the 

churches. In the realm of the spiritual, it will be important to 

see the particular insights and experiences that are present in 

the native communities. Thomas Berry has spoken and written 

eloquently about this: 

The natural world has rights … that must be respected by 
humans under severe penalties, for there are forces that can 
eventually deal with any assault on these rights ... Indigenous 
peoples … [understand this] because they live in a functioning 
universe, in a cosmos ... The natural world is experienced not 
simply as so many objects simply for human manipulation 
but rather as a community of subjects.19

Our Work has Just Begun

The past twenty years or more have seen members of the 

Roman Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian, and United churches 
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struggling with the dawning reality of the historic truth of 

Indian residential schools. It has been a difficult and painful 

recognition. But in that period and preceding the Settlement 

Agreement some positive steps have been taken. All of these 

faith communities have struggled with and come forward with 

apologies as well as the establishment of initial healing funds 

dedicated to reaching out to those most seriously hurt. In 

addi tion, from initial defensive responses to lawsuits and al-

legations of criminal injury, there have been increasing attempts 

to resolve victim injuries through out-of-court mediation and 

dispute resolution. In many instances, both state and church 

have provided compensation. Educational materials and the 

designation of particular events such as the National Day of 

Healing and Reconciliation have also occurred. Finally, in the 

process leading up to the Agreement in Principle, an inclusive 

round table process working on a full public process and a 

community-based approach to truth-sharing and reconciliation 

was developed. 

These responses should now be seen as a prelude to a dramatic 

turning of the page. For if the last decade or so has been a slow 

process of awareness and response, the next five to ten years 

should be seen as a rapidly evolving and even an unexpected 

and significant opportunity to come to terms with that history 

and to participate in major and transformative events.

The new covenant of the Christian churches signed in 1987 

and reaffirmed in 2007 should be the platform for these same 

churches and other faith communities who choose to enter 
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into a covenant of truth-sharing, healing, and reconciliation 

as the beginning of their commitment to fully live out the 

Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement. The historic 

 churches who participated in Indian residential schools might 

hold a national service of Apology and Repentance. They could 

be part of a large, national event involving leaders of both 

church and state. It would announce to the Canadian public 

that an era of new and just purpose was being inaugurated. It 

would invite all citizens to actively support it. 

Canada has a profound challenge and an enormous oppor-

tunity. Faith communities have an opportunity to contribute 

to a renew al of our respect for one another and the earth. 

Aboriginal peoples who have lived close to this land for millen-

nia have a deep knowledge of the land and all its inhabitants. 

The wisdom of Aboriginal knowledge is one of the special gifts 

they may share, but the gift will only have value and meaning 

for Canadians at large if it is received with genuine respect for 

the cultures, languages and spirituality of the givers. We are 

being invited on a particular journey. Our destination may be 

less important than the experience of how we travel together. 

There is particular value in examining our gifts for one another. 

In addition, there is a particular need to enter into acts of solidar-

ity. Issues of justice are very much at the heart of recognizing and 

living out the historic treaties. Several years ago, David Arnot, 

Treaty Commissioner for Saskatchewan, suggested in his report 

that when it comes to treaties we are all treaty people. Most of us 

think that treaties refer only to status Indians, but he suggested 
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that treaties, in fact, include all of us. How we live out those 

treaties is a measure of the whole quality of life of our country 

and all its peoples. The sooner we accept our compact with one 

another, the easier it will be to act in the best interests of all.

Overall, ours is a task of recovering the best of what we have 

to offer and sharing willingly with one another. It is also the 

critical work of engaging in acts that build trust and the positive 

realization that, in our engagement, this is not a zero-sum game 

but an encounter with win-win possibilities.

The challenge that I have set out for all of us on the road to 

reconciliation and forgiveness is one that people of faith should 

particularly understand for it is based on beliefs that we all 

share: at the heart of all profound spiritual truth is the call to 

reach out to all who have suffered unjustly and through no fault 

of their own. While the initial part of our response is fully ac-

knowledging our complicity in those injustices, the greater task, 

I believe, will be engaging in genuine acts of healing, restoration, 

and reconciliation.

It is of critical importance that future generations see our 

generation as one that responded positively and bravely to this 

call to be active “repairers of the breach.” We do not have all, 

or even many, of the answers. We will have to humbly await 

the lead taken by our Aboriginal sisters and brothers. Many 

are Survivors or descendants of Survivors who, we hope, will 

welcome us as companions on this journey.
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David Joanasie

Perspective on 
Reconciliation from 
an Inuk Youth

I feel I am more fortunate than others who are not as connected 

with their Aboriginal culture. I speak, read, and write fluently 

in Inuktitut and have learned and experienced Inuit culture 

enough to be able to practise a lot of the values and customs 

associated with it. 

I see the connection to my (Inuit) culture as the most important 

aspect that has made me who I am today. In addition to that, 

I find it truly imperative to continue the advancement and 

perseverance of my mother tongue among my peers and, more 

importantly, among future generations.

I find it somewhat difficult to identify the role culture has 

within the reconciliation process. But to put it into context, 

and assuming that both Aboriginal (Inuit) and non-Aboriginal 

(Qallunaat or non-Inuit) cultures are included in the recon-

ciliation process, I would say that Inuit culture is naturally 

susceptible to the larger Canadian culture due to its low number 
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of carriers—by carriers I mean that there are approximately 

forty-five thousand Inuit in Canada within a population of over 

thirty-two million. This means that Inuit are a minority within 

a minority. Qallunaat culture, on the other hand, is much more 

assertive and plentiful when comparing it with Aboriginal 

cultures. It is part of the mainstream society. Also, Inuit histor-

ically are a shy people and, hence, they may be more vulnerable 

to large, dominant cultures. 

I could see how some of these traits from either culture might 

hamper a sound reconciliation process. At the same time, I 

feel that both cultures are becoming increasingly aware of one 

another and are recognizing ways to work together for better 

understanding. The relationship between the two cultures needs 

to be further identified to get past historical experiences and on 

to a justified reconciliation process. 

The role of culture within the reconciliation process, I think, is 

that both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal cultures alike must 

respect one another in light of their historical experiences—they 

have to see eye to eye on healing, so to speak. By this, I mean 

that there needs to be maximized understanding and trust 

built between the cultures involved. It is somewhat difficult to 

pinpoint how this could or would be done, but it might possibly 

involve a whole different governing system altogether or a hu-

mungous shift in attitudes.

In reality, one of the biggest reconciliation processes that has 

been undertaken to date is the residential school Survivor 
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payouts. However, money cannot buy back the experiences 

and fix or heal the people who have endured residential schools, 

including addressing intergenerational impacts and the effects 

on their peers, family, and community. Money is a dominant 

cultural concept that Inuit and other Aboriginal people have 

bought into and have come to value so much that it has replaced 

the true meaning of healing and reconciliation. What might be 

an option to look at further is to take a percentage of the payout 

to the Survivors and put it into a trust that would benefit future 

family, community, and nation members through the creation 

of materials, resources, wellness centres, counselling services, 

and a range of projects and services to promote, revive, and 

preserve language and culture. This fund could also sponsor lo-

cal healing programs and invest in educational scholarships for 

upcoming youth and future youth in their advancement toward 

a better life.

These are just some of my thoughts, and I do hope they have 

served useful in gaining a better understanding of things and a 

broader perspective on reconciliation. 

David Joanasie responded to our invitation to youth to write a short 

statement on the issue of reconciliation. David’s father is Inuk and 

his mother is non-Inuk. David wrote: 

The reason I identify myself as being of Inuit descent is that 

although I am mixed blood, my entire childhood was spent 
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The Bays

The Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), or “The Bay,” was incor

porated on 2 May 1670,1 making it the oldest incorporated com

pany in the world. Two hundred and eighty years later, on 2 May 

1950, I was born into the “Bay” in Naujaat (Repulse Bay), where 

mother and father both worked for the HBC. On my birthdays, 

the trader would point to the HBC insignia on their main store 

and give me a present, which was often a sucker candy. I would 

slurp it with pride to make all around me jealous with envy. The 

HBC, with all its own problems, was not in the Arctic to change 

Inuit people. It was there because of the furs it wanted to obtain 

from Inuit hunters, who were master hunters of Arctic animals.

Healthy hunters brought in more furs, so the HBC gave their 

traders minimal training on meeting the medical needs of Inuit 

hunters. I have even seen them pulling teeth and giving shots 

when necessary. Inuit and “The Bay” had a good partnership. 

Inuit wanted the goods and The Bay wanted the furs. The Bay 

boys learned Inuktitut, the language of Inuit, so there was very 

little assimilation of Inuit toward the Qablunaaq (white people) 

Jose Amaujaq Kusugak

On the Side of the 
Angels
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world. Qablunaaq HBC boys wrote several books2 praising 

Inuit knowledge, culture, and perseverance. This was not from 

the goodness of their hearts necessarily, it was but an acknow

ledgement of what the HBC employees needed and wanted to 

learn from Inuit on Arctic survival. 

Even the churches, who were appalled at the shamanistic rituals 

of Inuit in some regions, only wanted to save souls and not neces

sarily change culture. They were not necessarily antiInuit, but 

were just not Inuit. Many Inuit became Christians because the 

churches had what Inuit wanted: biscuits, beans, prunes, hope, 

and gifts of clothing from other Christians from the south. I re

member there was always a strong smell of mothballs in the cloth

ing, which is one of the first Qablunaaq smells we encountered. 

My mother did not like the HBC’s practice of stockpiling the 

furs of bear, fox, seal, and other fur commodities throughout the 

winter. But in the spring, at the first sign of break up of the creeks 

and rivers, she would then start cleaning the furs with sunlight 

soap, brisk floor brush, ulu, and flour. She would do this work 

until the ship came in to collect her pressed and sewn bales of fur. 

An Arctic Childhood

Life as children at that time was pretty carefree. For all we knew 

there were at least two kinds of Qablunaat in this world: traders 

and priests. There would be an occasional airplane that came 

in to bring groceries and magazines. When the traders were 

done with the magazines, they would give them to my mother 
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and she would then redo the wallpaper in our sod house with 

new pictures from the magazines with a flourandwater paste. 

Sometimes, lemmings would be just on the other side of the wall

paper eating the flour. (When someone needed boils and other 

skin ailments tended to, my father would sometimes harvest 

lemmings and use them as gauzes.) A capital “H” is shaped like 

aqsaaraq, an Inuit fingerpulling game of strength. So my siblings 

and I would play aqsaaraq taaqpunga, a game of finding capital 

Hs in the magazine text on the walls. When we got tired of 

aqsaaraqtaaqpunga, we would play nimiriaqtaaqpunga or find

ing capital Ss, because they were shaped like snakes or worms. 

As Roman Catholics, we would go to catechism where we 

were taught about the “earth maker” Nunaliuqti (God), who 

was the almighty. We were taught that when His son comes 

down from heaven to gather believers, the ones going to heaven 

would go to his right side and the ones going to hell would go 

to his left side. It dawned on me one day that the HBC side of 

Naujaat would be on the left side of Jesus when he descends 

onto the sea, so my younger brother Cyril and I used to practise 

running to the church side so we would be ready when His son 

does come down. After one of these exercises, we came into 

the sod house where my mother was rewallpapering and father 

was skinning foxes and smoking his corncob pipe. Mother 

asked why we were out of breath and, after I explained, she 

asked father to tell us “the truth.” Father stood up slowly with 

his bloodied hands, messed up long hair, and, with a drag 

from his pipe, made a halo shape with his hair around his head. 

With his hands to his side dripping blood, he looked like Jesus 
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Christ himself, and he said, “My sons, Jesus would come down 

from the land side, which would put us on the right hand of 

God.” Mother mumbled something like, “Husband!!” but that 

was good enough of an answer for me and my younger brother, 

Cyril, and off we went knowing we were safe.

We were all taught from birth our roles in life on this world. 

Boys were promised to girls sometimes at birth; their relation

ship to each other depended on their given names. Rules of life 

were taught, and this was communicated orally, since Inuit had 

no written language—history, folklore, sciences, music, rites of 

passage, and so on. During hardships of any kind, great care 

was given to having at least one survivor pass on the history. 

Just like the Qablunaat, Inuit had hypotheses and did experi

ments to get to the scientific conclusion. As they could not write 

the conclusion down, for memory they would make it into a 

taboo like, “If you do not follow it you will die within a year.” 

Sometimes, messages were given in pictographs, but mostly they 

depicted the environment, like weather, ice conditions, fatness 

of caribou, husky dog behaviour, seasons, and wind directions. 

Anything to do with the necessities of life, we were taught to 

read through pictographs.

Since Inuit have an oral history and communication, lying was 

a “deadly sin,” because it could lead to the death of someone. 

The number one commandment was, “Obey your father and 

mother and your uncles and aunts without verifiable evidence, 

but understand everyone or anyone else could be lying to 

you.” The number two commandment was, “Respect the 
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environment for you are part of it.” Inuit look at themselves 

as part of the ecosystem. This is not to say that Inuit were a 

perfect race, they were not. Society control was harsh. Most 

people were paired off as iviriit or “ratters” to each other. If 

Inuit found you cheating, stealing, or doing unmentionables 

they did not approach you directly; instead, they tell your iviq, 

your “ratter.” Your ratter would wait until there was a large 

gathering, and then put your “sins” to music and publicize 

your sins that way. It was a real shame to be put into a song 

publicly. 

Inuit were socialists but kept their own implements. They 

could ante their things when gambling, but had to share their 

harvest of animals to the point that it was possible for a suc

cessful  hunter not to get anything from his hunt, which would 

be a source of pride for the hunter. Until the hunter shared his 

harvest, his cache of meat would be stored, but it was never to be 

disturbed by someone else, even when found by people who were 

starving. This was not a law, but the people had such pride in 

respecting other people’s “things” that they would rather starve. 

This did not include everyone, of course, but most people.

The whole basis of learning was through observation and 

through bettering what had been observed while respecting the 

environment. We were taught the neuroplasticity of the brain: 

the use of the brain is infinite. Our brain can communicate with 

spirits. We can transcend to check on our relatives’ situation 

by meditating. We can become shamans by befriending spirits. 

This was not a religion, but a science of the brain that was 
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achievable. The spirit world, being real of course, also had its 

own rules, and shamans had to follow and obey them. These 

are known as tirigusungniq or “not to hurt or break the rules 

of the spirits.” Inuit Christians followed these rules and knew 

they were not breaking the commandments of the Holy Bible. 

Commandment number three says, “Do not serve other gods 

before me.” It does not say do not have other gods or spirits, so 

long as you put Almighty God first.

Michael, my older brother, was already going to residential 

school in Chesterfield Inlet when I really started to remember 

things. There is little I do not remember after he came home 

 after his first year. It was about the same time that my father also 

came home from spending time at a sanatorium in Manitoba 

for tuberculosis. They both had amazing stories from the South. 

From his experience down there, my father told us about plug

ging wires or ropes into walls to make lights work, of record 

players, and of other implements. He also spoke of tokens people 

had in their pockets and that they could trade these tokens at any 

store. Michael told us of the language he was learning in school 

and of the huge buildings he shared with many other Inuit of 

many different dialects. In this dawn of change, my younger 

brother and I were still just trying to figure out why the trader 

had brown stool and not black like the rest of us.

Ours was a strange world full of wonder. It seemed as if it could 

not get any better because we had everything a child could ever 

want. I was about seven years old and had a promised wife, 

whom I was very shy with, but I followed the rules and gave her 
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everything from soap to oranges. We had many dogs, each with 

a name. We had freedom and rules to enjoy our freedom, and, 

as children, we were encouraged to be playful and have fun. We 

had a child’s language, which we were to use until we became 

old enough to use a more mature Inuit language. We only heard 

innocent stories, as we were asked to go outside to play when 

the adults were discussing mature subjects. We had chores, such 

as getting water and training puppies. We observed as much 

as we were allowed to. There were rituals to keep us safe and 

keep us from sickness. Cyril and I were inseparable. We did 

 everything together. We sometimes thought we were the only 

two people in the whole world. 

Being Taken

Then one day a “flyable” took me away from our world through 

the sky to a dark and desolate place. I do not remember having 

time to say goodbye to Cyril, my soul mate. I do not remember 

saying goodbye to the puppies or the bright environment before 

we boarded the RCMP Single Otter to go to Chesterfield Inlet 

Residential School. I seem to remember playing with Cyril and 

then seeing the Union Jack put up the flagpole that signified 

a plane was going to come in, which was always a fun time. 

Perhaps, as always, the pilot would have a sucker for us, but this 

time the sucker was me. Michael was on the plane with me. He 

was my older brother but he was not Cyril. Perhaps we were close 

at one time, but his time in the residential school had alienated us 

somewhat. Still, because he was a sibling and of blood, I hung on 

to him. I did everything he did. When he looked out the window 
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of the plane, I searched to see what he was looking at. When 

he closed his eyes, I did too, but opened mine often to see if he 

had opened his. I observed everything he did as I was taught to 

observe and do. I was on my own now, still a child with Inuit 

child language, not old enough to be on my own. But now, my 

childhood was behind me. I was on my own. I thought perhaps 

Judgment Day had come and we were going to a very happy place, 

but then again the plane landed on the sea. 

I remember fish swimming under the pontoons of the plane. I 

remember being carried by one of the pilots to the beach, whim

pering and thinking we were going to be left behind. The pilots 

smiled and spoke gibberish to us, and, before sunset, we took 

off again to finish our trip, which I had hoped would never end. 

The unknown was numbing to think about. Because time must 

elapse, it did, and too soon we landed in the dark on a lake 

somewhere. I do not know about the other children, but I was 

now following my brother and not focusing on anything else. 

He was all I had left. He probably talked to me, but the fear was 

overwhelming so I tried not to see or focus on anything else. I 

would then hang on to my older brother for the rest of the trip. 

Everyone else and everything was black.

The School

Entering “the hostel,” it was impossible to ignore all your 

senses. Strange voices and languages could be heard in the 

distance, strange new smells permeated the air at the doorway, 

and  everything was painted in white, in contrast to the people 
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in black. My brother and I were immediately separated, as we 

were seemingly separated by size. Now, I was alone, alone as I 

had never been before. A cry was in my throat, but being there 

with other children my size, it was not the right thing to do. I 

did not cry and did as little as possible so as to not attract atten

tion from the Sisters (nuns). We were taken to the kitchen and 

mess hall and then given tea and “Roman Catholic” biscuits. In 

Repulse Bay, Roman Catholic biscuits were rare so we always 

ate them slowly to see who would have the last enviable mouth

ful. But in my new world, “vite!!” was the word being repeated. 

One of the nuns would put her hand under the children’s 

chins, making them chew faster and repeating this word “vite, 

vite …!!” From that moment on, vite became a normal word, as 

we were to do most things in a hurry. When we did not vite, we 

were half lifted by the ear and made to vite.

After tea and biscuits, I had to pee, but had no way of knowing 

how to ask and dared not attract more attention than necessary. 

I thought surely they would take us outside to pee or maybe to 

a real toilet room like the HBC staff house. Instead, we were 

led into the bedroom—the biggest room I had seen in my life 

up to that time—and told to undress and put on a new set of 

soapysmelling clothes. The nun mumbled many meaningless 

things, but I kept my head down like the huskies we controlled 

lest we yelled at them more. I eyed where they put my brother 

and, after what sounded like “Hail Mary,” we were put to 

bed. The nun went to every bed and made sure that we all had 

our hands visible on top of the blankets (apparently, I later 

learned, so that we did not masturbate) and out went the lights. 
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In Repulse Bay, I had shared a bed with my brother Cyril all 

my life, and now I was sharing with a room full of seemingly 

countless children who spoke, cried, walked, and tossed and 

turned. I tried to not move in case one of the sleepwalkers came 

my way, and then sometime during the night, I fell asleep look

ing towards my brother’s way.

I remember dreaming, not of family or of home, but about this 

kid who we were told about during catechism. He was trying 

to empty the ocean with a spoon. The point, apparently, was 

that it was impossible. I remember always thinking it was pos

sible. Anyhow, he put out his hand holding a thimble and told 

me to pee in it. I told him I should not, but he was so peaceful 

and innocent and he was in our catechism, so I relented and 

peed in the thimble, at first holding back so I did not overflow 

it. Then, when it did not overflow, I let out a flood. To my sur

prise, I relieved myself without ever filling the thimble. When 

he proceeded to carefully pour the thimble into the spoon, I 

woke up to the nun doing her wakeup call. I saw then that 

everyone was wearing the kind of clothing I was given the 

night before, and the nun was holding the same kind of cloth

ing herself. She made folding motions, which everyone else was 

doing, so I folded my drippingwithpee clothes and put them 

under my pillow as instructed. I followed others in the proce

dure of washing, brushing teeth, and breakfast and then went 

to my first day of school. 

The first morning of school was surprisingly nice, as the crea

tures of the night before were a distant memory now. We were 
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even given hot chocolate, a rare drink in Repulse Bay, and then 

we took a nap. This is not so bad, I thought. The morning ended 

too fast, it seemed, when we had to go back to the hostel for 

lunch. At least that was what they told us. At the hostel doorway, 

our supervisor was waiting and nudging everyone as they went 

by her in a single file. Since the morning went so well I had my 

head up to observe what other children were doing so I could do 

the same. I stepped up to the nun and waited for a nudge, but 

instead of a nudge, I got pulled by the ear and, nearly hanging in 

the air, I hopped alongside her while willing myself not to cry. 

We stopped next to my bed with the sheets pulled out. She made 

it obvious that she wanted me to carry them, so I did. I could 

hardly see over the sheets, blanket, and pajamas in front of me, 

but I did not have to as my ear was leading me to my next stop, 

a washing tub. I washed the sheets and pajamas with a bar of 

soap and wrung them out as much as I could. The nun kept yell

ing gibberish to me throughout “lunchtime,” and by the time I 

was finished, it was time to go back to school. I asked what my 

school friends had for lunch and was told frozen fish, biscuits, 

and tea. Frozen fish? In the summer? How do you freeze fish in 

the summer? Their answer was, “I do not know.” School was 

fun though. We learned many things we never knew existed. All 

the trees had apples or oranges. There were bears of different 

colours. We counted numbers that went beyond twenty. 

There was a Qablunaaq boy named Dick who had a funny

looking dog. Singing, art, and science were my favourite 

subjects. One day our teacher told us that plants grow because 
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of water and that if we water plants we can help them grow. 

During recess I found fall flowers and watered them daily, and 

sure enough, they seemed to be growing. When freezeup time 

came I made a little snow shelter for them and continued to 

water them. Then one day a blizzard came and I could not find 

them anymore, but I thought about them throughout the year, 

and the following spring I found them again. The ice buildup 

had protected them. 

They also taught us to play bingo. At my first bingo game I 

won cigarettes. I was so happy they asked me to give these to 

some older Inuk, and, later, a teacher gave me a skunk figurine. 

We also played “mass” with childsize chalices, tabernacle, 

robes, and so on. One evening, when we were playing mass, 

we heard this girl crying with all her might. Then we saw it 

was Amia, the oldest girl in the hostel, being dragged down 

the stairs by her long hair. She was holding her own hair with 

both hands so the nun would not pull it out by the roots. She 

was made to apologize for saying “bad things” to some boy. I 

felt some guilt as she was the girl the oldest boy used to have 

me deliver messages to about where to meet.  I was the young

est child in the school at the time and getting picked on hor

ribly by a gang of older children. Amongst other things, they 

would stick a knife into the snow with the blade up and I was 

forced into a pushup position over the knife. They would then 

take turns stepping on my back. One day the oldest boy said 

he would protect me from anyone if I would take messages to 

the oldest girl, which I gladly did for the protection. He kept 

his word and no one bothered me after that.
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Abuse

One day I heard there was “abuse” at the school. It reminded 

me of my mother, who had spent time at a nun convent, tell

ing us before we left for the residential school that we should 

never be touched on certain parts of our body. I guess she knew 

“things” about certain priests or brothers. Later on, her words 

served well for me and, apparently, my older brother, as many 

of the unfortunate victims were terribly sexually abused. (I only 

learned of this as an adult after the residential schools issue 

started coming out.) These were some of the boys I went to 

school with, and they never shared any of this as they were kept 

silent with threats. One of them told me they were made to sit 

sidebyside naked while they were waiting to be taken to the 

Brother’s bed to service him one by one. When one was done, he 

would have to tell the next boy it was his turn, and so on. 

I have not heard these horrible stories about the nuns except 

from one boy, who I do not believe as he lied about too many 

things. He claims to have been sexually abused by nuns, but I 

think he is just ashamed to admit it was from the same Brother. 

Bad Times, Good Times

For all the horrible stories, there are as many or more happy 

stories: Christmas plays, feasts, letters from home, bishop visits, 

anointings, learning new things, coming of spring, last days of 

school, and going home. Bishop visits were particularly happy 

occasions. All the rooms were transformed with colourful, silky 

coverings—light pink, yellow, and purple. All the beds were 
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covered with these magical covers. High Mass was done royally 

with all the priests in their finest, with canes, hats, and fine 

jewel lery. The Gay Pride parade in Toronto would be jealous 

of this. As fast as the magic appeared, it disappeared when the 

bishop left. Everything was dark and gloomy once again. 

When spring was coming, things seemed to ease, or perhaps 

our minds were preoccupied with thoughts of home. There 

were snowless patches of earth to play in, lemmings to kill, 

puddles to jump into, and punishments that did not seem to 

happen as often. The frozen fish, whale blubber (maktaaq), 

caribou, and other meats were not so frozen at suppertime. 

Cleaning up classrooms and school things meant that the time 

of going home was coming soon. We just could not count the 

days, as we never knew until we were vited to the airplane. 

Going Home

Going home after being away for ten months brought thoughts 

of puppies, little sister, mother and father, and of course Cyril. 

But the truth is that one can never really go home again. My 

family had grown more at home. Cyril had matured a year as 

an Inuk. His Inuit language had changed, his observations and 

doings were beyond mine as an Inuk. Yes, I had learned some 

foreign knowledge, but I had not aged at home. The puppies 

grew up, my sister was no longer a baby, and my parents acted 

differently towards me as they were not quite sure how to ad

dress me or how I would react. My language and mannerisms 

were still so childish after a year and being away. But after some 



123 Jose Amaujaq Kusugak

minor tweaking adjustments, Cyril and I had two months to be 

who we were and are: two free spirits with much to learn from 

each other. We laugh heartily because we now have brown stool 

just like the white folk.

Year of the Apology

For many years I had argued within myself over the good and 

the bad of going to residential schools. I always sided with the 

government and the churches as I thought they were on the 

side of angels. They were only following a curriculum that had 

no Inuit cultural content at all. They could only teach what 

they knew and, of course, they could not teach what they did 

not know. I knew there were exercises where students were not 

allowed to speak their mother tongue, but in linguistic terms, 

this is known as a “full immersion” language course. I had not 

learned about hunting, skinning, and igloo building because I 

had not had the opportunity. I heard this assimilation was in

tentional, but it could have been done so smoothly that I did not 

know that it happened to me. I am observant because I am Inuk 

and smart enough to know that, as an Inuk, I am way behind 

students who quit school or never went. I know less than them 

about Inuit culture and language, but that goes with the territory. 

I was asked by Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami to join Mary Simon in 

attending Prime Minister Harper’s “offer of full apology on 

behalf of Canadians for the Indian Residential Schools system.”5 

Unfortunately, I was committed to going somewhere else, but 

on 11 June 2008, I listened to every word on the CBC Radio: 
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“the federal government, partly in order to meet its obligation 

to educate aboriginal children, began to play a role.”6 That was 

why my mother blindly allowed us to be taken away year after 

year. The Prime Minister continued: 

Two primary objectives of the residential system were to re
move and isolate children from the influence of their homes, 
families, traditions and cultures, and to assimilate them into 
the dominant culture. These objectives were based on the 
assumption aboriginal cultures and spiritual beliefs were in
ferior and unequal. Indeed, some sought, as it was infamously 
said, ’to kill the Indian in the child.’7

For some reason I missed my mother then. I was numb and had 

an uncontrollable urge to cry, but the residential school had 

taught me to keep my cry underground. I cry when I am alone. 

After mamiattugut (the apology) and “forging a new relation

ship between aboriginal peoples and other Canadians,”8 I made 

a hard copy of the text and went to board my plane to deal with 

the Dene/Inuit Manitoba border issue. 

Thank you all who made this happen. You have achieved no less 

than Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. achieved 

for their people. They have freed us through peace and persis

tence and that includes you, Prime Minister. 

Merci, thank you, masi cho, qujannamiik!

Remember, though, we are all accountable for things we do and 

for things we do not do.
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Oppression by the Government of Canada and the Catholic 

Church has had a major negative influence on the Métis people. 

The natural evolution of a culture, a nation of people, and a soci-

ety in all its aspects was thwarted by the government- sanctioned 

influence of the Church. Inadequate education, loss of language, 

and loss of culture were the results. Culture is defined as “the 

integrated pattern of human knowledge, belief, and behavior that 

depends upon the capacity for learning and transmitting knowl-

edge to succeeding generations ... the customary beliefs, social 

forms, and material traits of a racial, religious, or social group.”1 

The effects of colonization and its mission are intergenera-

tional and have resulted in the many social problems affecting 

today’s generation. In addition, many Métis people suffered 
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mental, physical, and emotional abuse caused by the inter-

generational effects of residential school, and it still continues 

today through the loss of language and culture. In order for 

our children to know where they are going, they must know 

where they came from so that they can move forward in a 

healthy way. There is also a need for adequate and accessible 

healing programs and therapies that should be made available 

to Métis people.

My good friend and pupil, Darlene Kemash, sat down with me 

recently to assist in the telling of my story. You see, I speak and 

write in Michif, and Darlene helped to translate and organize 

my words. 

This is my story ...

Ni Maamaa Ste-Anne de Lima Fagnan

My mother, the storyteller of our family, related this story to 

us about the residential school she attended when she was a 

little girl: 

Kétatawé iko ni’kushopayhin (all of a sudden I came to), I 
was standing on top one of the corner beds in our dormitory. 
Trwaa kémaa kaatr lii seur ota aanavañ kaa niipawichihk 
(there were three or four nuns there standing around in front 
of me). As I tried to take in what happened, I focused my 
eyes on Sister Frances who was standing directly in front of 
me. The headpiece of her habit was dangling on her shoulder 
all askew. Forgetting everything, my eyes popped open! SHE 
HAD HAIR!! Us girls used to wonder if the nuns had hair, 
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and we sometimes wondered if they had feet the way they 
used to glide around in their long skirts. I was horrified when 
I learned that I had grabbed Sister Frances’ headpiece off her 
head! As I looked around, the beds were all messed. I was 
apparently jumping from bed to bed as they tried to catch me. 

Having some kind of breakdown, my mother had started 

fighting with the Sisters. My mother was Métis, and the 

reason she was in the residential school was to fill the quota 

while they were in the process of rounding up Treaty Indian 

children from the north to fill the school. In the meantime, 

Métis children would do. After six or seven years in the 

residential school, my mother could barely write her name. It 

always bothered her that she could not read or write. My dad 

would just hold that over her. After all, he went up to grade 

4. She would ask him to teach her to read and write and, in-

evitably, their sessions would end in a fight with my mom ac-

cusing my dad of teasing and laughing at her. She wanted her 

children to have the education she never had. Little did she 

know that her children and grandchildren, second and third 

generation, would suffer some of the same fate with the priest 

and nuns, although we went to a Catholic day school. 

My Parents

My mother, Ste-Anne de Lima Fagnan, was known by the 

name of Anne, although a lot of people still called her Ste-

Anne, and she was called “mii mii” by her grandchildren. She 

did not want to be called Ste-Anne. She used to say that she 

was not a saint. She was born in Camperville, Manitoba, on 
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7 October 1905. Her parents lived on a little farm a couple of 

miles outside of Camperville. They used to come to town once 

in a while to get some supplies. My father, Peter Flamand, was 

born on 27 March 1886 in St. John’s, North Dakota, a year 

after the Riel Resistance. It was not safe for my grandmother 

to have her baby in Canada, as the Métis people were always 

on the run from the RCMP. This was a very sad time for the 

Métis. But my dad’s parents, my grandparents, still managed 

to run a farm in the Inglis, Manitoba area. 

In the early nineteen hundreds, my grandparents, Joseph 

Flamand and Agathe Fleury, along with a lot of Métis people 

from the south, came to the Camperville area, drawn by the 

good fishing in Lake Winnipegosis. My Uncle Cyril was the 

first son to get here, as my mother recollects. She said the 

girls were talking about him as the “new guy in town.” Not 

long after, she said the girls were saying “another one of Joe 

Flamand’s sons got here and he’s better-looking.” My Mother 

said, “I saw him and I didn’t think he was good-looking.” 

With my mom this meant that she thought he was good- 

looking. She said she only saw him a few times, until one 

Sunday one of her sisters was shaking her awake early in the 

morning, “wanishkaa, wanishkaa ki wii wiikitoon” (get up, 

get up, you are getting married). She asked her sister, “What 

are you talking about?” Her sister told her, “Last night, Pete 

Flamand came to see Papa while you were sleeping and we 

heard them talking. He asked Papa for your hand in marriage 

and Papa said ‘yes.’” 
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Where We Were Born

My older brothers were born in Saskatchewan because my 

parents, after they were married, went where the jobs were. My 

mom used to tell us that two or three families would travel to-

gether by horse and wagon across the Prairies. They would meet 

different Métis and Indian families also travelling by wagon 

and would set up their tents and visit together for a few days 

while they rested their horses. Later on, my parents settled back 

in Camperville where the rest of us were born. There were five 

girls and five boys in my family. I often wonder how my dad fed 

us all. I only remember everything tasting so good, but maybe it 

was because I was always hungry. 

Of course we lived off the land. We ate nothing but wild meat 

and fish, and my dad always had a big garden. We picked ber-

ries in the summer. There were so many berries in those days, 

and we lived in the blueberry patch for part of every summer. I 

was quite young, and all we did as kids was play! It was so nice 

and sandy where we pitched our tents; this place was called kaa 

napaksakokaatek (where it is flat). The tents were pitched all 

around and we, the kids, would play in the middle where it was 

safe. We always played outside, not like the kids today, playing 

video games and becoming dangerously overweight. When I 

was a kid, there were no overweight kids around. 

My mom would take us all to pick blueberries, and we, being 

the younger ones, would have a nap in the bush. My mom used 

to put cotton batting in our ears so the bugs would not crawl 

in. When we would get back to camp later, we would see fires 
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starting outside the tents and women making supper. What I 

remember is my mom cooking fried blueberries in lard with 

sugar right away because it was quick to prepare and it would 

turn into a blueberry rubaboo. We would eat that with la galet 

to tide us over until the meat and veggies were cooked. Those 

are such good memories. 

School

We lived about a mile from the school. It was hard trudging to 

school through the high snow in the wintertime and in water 

in the spring. I was six when I started school. I could not speak 

English. I only spoke Michif. The schoolroom was overflowing 

with kids—there were kids standing all around the room. Our 

teacher was a young Ukrainian man. All I remember was us 

kids standing around him while he was doing a strange dance 

called the Kolomeika. His long legs were flying off the floor. We 

were used to jigging, but this was a new twist.

English, Saulteaux, and Michif were being spoken in the class-

room. It was confusing. When the teacher said to someone, “Go 

to the cloakroom,” they would come out crying. I learned that 

they got the strap when they went in there. One day he looked 

straight at me and said, “Go to the cloakroom.” I was terrified 

and hung my head and started to cry. He must have forgotten 

about me in the chaos when he saw me crying, as he told my 

sister to ask me if I was sick. I understood the word “sick,” so 

when she asked me, I said “yes.” He sent me home and my 

mother kept me home for the rest of that year. 
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Day School

When I went back the following year, there was a change in 

our school. It was now called Christ the King School, and the 

nuns from the residential school were in charge. We were not 

allowed to speak our language. Everything was in English. I 

was learning two languages in school, English in the classroom 

and Saulteaux out in the schoolyard. A quarter of us kids 

spoke Michif and the rest spoke Saulteaux. I understood some 

Saulteaux words because my mom and my kohkum used to 

speak Saulteaux when they did not want us to understand some-

thing. English was totally alien, but coming from a day school, 

we did not lose our language completely because we spoke it at 

home in the evenings. 

The nuns would arrive by horse and buggy every morning with 

their supplies and lunch for the day. They would start warming 

up their food at around 11:30 a.m. They would fry potatoes in 

butter. Oh, how that used to smell so good! By the time we went 

home for our lunch or ate it in the corner at school, it was hard 

to swallow bannock and lard or the morning’s cold porridge 

with that smell lingering in your nose. The priests were always 

there having lunch with the nuns. After lunch, a priest would 

play with us and take us girls to the mission on the pretense 

of helping him in the Shomoo Hall. There, he would grab and 

touch us inappropriately. I did not feel right, but he was like 

God after all. That is how holy we thought they were. 

Our family, parents, and grandparents were always in 

church. My grandma used to dress like a nun in long black 
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dresses with a big cross around her neck. We would never 

tell them when the priests would rub us against them, espe-

cially Father “B...” I can still hear his high-pitched, excited 

laughter when he would be around us. We were so innocent 

we thought they loved us, and that is how they got away 

with it. They knew we would not say anything. We were 

about eight to ten years old. They controlled us right from 

when we started going to confession—that dark confessional 

in the back we seemed to be always attending—which was 

a form of control and abuse. We had to confess  everything, 

our bad thoughts as well as all our sins. Did we have bad 

thoughts about a boy? What were they? If we kissed him it 

was a mortal sin, at least twenty Hail Marys. 

Although we went to day school, the priests controlled all 

the Métis people in many different ways. I remember when 

the second-hand clothing would arrive. The women would 

come to get clothes for their kids and themselves. The 

priest would get the women to try on the tops and blouses, 

touching them on the breasts and saying, “Oh, it’s too big” 

or “too small,” while running his hands down the breasts 

pretending to straighten the blouse. The women would laugh 

embarrassingly. My girlfriend used to have big breasts, and 

we used to think the nuns were jealous because they were 

always making mention of her “big tootoosh” in a deroga-

tory way. She used to make me tie a folded koosh (diaper) 

around her chest. I would pin it in the back with safety pins 

so she would have a flat chest. 
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Pagan Babies

We used to have a big drawing of a pyramid on the wall of our 

classroom. Our names were written on a coloured star at the 

bottom. Every time we brought a penny to school, our star would 

move up a notch. We worked our way up that pyramid with every 

cent we could muster up (there were not as many pennies to be 

had in them days). By the time we got to the top, it was five dollars 

and, voila!! We had bought a pagan baby! I used to wonder where 

these pagan babies were. I always thought they were some poor 

babies somewhere across the ocean. Imagine my surprise when I 

later learned the pagans were my Indian cousins and relatives.

Praying in School

We used to pray a lot in school. We would kneel down and 

pray when we arrived in the morning, when we went for recess, 

before lunch, after lunch, and again before we went home. I kid 

you not, my knees used to be red, flat, and sore. One day, when 

the nun was going to strap my sister (we had a big, black leather 

strap that was used in class), I got so angry that I told the nun, 

“We don’t learn anything in here anyway, all we do is pray.” I 

went home but my dad brought me back. The nun made me 

stand in front of the class and apologize for being mad at her. 

Residential School

The church and residential school were two or three miles from 

my home, and we used to walk to the “mission,” as we called it. 

That is where the church, residential school, Fathers’ and Sisters’ 
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residences, and barns were clustered. It used to be so cold to 

walk to church, especially when you would hit the field close 

to the church. The wind used to be so cold off the lake, but we 

were promised we would go straight through to heaven if we 

went to Holy Communion for nine consecutive first Fridays of 

each month. We would be there for early Mass, and we would 

make several of those first Fridays. So you see, I will be going 

straight to heaven when I die. 

On Sundays, we would go to church in the big church. Each 

Sunday, we would watch these two doors open on each side of 

the altar, and the little girls would come out of one door and 

the boys out of the other. The girls would be all dressed in 

cotton dresses, all the same kind. Their hair was cut straight 

across the forehead and below the ears. I used to envy their nice 

dresses and shoes as I did not have nice dresses like that. The 

boys came out of the other door, all dressed in black suits and 

neckties and with short hair. They too had to march to the 

back of the church and up to the balcony where there was a big 

pipe organ. They had the sweetest voices you ever wanted to 

hear. I remember on Christmas Eve they used to sing Christ the 

Messiah. They were every bit as good as any choir. The choir 

sang in Latin, and the altar boys served the priests during Mass, 

answering the priests in Latin. 

I do not remember seeing them smile. They always looked ser-

ious. I did not know where they came from. They just seemed 

to always be there. I would hear “aasha mina kii  tapaashiiwak 

aatit” (some of them ran away again) and “Maaka kii 
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 mishkawewak” (but they caught them). Then, during Sunday 

Mass, they would be lined up in front of the church where the 

entire congregation would see them. Sometimes they would be 

a mixture of boys and girls, but most times they would either 

be all girls or all boys. Their heads would all be shaven. They 

would stand there with their heads down, very embarrassed. I 

used to wonder where they were from. I never heard anyone talk 

about them around the village, just in whispers, as if the people 

were scared the priests and nuns would hear them. 

When my cousins from Tanner’s Reserve2 started attending the 

mission school, I became more aware that the kids who appeared in 

church actually lived at the mission. After that, we would go with 

my grandparents every Sunday after Mass. We were allowed to see 

them in the waiting room for just one hour. Even those kids that were 

from the reserve were only allowed to see their parents for one hour. 

Sometimes, the nuns would take the “mission kids,” as we used to 

call them, for a walk on the highway. There would be nuns in front of 

them, on each side of them, and behind them, walking them like pris-

oners. We could not even wave at our cousins. We would run in the 

ditch, trying to get their attention, but the nuns would chase us away.

The Catholic Church has so many rituals, and we seemed to be 

always going to church. We went for catechism, Benediction, 

and Lent and, during the month of May, honoured the Virgin 

Mary. The priests were always behind the holy altar. To us they 

seemed so mysterious and holy, almost Christ-like. That is how 

the people saw them. Our parents did not teach us the Bible or 

catechism, the nuns and priests did. I completed grade 8. For 
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us, education ended at grade 8 as there was no further class for 

Métis children. Our school only went up to grade 8, there was 

no high school. After that we had to get out and find a job. We 

were cheated out of a high school education. 

Truth and Reconciliation

The Canadian government must acknowledge the cultural 

genocide and abuse of the Métis people at the hands of the 

government and the Catholic Church. A public acknowledge-

ment and apology by the Government of Canada and the 

Catholic Church is the first step towards reconciliation. With 

acknowledgement, the true history of Métis people must be 

made available in the school curriculum, not only for our 

Métis children, but for all Canadian children. Research, 

curriculum development, and implementation must happen. 

Human and financial resources must be allocated. Elders must 

be interviewed and their history documented. We were an 

integral part of the forming of this nation, and we remain so. 

Also, the Michif language must be taught in schools where 

Métis children attend. Culture is conveyed through language. 

The government must recognize the importance of the Michif 

language as an integral part of health and wellness for Métis 

people. This should include curriculum development and imple-

mentation, with human and financial resources allocated for 

this. Also, Michif Elders and speakers must be consulted while 

they are still living. As my story shows, along with many other 

Métis people’s stories, there were many Métis who were also 
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victimized by residential schools (including day schools), so we 

too should be a part of the truth and reconciliation process. 

1 Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate 
Dictionary, Tenth Edition, s.v. 

“culture.” 
2 Also called Gambler’s Reserve at 

Silver Creek in Manitoba. During 
my childhood, the people living 
there were almost all from the 
Tanner family and were all Michif 
speakers. See Barkwell, Lawrence 

J. with Dr. Peter Lorenz Neufeld 
(2007). The Famous Tanner 
Family and Tanner’s Crossing, 
now Minnedosa, Manitoba. 
Winnipeg, MB: Louis Riel Institute. 
Retrieved 5 February 2009 from: 
http://www.metismuseum.ca/
resource.php/07238
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Drew Hayden Taylor

Cry Me a River,  
White Boy

Aabwehyehnmigziwin is the Anishnawbe word for apology. 

That is what Prime Minister Stephen Harper delivered in 

the House of Commons on the eleventh of June 2008 to the 

Survivors of Canada’s residential school system.1 Quoting the 

immortal words of singer Brenda Lee, who put it so eloquently,

I’m sorry, so sorry ...

Please accept my apology ...

You tell me mistakes

Are part of being young

But that don’t right 

The wrong that’s been done

Harper said, “We are Sorry.” Sorry. Surprising words from a 

surprising source. Brenda had put it much more eloquently. But 

the First Nations people of Canada listened. There were thou-

sands of Aboriginal people on the front lawn of the Parliament 

buildings, eager to hear this historic admission of responsibility. 

Televisions were set up in community centres, band offices, halls, 
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and schools in Aboriginal communities all across the country. 

And then the people cried. They cried at the memory of what 

had been done, and what was being said. This event made a lot 

of people cry, and for many, it was a good cry—a cathartic one. 

Psychiatrists and Elders will tell you that.

Since the late 1800s, over 150,000 Aboriginal children were 

forcibly taken away from their families and shipped off to one 

of 130-plus schools scattered across seven provinces and two 

territories. There, they were robbed of their language, their 

beliefs, their self-respect, their culture, and, in some cases, their 

very existence in a vain attempt to make them more Canadian. 

The key phrase I kept hearing during the apology and in the 

opposition responses was the misguided belief that in order to 

save the child, you must destroy the Indian. How on earth did 

those two thoughts become entwined? Another fine example of 

an un-researched and unintelligent government policy like the 

Chinese head tax2 or sending a small Inuit community five hun-

dred kilometres further north in an attempt to establish Arctic 

sovereignty. The thought processes of many a politician can 

truly be baffling when it comes to people of another race.

The official Aabwehyehnmigziwin was a long time in coming, 

and hopefully it will close the chapter on this unfortunate 

part of First Nations history so that an entirely new book 

can begin, hopefully, this time with Aboriginal people as 

co-authors. All of the churches who ran residential schools—

Roman Catholic, United, Anglican, and Presbyterian—have 

issued their own version of aabwehyehnmigziwin over the 
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years. In 1998, the Liberals offered a kind of watered down, 

wimpy, anemic version. Essentially, it was something about 

having “profound regrets.”3 I have a lot of regrets too. Most 

people do. For instance, I have had sincere regrets about 

some of my past relationships, but that does not mean I 

apologize for them. Big difference.

Perhaps it is my working-class origins and artsy nature, but I 

do find it odd that it was the Conservative government who 

found the balls to issue the aabwehyehnmigziwin. It makes 

one wonder why the Conservative lawyers saw this as possible, 

when ten years earlier, an army of government lawyers under 

the Liberals likely advised against it. You would think the resi-

dential school system would be something the Conservatives 

would admire. On the surface, it fits into their political and 

economic agenda. The government promised, in a number of 

treaties, to educate the youth from over 600 reserves across the 

world’s second biggest country. They managed to download 

the cost of educating these youth by transferring it to the four 

main religious groups and their churches. Sounds like a sound 

economic decision, does it not?

In 2005, the Liberal government was all set to adopt the 

Kelowna Accord and address many of the serious issues 

 plaguing First Nations communities. Then prime minister Paul 

Martin had long been concerned with Aboriginal issues. Yet 

no apology. Fast forward to 2006 when the Conservatives took 

power and offered Canada a new way of doing business, which 

basically involved shelving the Kelowna Accord and hiring Tom 
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Flanagan, author of the controversial book First Nations? Second 

Thoughts, as a top Conservative advisor. Things did not look 

good for First Nations communities in this new century. Then 

came Harper’s 180-degree turn. One could almost hear the snow 

falling in hell. Perhaps the official bean counters had taken into 

account the fact that an official apology would be in their best 

interest, as it would shift responsibility to the Aboriginal commu-

nities. The government could then wash a lot of it off their hands. 

How could the federal government know the whole issue of 

accountability for residential schools would later be classified 

as—and I love this term frequently used to describe screwed-up 

governmental policies—a boondoggle? It has literally come back 

to bite them in their fish-belly white asses. On average, over 1.9 

billion dollars4 has already been paid out to many of the ap-

proximately 80,000 Survivors of Manifest Destiny High. That is 

a hell of an expensive education. And the price tag is still rising. 

Canadian taxpayers will be buying bandages for the physical and 

psychological wounds their ancestors inflicted for generations.5

It had been obvious for a long time that apologizing was not 

high on the Liberals’ to-do list. Pierre Trudeau did not want 

to bother with an aabwehyehnmigziwin. I think he felt it 

would just open the floodgates to more apologies that would 

quickly become unfortunate road bumps on the highway of 

proud Canadian history. I think he would have been right. Jean 

Chrétien did not believe current social beliefs should be applied 

to past issues, yet it was Brian Mulroney’s Conservatives who 

issued an apology to Japanese Canadians for the country’s 
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misdoings during World War II.6 And now, Harper is regretting 

the Aboriginal people’s historical treatment. Who would have 

thunk it?  In all fairness, it should be mentioned that it was 

the Conservatives that gave Aboriginal people the right to vote 

in 1960. Way to go, Progressive Conservatives! …  a phrase 

I thought I would never say. Though many would argue old-

school Conservatives are substantially different from the New 

World Conservatives. Personally, I think Diefenbaker could whip 

Harper’s ass. Still, Harper is the current boss, and I guess that 

is why the Ojibways call him the Kichi Toodooshaabowimiijim, 

which translates to “the Big Cheese” or, perhaps even more liter-

ally, to “Much Sour Milk.” 

Of course, there is always one spoilsport at every party, a 

pisser in the pool, known as the Conservative brain trust, a.k.a. 

Pierre Poilievre and his amazingly insensitive comments about 

Survivors just needing a stronger work ethic and his opinion 

that giving these people reparation money was a waste of time. 

Otherwise, things might have been just fine and dandy. Evidently, 

Harper took the boy out to the proverbial woodshed, and a new 

and different apology by a contrite Poilievre soon followed. It 

should have been expected, just like there is one drunk at every 

party, one ex-girlfriend at every powwow, and one veggie burger 

at every barbecue. It was bound to happen in the volatile world 

of Canadian politics, somebody was going to pee in the pool. 

Conservative politicians are seldom known for their subtlety. 

Was the aabwehyehnmigziwin sincere and do I buy it? Yes, I 

suppose it was sincere enough for me to buy it, however naïve 
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that may sound. I suppose something is better than nothing. I 

also know that, by very definition, politicians should not be 

trusted nor believed any more than a Jerry Springer guest, espe-

cially when it comes to commitments to Aboriginal people. But 

Harper looked sincere, as did Dion, Duceppe, and Layton—all 

privileged white men apologizing for the actions of other privi-

leged white men and also eager to curry First Nation favour. It 

is amazing how a good education can make you the empathetic 

leader of a federal party and a bad education can get you an 

aabwehyehnmigziwin. They probably listened to Brenda Lee 

and her apologetic song. They are of that generation. Brenda 

probably knew little or nothing about Canadian politics or 

Aboriginal issues, though nobody could apologize like her.

I know a lot of people who were a little cynical about the sincerity 

of the apology. That is their right. If an abusive husband apolo-

gizes to his abused wife and kids, however sincere it might sound, 

some may doubt the authenticity of that apology. Same as in this 

situation, an admission of responsibility is as good a place as any 

to start. Ask any lawyer. But the healing must start somewhere.

I am very fortunate. Neither I nor any of my immediate relatives 

attended a residential school. Instead, we were schooled at the 

Mud Lake Indian Day School located directly on the Curve Lake 

Reserve in eastern Ontario. Still, many of the residential school 

policies extended to the communities. My mother tells of not 

being allowed to speak Anishnawbe on school grounds, which 

were located just a few hundred metres from where she lived. Just 

the other night, I heard her reminiscing with one of her sisters 
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about how they made sure they never played under the windows 

of the school so the teacher would not hear them speaking in 

Anishnawbe. One usually does not think of one’s seventy-seven-

year old shy mother as a rebel. Maybe that is why Anishnawbe is 

still her first language and English a distant second. 

There is a lot of collateral damage from that era as well. Hot 

on the heels of residential school Survivors are those who went 

through the Sixties Scoop, where Aboriginal kids were taken 

away by various social services and farmed out for adoption, 

usually to white families, sometimes to Europe and to the 

United States. They were part of the same larger, overall policy 

of eliminating Aboriginal culture by wiping away the memories 

and heritage of Aboriginal children and Canadianizing them. 

If you cannot get them through the front door, try the back, or 

even the window.

Interestingly, many Aboriginal people watching the historic 

aabwehyehnmigziwin were not actual students of residential 

schools. But I think it is safe to say that they were all affected by 

the practice in some way. Most Aboriginal people who watched 

knew somebody or several somebodies who attended residential 

school or were descended from, or a relative of, a Survivor. As 

a result, they were forced to deal with the repercussions of that 

experience. It now permeates our culture. Harper and Canada’s 

apology was for all of us—those who attended the schools and 

those who are living with the fallout. Just as all Jewish people 

were affected by the Holocaust in some way (if I may be al-

lowed to say this), all Aboriginal people were victims of what 
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happened in those institutions. It is collateral damage in sort of 

an intergenerational way. 

What happens now? I do not know. Maybe Phil Fontaine and 

the gang should contact Maher Arar. He might have some 

suggestions. If memory serves me correctly, Mr. Arar was kid-

napped suddenly for no logical reason, taken far away from his 

family for a long period of time, beaten, starved, and terrified 

for the greater good. He finally returned to his family a changed 

man and is now seeking justice. Geez, you would think he was 

an Aboriginal kid or something.

As the similarly sympathetic Connie Francis who, like Brenda 

Lee, was neither Aboriginal nor a residential school Survivor, 

also sang many years ago, “I’m sorry I made you cry.” Did 

Harper get his words right (that were chosen for him by law-

yers)? Harper had said, “We are sorry …  We apologize for hav-

ing done this.” He must not forget that there is still a Canadian 

issue here that all Canadians need to address as part of an ongo-

ing relationship. Closing the book on residential schools does 

not mean that the “Aboriginal problem” has been solved—at 

least not in the eyes of the government. Thus, I will let Connie 

Francis finish with her poignant lyrics:

I’m sorry I made you cry

Won’t you forget, won’t you forgive

Don’t let us say goodbye

I’m just glad Harper did not try to sing the 

aabwehyehnmigziwin.
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Richard Wagamese

Returning to 
Harmony

I am a victim of Canada’s residential school system. When 

I say victim, I mean something substantially different than 

“Survivor.” I never attended a residential school, so I cannot say 

that I survived one. However, my parents and my extended fam-

ily members did. The pain they endured became my pain, and I 

became a victim.

When I was born, my family still lived the seasonal nomadic 

life of traditional Ojibwa people. In the great rolling territories 

surrounding the Winnipeg River in Northwestern Ontario, they 

fished, hunted, and trapped. Their years were marked by the 

peregrinations of a people guided by the motions and turns of 

the land. I came into the world and lived in a canvas army tent 

hung from a spruce bough frame as my first home. The first 

sounds I heard were the calls of loon, the snap and crackle of a 

fire, and the low, rolling undulation of Ojibwa talk.

We lived communally. Along with my mother and siblings, there 

were my matriarchal grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. 

Surrounded by the rough and tangle of the Canadian Shield, we 
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moved through the seasons. Time was irrelevant in the face of 

ancient cultural ways that we followed.

But there was a spectre in our midst.

All the members of my family attended residential school. They 

returned to the land bearing psychological, emotional, spiritual, 

and physical burdens that haunted them. Even my mother, 

despite staunch declarations that she had learned good things 

there (finding Jesus, learning to keep a house, the gospel), car-

ried wounds she could not voice. Each of them had experienced 

an institution that tried to scrape the Indian off of their insides, 

and they came back to the bush and river raw, sore, and ach-

ing. The pain they bore was invisible and unspoken. It seeped 

into their spirit, oozing its poison and blinding them from the 

incredible healing properties within their Indian ways.

For a time, the proximity to family and the land acted as a 

balm. Then, slowly and irrevocably, the spectre that followed 

them back from the schools began to assert its presence and 

shunt for space around our communal fire. When the vitriolic 

stew of unspoken words, feelings, and memories of their 

great dislocation, hurt, and isolation began to bubble and 

churn within them, they discovered that alcohol could numb 

them from it.  And we ceased to be a family.

Instead, the adults of my Ojibwa family became frightened 

children. The trauma that had been visited upon them reduced 

them to that. They huddled against a darkness from where 
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vague shapes whispered threats and from where invasions of 

their minds, spirits, and bodies roared through the blackness to 

envelope and smother them again. They forgot who they were. 

They struck back vengefully, bitterly, and blindly as only hurt 

and frightened children could do.

When I was a toddler, my left arm and shoulder were smashed.  

Left untreated, my arm hung backwards in its joint and, over 

time, it atrophied and withered. My siblings and I endured 

great tides of violence and abuse from the drunken adults. 

We were beaten, nearly drowned, and terrorized. We took to 

hiding in the bush and waited until the shouting, cursing, and 

drinking died away. Those nights were cold and terrifying. In 

the dim light of dawn, the eldest of us would sneak back into 

camp to get food and blankets.

In the mid-winter of 1958, when I was almost three, the adults 

left my two brothers, sister, and me alone in the bush camp 

across the bay from the tiny railroad town of Minaki. It was 

February. The wind was blowing bitterly and the firewood 

ran out at the same time as the food. They were gone for days, 

drinking in Kenora sixty miles away. When it became appar-

ent that we would freeze to death without wood, my eldest 

sister and brother hauled my brother, Charles, and me across 

the bay on a sled piled with furs.

They pulled us across that ice in a raging snowstorm. We 

huddled in the furs on the leeward side of the railroad depot cold, 

hungry, and crying. A passing Ontario provincial policeman 
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found us and took us to the Children’s Aid Society. I would not 

see my mother or my extended family again for twenty-one years.

I lived in two foster homes until I was adopted at age nine. I 

left that home at age sixteen; I ran for my safety, my security, 

and my sanity. The seven years I spent in that adopted home 

were filled with beatings, mental and emotional abuse, and a 

complete dislocation and disassociation from anything Indian 

or Ojibwa. I was permitted only the strict Presbyterian ethic of 

that household. It was as much an institutional kidnapping as a 

residential school. 

For years after, I lived on the street or in prison. I became a 

drug user and an alcoholic. I drifted through unfulfilled rela-

tionships. I was haunted by fears and memories. I carried the 

residual trauma of my toddler years and the seven years in my 

adopted home. This caused me to experience post-traumatic 

stress disorder, which severely affected the way I lived my life 

and the choices I would make.

The truth of my life is that I am an intergenerational victim of 

residential schools. Everything I endured until I found healing 

was a result of the effects of those schools. I did not hug my 

mother until I was twenty-five. I did not speak my first Ojibwa 

word or set foot on my traditional territory until I was twenty-

six. I did not know that I had a family, a history, a culture, a 

source for spirituality, a cosmology, or a traditional way of 

living. I had no awareness that I belonged somewhere. I grew 

up ashamed of my Native identity and the fact that I knew 
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nothing about it. I was angry that there was no one to tell me 

who I was or where I had come from. 

My brother Charles tracked me down with the help of a social 

worker friend when I was twenty-five. From there, I returned 

to the land of my people as a stranger knowing nothing of 

their experience or their pain. When I rejoined my people and 

learned about Canada’s residential school policy, I was enraged. 

Their political and social history impelled me to find work as a 

reporter with a Native newspaper. As a writer and a journalist, 

I spoke to hundreds of residential school Survivors. The stories 

they told, coupled with my family’s complete and utter reticence, 

told me a great deal about how my family had suffered. I knew 

that those schools were responsible for my displacement, my 

angst, and my cultural lostness. 

For years I carried simmering anger and resentment. The more 

I learned about the implementation of that policy and how it 

affected Aboriginal people across the country, the more anger 

I felt. I ascribed all my pain to residential schools and to those 

responsible. I blamed churches for my alcoholism, loneliness, 

shame, fear, inadequacy, and failures. In my mind I envisaged a 

world where I had grown up as a fully functioning Ojibwa, and 

it glittered in comparison to the pain-wracked life I had lived.

But when I was in my late forties, I had enough of the anger. I 

was tired of being drunk and blaming the residential schools 

and those responsible. I was tired of fighting against some-

thing that could not be touched, addressed, or confronted. My 
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life was slipping away on me and I did not want to become an 

older person still clinging to a disempowering emotion like 

the anger I carried.

So one day I decided that I would visit a church. Churches had 

been the seed of my anger. I had religion forced on me in my ad-

opted home and it was the churches that had run the residential 

schools that shredded the spirit of my family. If I were to lose my 

anger, I needed to face the root of it squarely. I was determined 

that I would take myself there and sit and listen to the service. 

As much as I knew that I would want to walk out and as much 

as my anger would direct me to reject it all, I would force myself 

to sit and listen and try to find something that I could relate to. I 

chose a United Church because they had been the first to issue 

an apology for their role in the residential school debacle. They 

had been the first to publicly state their responsibility for the hurt 

that crippled generations. They were the first to show the cour-

age to address wrongdoing, abuse, forced removal, and shaming. 

They had been the first to make tangible motions toward recon-

ciliation. It put them in a more favourable light with me.

I was uncomfortable at first. No one spoke to me as I took my 

seat in a pew near the back. There were no other Native people 

there and I used that fact as a denunciation. When the service 

began, I heard everything through the tough screen of my rage. 

Then I noticed the old woman beside me sitting with her eyes 

closed as the minister spoke. She looked calm and peaceful, and 

there was a glow on her features that I coveted. So I closed my 

eyes too and tilted my head back and listened.
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I ceased to hear the liturgy that day. I could not hear doctrine, 

semantics, proselytizations, or judgment. Instead, with my 

eyes closed, all I could hear was the small voice of the minister 

telling a story about helping a poor, drug-addicted woman on 

the street despite his fear and doubt. All I heard was the voice 

of compassion. All I heard was a spiritual, very human person 

talking about life and confronting its mysteries.

So I went back the next week. I went back and took my seat, 

and I listened with my eyes closed. After the scriptural text was 

read, the minister analyzed it by placing it in the context of his 

impatience and the lessons he had learned in the grocery line 

and in the freeway traffic. Here was a man responsible for dir-

ecting the lives of a congregation talking about facing his own 

spiritual shortcomings. There was no self-aggrandization, no 

inferred superiority. There was only a man telling us how hard 

it was to behave like a spiritual being.

I went back to that church for many weeks. The messages I 

heard were all about humanity and about the search for in-

nocence, comfort, and belonging. I do not know just exactly 

when my anger and resentment disappeared. I only know that 

there came a time when I could see that there was nothing in 

the message that was not about healing. I heard about compas-

sion, love, kindness, trust, courage, truth, and loyalty and an 

abiding faith that there is a God, a Creator. There was nothing 

to be angry about in any of that; in fact, there was nothing 

different from what Native spirituality talks about. After I 

came home to my people I sought out teachers and healers and 
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ceremonies. I had committed myself to learning the spiritual 

principles that allowed our peoples to sustain, define, and per-

petuate themselves through incredible changes. I had adopted 

many of those teachings into my daily life, and every ceremony 

I attended taught me more and more about the essence of our 

spiritual lives. What I heard from that minister those Sunday 

mornings was not any different from the root message of 

humanity in our teachings. With my eyes closed there was 

no white, no Indian, no difference at all; the absence of anger 

happened quietly without fanfare.

It has been a few years now since I sat in that church. I have not 

receded back into the dark seas of resentment, rage, or old hurt. 

Instead, I have found a peace with churches and, in turn, with 

residential schools, with Canada. See, that church changed my 

personal politics. Sure, there are genuine reasons to be angry. 

The hurt caused by the residential school experience, both of the 

Survivors and of those like me who were victimized a genera-

tion or more later, are huge, real, and overwhelming.  But heal-

ing happens if you want it bad enough, and that is the trick of it, 

really. Every spiritually enhancing experience asks a sacrifice of 

us and, in this, the price of admission is a keen desire to be rid 

of the block of anger.

When the Truth and Reconciliation Commission makes its tour 

of the country and hears the stories of people who endured 

the pain of residential schools, I hope it hears more stories like 

mine—of people who fought against the resentment, hatred, 

and anger and found a sense of peace. Both the Commission 
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and Canada need to hear stories of healing instead of a relent-

less retelling and re-experiencing of pain. They need to hear 

that, despite everything, every horror, it is possible to move for-

ward and to learn how to leave hurt behind. Our neighbours in 

this country need to hear stories about our capacity for forgive-

ness, for self-examination, for compassion, and for our yearning 

for peace because they speak to our resiliency as a people. That 

is how reconciliation happens.

It is a big word, reconciliation. Quite simply, it means to create 

harmony. You create harmony with truth and you build truth 

out of humility. That is spiritual. That is truth. That is Indian. 

Within us, as nations of Aboriginal people and as individual 

members of those nations, we have an incredible capacity for 

survival, endurance, and forgiveness. In the reconciliation with 

ourselves first, we find the ability to create harmony with others, 

and that is where it has to start—in the fertile soil of our own 

hearts, minds, and spirits.

That, too, is Indian.
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Mitch Miyagawa

A Sorry State

[A version of this article was published in 2009 in The Walrus 

6(10):22–30.]

The government of Canada gave my family our first apology, 

for the internment of Japanese Canadians during World War 

II, in 1988. I was seventeen, and I don’t remember any of it. I 

had other things to worry about. My mom had just left my dad, 

Bob Miyagawa. She’d cried and said sorry as my brother and I 

helped her load her furniture into the back of a borrowed pick-

up. Her departure had been coming for a while. At my dad’s 

retirement dinner the year before, his boss at the Alberta Forest 

Service had handed him a silver-plated pulaski, a stuffed Bertie 

the Fire Beaver, and a rocking chair. My mom, Carol—barely 

forty years old and chafing for new adventures—took one look 

at the rocking chair and knew the end was near. 

Three months after she left, on September 22, Brian Mulroney 

rose to his feet in the House of Commons. The gallery was 

packed with Japanese Canadian seniors and community lead-

ers, who stood as the prime minister began to speak. “The 

Government of Canada wrongfully incarcerated, seized 
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the property, and disenfranchised thousands of citizens 

of Japanese ancestry,” he intoned. “Apologies are the only 

way we can cleanse the past.” When he finished, the gallery 

cheered, in a most un–Japanese Canadian defiance of parlia-

mentary rules. 

The clouds may have suddenly parted in Ottawa; the cherry blos-

soms in Vancouver may have spontaneously bloomed. I missed 

it all. It was graduation year. Every day after school, I worked at 

West Edmonton Mall, diving elbow deep in Quarterback Crunch 

ice cream so I could save up for a pool table. Weekends, I visited 

my mom at her new place, a small apartment within walking 

distance of the tracks by Stony Plain Road. 

Up until then, and perhaps to this day, being half Japanese had 

just been something I used to make myself unique. A conversa-

tion starter. A line for picking up girls. The internment my dad 

and 22,000 others like him suffered was something to add to 

the story. It increased the inherited martyr value. 

I didn’t get many dates. 

Four years earlier, when Brian Mulroney was leader of the 

Opposition, he’d asked Pierre Trudeau to apologize to Japanese 

Canadians. Exasperated, Trudeau shot back, “How many other 

historical wrongs would have to be righted?” It was Trudeau’s 

last day in Parliament as prime minister. He finished his retort 

with righteous indignation: “I do not think it is the purpose of a 

government to right the past. I cannot rewrite history.” 
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Trudeau must have known that the apology door, once opened, 

would never be closed. Mulroney might have known, too. 

Redress for Japanese Canadians was the beginning of our 

national experiment with institutional remorse—an experiment 

that has grown greatly over the past twenty years, intertwining 

itself with my family’s story. 

I like to look at the glass as half full: my parents’ divorce was 

not so much a split as an expansion. They both remarried, so 

my kids now have more grandparents than they can count. 

And I’ve gained the most apologized-to family in the country—

maybe the world. 

I watched Stephen Harper’s apology for Indian residential 

schools with my dad’s wife, Etheline, on a hot night in the 

summer of 2008. Etheline was the third generation of her Cree 

family to attend an Indian mission school. She went to Gordon 

Residential School in Punnichy, Saskatchewan, for four years. 

Gordon was the last federally run residential school to be closed, 

shutting down in 1996 after over a century in operation. 

When I talked to my mom in Calgary afterward, she casually 

mentioned that her second husband, Harvey’s father, had paid 

the Chinese head tax as a child. Harper apologized to head tax 

payers and their families in 2006. 

I was aware that my family had become a multi-culti case study, 

but when I realized the government had apologized to us three 

times it went from being a strange coincidence to a kind of joke. 
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(Q: How does a Canadian say hello? A: “I’m sorry.”) Soon, 

though, I started wondering what these apologies really meant, 

and whether they actually did any good. In seeking answers, 

I’ve mostly found more questions. I’ve become both a cynic and 

a believer. In other words, I’m more confused than ever before. 

I’m no apology expert or prophet. I’m so sorry. All I can offer 

is this: my apology story. 

In the fall of 2008, I travelled from my home in Whitehorse 

to Vancouver. The National Association of Japanese 

Canadians had organized a celebration and conference on 

the twentieth anniversary of Redress. It rained as I walked 

to toward the Japanese Hall on Alexander Street in East 

Vancouver, in what was once the heart of the Japanese com-

munity. In the distance, giant red quay cranes poked above 

the buildings along Hastings, plucking containers from cargo 

ships anchored in Burrard Inlet. The downpour soaked the 

broken folks lined up outside the Union Gospel Mission 

at Princess and Cordova, a few blocks from the hall. Some 

huddled under the old cherry trees in Oppenheimer Park, be-

side the ball field where the Asahi baseball team, the darlings 

of “Japantown,” played before the war. 

Inside the hall, a few hundred people milled about, drinking 

green tea and coffee served from big silver urns by bluevested 

volunteers. The participants on the first panel of the day, 

titled Never Too Late, took seats on the wide stage at the 

front. They represented the hyphenated and dual named of 

our country: a Japanese-, Chinese-, Indo-, Black, Aboriginal, 
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and Ukrainian-Canadian rainbow behind two long fold-out 

tables. Their communities had all been interned, or excluded, or 

systematic ally mistreated. Apology receivers and apology seek-

ers. A kick line of indignation, a gallery of the once wronged. (A 

Japanese-, Chinese-, Indo-, Black, Aboriginal, and Ukrainian-

Canadian all go into a bar. The bartender looks at them and 

says, “Is this some kind of joke?”) 

In the fictional world of Eating Crow, a “novel of apology” by 

Jay Rayner, the hottest trend in international relations is some-

thing called “penitential engagement.” To deal with the baggage 

from the wars, genocides, and persecutions of the past, the 

United Nations sets up an Office of Apology. The protagonist 

of the novel, Marc Basset, is hired as Chief Apologist, partly 

because of his tremendous ability to deliver heartfelt apologies, 

but also because of his “plausible apologibility.” His ancestors 

captained slave ships, ran colonies, slaughtered natives, and 

waged dirty wars. Backed by a team of researchers and handlers, 

Basset circles the globe, delivering statements of remorse. 

Penitential engagement is closer to reality than you’d think. 

The Japanese government has made at least forty “war apol-

ogy statements” since 1950. All of Western Europe remembers 

German chancellor Willy Brandt’s famous Kniefall in 1970, 

when he fell to his knees on the steps of the Warsaw Memorial, 

in silent anguish for the victims of the Warsaw Ghetto upris-

ing. During the past twenty years, Italian prime minister Silvio 

Berlusconi has apologized for the colonial occupation of Libya, 

South African president Frederik W. de Klerk has apologized for 
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apartheid, and the Queen has issued a Royal Proclamation of 

regret to the Acadians in the Maritimes and Louisiana. In 1998, 

the Australian government began its annual National Sorry 

Day for the “stolen generations” of aboriginal children. In 2005, 

the US Senate apologized for its failure to enact federal anti-

lynching legislation. And both houses of Congress have now 

passed apologies for slavery. 

At the 2001 UN World Conference against Racism, Racial 

Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, held in 

Durban, more than 100 countries called “on all those who 

have not yet contributed to restoring the dignity of the victims 

to find appropriate ways to do so and, to this end, appreciate 

those countries that have done so.” Working toward this goal is 

the International Center for Transitional Justice in New York, 

which “assists countries pursuing accountability for past mass 

atrocity or human rights abuse.” As if in response, jurisdictions 

across Australia, the United States, and Canada are passing 

apology acts designed to allow public officials to apologize 

without incurring legal liability. 

Concerned about our precious self-image as a peacemaking, 

multicultural country, Canada has been making every effort 

to lead the sorry parade. In addition to the residential school 

and Chinese head tax apologies, the federal government has 

also now said sorry for the Komagata Maru incident, when 

a ship full of immigrants from India was turned away from 

Vancouver Harbour, and established a historical recognition 

program “to recognize and commemorate the historical 
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experiences and contributions of ethno-cultural communities 

affected by wartime measures and immigration restrictions 

applied in Canada.” And we became the first Western dem-

ocracy to follow South Africa in establishing a truth and 

reconciliation commission, for the residential schools. 

Not surprisingly, other groups have come knocking on Ottawa’s 

door. Among them are Ukrainian Canadians, on behalf of those 

interned during World War I, and the residents of the bulldozed 

Africville community in Halifax, now a dog park. Some who 

have already received an apology clamour for more, or better. 

Harper’s Komagata Maru apology was issued to the Indo-

Canadian community outside Parliament. Now they want the 

same as every other group: an official, on-the-record statement. 

I sat down on a plastic-backed chair in the deserted second 

row. Seconds later, an old Nisei, a second-generation Japanese 

Canadian named Jack Nagai, plunked down beside me. He 

sighed and lifted the glasses hanging around his neck to his face. 

“Gotta sit close for my hearing aid,” he said, then looked at me 

and grinned. I pulled out a notebook, and he watched me out of 

the corner of his eye, fingering the pen in his breast pocket. 

Black scuffs, I wrote. The pearly walls and floor of the 

Japanese Hall auditorium were marked and streaked. A 

fluorescent light fifteen metres above my head flickered and 

buzzed. The hall had a school gym wear and tear to it. Jack 

noticed my scribbling and jotted down something on the back 

of his program. 
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The brown spots on his bald head reminded me of my Uncle 

Jiro, who passed away suddenly in 2005 at the age of seventy-

seven. As it turned out, Jack was from Lethbridge as well, and 

had known my uncle from the city’s Buddhist Church. My 

Uncle Jiro, “Jerry” to his non-Japanese friends, had helped 

the blind to read, bowled every Sunday, and kept a meticulous 

journal of the prices he’d paid for groceries and the sorry state 

of his golf game. He’d been a bachelor, mateless and childless, 

like several others on my dad’s side. 

Those few of us in my family who now have kids have 

Caucasian spouses, so our strain is becoming less and less Asian. 

The Miyagawa name may disappear here with my two sons, 

and with the name would go a story seeded a hundred years ago. 

My grandmother and grandfather farmed berries on three 

hec tares of rocky slope in Mission, BC, starting in the 1920s. 

They were their own slave-drivers, labouring non-stop to clear 

the land and get the farm going. Grandmother produced the 

workforce, delivering a baby a year for a decade. My dad was 

near the end, the ninth child of ten. By 1941, the Japanese 

controlled the berry industry in BC. My grandparents’ farm 

expanded and flourished. 

Then came Pearl Harbor, war with Japan, and the dislocation 

of more than 20,000 Japanese Canadians from the West Coast. 

On a spring day in 1942, my dad and his family carried two 

bags each to the station and boarded a train bound for the 

sugar beet fields of southern Alberta. They never made it back 
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to Mission. The Japanese Canadians weren’t allowed to return 

to BC until four years after the war was over, so the family 

instead settled in Lethbridge. Dad moved away soon after he 

came of age, and ended up in Edmonton, where I was born. 

For my dad, the apology was pointless. Like many others in the 

Japanese Canadian community, he had already turned the other 

cheek. Shikata ga nai, the saying goes—what’s done is done. 

I admire and marvel at his ability to let go of the past. He 

even calls his family’s forced move across the Rockies a “great 

adventure.” For a ten-year-old, it was a thrill to see the black 

smoke pouring from the train engine’s stack as it approached 

the Mission station. 

Mist softens a train platform in the Fraser Valley. Last night’s 

rain drips from the eaves of the station, clinging to the long tips 

of cedar needles. All over the platform, families are huddled 

together by ramshackle pyramids of suitcases. Children squat 

around a puddle on the tracks, poking at a struggling beetle 

with a stick. A distant whistle; their mother yells at them in 

Japanese; they run back to stand beside her. Their father stands 

apart, lost in thought. He’s trying to commit to memory the 

place where he’d buried his family’s dishes the night before, in 

one of his berry fields a few kilometres away. 

Clickety-clack. Clickety-clack. A screech of brakes, a sizzle of 

steam. The train pulls in, the doors open, each one sentinelled 

by a Mountie with arms crossed. 



178 Mitch Miyagawa

The families become mist, along with their suitcases and the 

Mounties. Everything disappears except the train. It’s quiet. An 

old conductor in a blue cap sticks his head out the window. No 

need for tickets on this train, he says. Step right up. Welcome 

aboard the Apology Express. 

The conference began, and Jack and I leaned forward to hear. 

The panellists took their turns bending into low mikes, paying 

homage to the hallowed ground zero of apologies. Chief Robert 

Joseph, a great bear of a man in a red fleece vest, hugged the 

podium and said, “The Japanese Canadian apology was a bea-

con.” Everyone at the tables looked tiny, posed between the high 

black skirting framing the stage and the minuscule disco ball 

that hung above them. 

The people telling the stories of their communities were 

the same ones who had put on their best shoes to walk the 

marbled floors of Parliament, who had filed briefs for lawsuits. 

They spoke in the abstract—reconciliation, compensation, 

acknow ledgement—and kept up official outrage as they de-

manded recognition for their causes. “We have to remember, 

so it will never happen again” was the panel’s common re-

frain. After an hour, Jack’s eyes were closed, and he’d started 

to lean my way. I could hear soft snoring from the other side 

of the room, where a group of seniors slumped and tilted in 

their chairs. 

This wasn’t what I’d come to hear either. After studying and 

listening to official expressions of remorse to my family and 
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others, after reading the best books on the subject (The Age of 

Apology; I Was Wrong; On Apology; Mea Culpa), I’d come to 

believe that government apologies were more about forgetting 

than remembering. 

I righted Jack as best I could, and snuck out the back of the hall 

for some fresh air. 

I’ve always imagined that my mom met Harvey Kwan in a room 

full of light bulbs. They both worked for the Energy Efficiency 

Branch of the provincial government. She wrote copy for news-

letters; he did tech support. In my mind, Mom would watch 

the way Harvey methodically screwed the bulbs into the bare 

testing socket. She appreciated his size. Not quite five feet tall, 

my mom likes her husbands compact (though she did dally for 

a time with a rather tall embezzler from Texas). She was further 

attracted to Harvey’s quiet voice, his shy smile as he explained 

wattages and life cycles. Perhaps they reached for the same com-

pact fluorescent and felt a jolt as their fingers touched. 

Mom and “Uncle Harv” were both laid off soon after they 

started dating, so they moved from Edmonton to Calgary, closer 

to their beloved Rockies, and became true weekend warriors, 

driving past the indifferent elk on Highway 1 to Canmore and 

Banff to hike and camp and ski. Mom was afraid of heights; 

Harv took her hand and led her to the mountaintops. 

Harvey’s father had sailed to Canada aboard the Empress of 

Russia in 1919, at the age of fourteen. He paid the $500 head 
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tax, then rode the CPR with his father to the railroad town 

of Medicine Hat, on the hot, dry Alberta prairie. Around the 

time he became an adult, in 1923, the Canadian government 

passed a Chinese Immigration Act, which remained in force for 

twenty-five years. Under the act, no new Chinese immigrants 

could come to Canada, so a young bachelor like him could 

only have a long-distance family. He managed to sire three 

sons with his first wife in China during that time, but she 

never made it to Canada, dying overseas. He eventually took 

a second wife, Harvey’s mom, who had to wait several years 

before she could enter the country. In the meantime, she lived 

unhappily with Harvey’s father’s mother, probably waiting on 

her like a servant. 

And that’s all Harvey knows. He doesn’t know about his father’s 

life, those twenty-five years away from his first wife and their 

children, then his second. He doesn’t know his grandfather’s 

name. He doesn’t know what his grandfather did. He doesn’t 

know where the man is buried. They never spoke of that time. 

Mr. Speaker, on behalf of all Canadians and the Government 

of Canada, we offer a full apology to Chinese Canadians 

for the head tax and express our deepest sorrow for the 

subsequent exclusion of Chinese immigrants … No country 

is perfect. Like all countries, Canada has made mistakes in 

its past, and we realize that. Canadians, however, are a good 

and just people, acting when we’ve committed wrong. And 

even though the head tax—a product of a profoundly differ-

ent time—lies far in our past, we feel compelled to right this 
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historic wrong for the simple reason that it is the decent thing 

to do, a characteristic to be found at the core of the Canadian 

soul.—Stephen Harper, June 22, 2006 

Apology comes from the Greek apo and logos (“from speech”), 

and as every first-year philosophy student who reads Plato’s 

Apology knows, it originally meant a defence of one’s position. 

But somewhere along the line, it became a Janus word, adopting 

its opposite meaning as well. Rather than a justification of one’s 

position or actions, it became an admission of harm done, an 

acceptance of responsibility. When Harper spoke on the head 

tax, you could see both faces of the word at work: Those were 

different times. We’re not like that now. We should, in fact, 

be proud of ourselves. Pat ourselves on the back. Reaffirm 

our goodness today by sacrificing the dead and gone. 

Rather than bringing the past to life, statements like these seem 

to break our link with history, separating us from who we were 

and promoting the notion of our moral advancement. They also 

whitewash the ways in which Canadians still benefit from that 

past, stripping the apologies of remorse. Rendering them mean-

ingless. Forgettable. 

I wasn’t the only one taking a break from the conference. I fol-

lowed a Japanese Canadian woman with short grey hair down 

the street to Oppenheimer Park, watching from a distance 

as she placed her hand, gently, on the trunk of one of the old 

 cherry trees. I later learned that these were memorial trees, 

planted by Japanese Canadians thirty years ago. The City of 
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Vancouver had been planning to chop them down as part of 

a recent redevelopment scheme, but the Japanese Canadian 

community rallied and saved them (though the old baseball 

diamond will still be plowed under). 

I arrived back at the hall in time for lunch. Ahead of me in line 

was the author and scholar Roy Miki, one of the leading figures 

in the movement for Japanese Canadian redress and a member 

of the negotiating committee for the National Association of 

Japanese Canadians. Miki was an “internment baby,” born in 

Manitoba in 1942, six months after his family was uprooted 

from their home in Haney, BC. He laughed when I told him 

about my family and, intrigued, pulled up a chair beside me 

for lunch. He had neat white hair, parted to one side, and wore 

blue-tinted glasses. We balanced bento boxes on our knees, and 

he told me something that  astounded me: the negotiators hadn’t 

wanted an apology very badly. 

“We wanted to shine a light on the system—to show its inher-

ent flaws,” he said. “Our main concern wasn’t the apology or 

the compensation. The real victim was democracy itself, not 

the people.” What those pushing for redress wanted was an 

acknowledgement that democracy had broken down, and 

that people had benefited from the internment of Japanese 

Canadians. They wanted to change the system in order to 

 protect people in the future. 

Miki remained wary of government expressions of remorse, 

concerned that the emotional content of apologies—the focus 
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on “healing”—distracted from the more important issue of jus-

tice. “Now the apology has become the central thing,” he said. 

“It allows the government to be seen as the good guy. But there’s 

a power relationship in apologies that has to be questioned; the 

apologizer has more power than the apologized-to.” 

Mulroney, in his apology to Japanese Canadians, said the aim 

was “to put things right with the surviving members—with 

their children and ours, so that they can walk together in this 

country, burdened neither by the wrongs nor the grievances of 

previous generations.” Both the victimizer and the victim are 

freed from their bonds. Japanese Canadian internment “went 

against the very nature of our country.” With the apology, 

so the redemption narrative went, Mulroney was returning 

Canada to its natural, perfect state. Cue music. Roll credits. The 

lights come up, and all is right with the world again. I find the 

storyline hard to resist, especially when the main characters are 

long gone. But of course not all of these dramas took place once 

upon a time. 

My dad met his second wife, Etheline Victoria Blind, at a south 

Edmonton bingo. Yes, he found a native bride at a bingo, in 

front of a glass concession case where deep-fried pieces of ban-

nock known as “kill-me-quicks” glistened under neon light. 

I was working for an environmental organization at the time. 

Like most Alberta non-profits, we depended on bingos and 

casinos as fundraisers. Dad was one of our A-list volunteers. 

He was retired, reliable, and always cheerful, if a bit hard of 
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hearing. Etheline, on the other hand, was on the long-shot 

volunteer list. She was the mother of the high school friend 

of a colleague. I didn’t know her, but I called her one night in 

desperation. 

I don’t remember seeing any sparks fly between Dad and 

Etheline. He was sixty-five at the time, and not seeking to kick 

at the embers of his love life. But Etheline invited him to play 

Scrabble with her, and so it began. 

Dad and Etheline had a cantankerous sort of affair, from my 

point of view. They lived separately for many years—Dad in a 

condo on Rainbow Valley Road, Etheline in an aging split-level 

five minutes away—but moved gradually toward each other, in 

location and spirit, finally marrying a few days after Valentine’s 

Day, eight years after they met. I flew down from Whitehorse 

with my son, just a year old then. He was the only person at the 

wedding wearing a suit, a one-piece suede tuxedo. 

And so Etheline became my Indian stepmother. 

Stephen Harper’s apology to residential school survivors was 

a powerful political moment. You had to be moved by the 

sight of the oldest and youngest survivors, side by side on the 

floor of Parliament—one a 104-year-old woman, the other 

barely in her twenties. The speeches were superb, the optics 

perfect. Yet personally, I felt tricked. Tricked because the apol-

ogy distilled the entire complicated history of assimilation into 

a single policy, collapsing it like a black hole into a two-word 
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“problem”: residential schools. Here was the forgetful apology at 

its best. By saying sorry for the schools, we could forget about 

all the other ways the system had deprived—and continued to 

deprive—aboriginal people of their lives and land. The govern-

ment had created the problem, sure, but had owned up to it, too, 

and was on its way to getting it under control, starting with the 

survivors’ prescription for recovery. If they were abused, they 

merely had to itemize their pain in a thirty-page document, tally 

their compensation points, stand before an adjudicator to speak 

of their rape and loneliness, and receive their official payment. 

All taken care of. 

And yet. And yet. 

Etheline, I apologize. I knew you for ten years and never re-

ally knew where you came from. I’m educated, post-colonial, 

postmodern, mixed race, well travelled, curious, vaguely liberal, 

politically correct. “You’re the most Canadian person I know,” 

I’ve been told. And yet I never once asked you about your time 

in residential school. I never really related until that night, after 

we’d watched Harper’s shining moment, that powerful cer-

emony—and I’d watched how it moved you, felt the hair on my 

arms rise and a shiver in my back when we talked late and you 

told me how your grandfather was taken from his family when 

he was four, the same age my oldest son is now; told me how 

he’d never known his parents, but relearned Cree ways from his 

adopted family and became a strong Cree man even after his 

own children were taken away; how he’d raised you when your 

mother couldn’t; how you were in the mission school, too, for 
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four years, and your grandfather wouldn’t let them cut your 

braids, and you’d feel the cold brick walls with your hands, and 

the laundry ladies would only call you by your number, and you 

would stare out the window toward the dirt road that led away 

from the school and cry for your Kokum and Meshom. I never 

knew. Or if you told me, I only listened with half an ear. And 

I apologize again, for bringing it all up, for writing down your 

private pain. But I know we need to tell it again and again. It 

has to be there; it has to get into people’s hearts. 

And here I make an apology for the government apology. For 

whatever I feel about them, about how they can bury wrongs 

in the past instead of making sure the past is never forgotten, 

about how they can use emotion to evade responsibility, they 

have indeed changed my life. They’ve made me rethink what it 

means to be a citizen of this country. They’ve brought me closer 

to my family. 

Near the end of the conference, the woman with short grey hair 

stood up and told a story. After World War II, when she was a 

schoolgirl, she’d one day refused to read out loud from a text-

book with the word “Jap” in it. She was sent home, where she 

proudly told her father what she’d done. He slapped her across 

the face. The apology, she told everyone at the hall, had restored 

her dignity. The conference ended the next day, and I returned 

home with something to think about. 

It’s summer as I write, almost a year since the conference, 

and the apologies have kept coming. The state of California 
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apologized for the persecution of Chinese immigrants last week. 

Thousands of former students of Indian day schools, feeling left 

out of the residential school apology, filed a statement of claim 

at the Manitoba legislature yesterday. 

I’m sitting on the beach of Long Lake, just outside Whitehorse. 

Though it’s hot outside, the water here always stays cold, 

because the summer’s not long enough to heat it. Still, my two 

boys are hardy Yukoners, and they’re running in and out of 

the water, up to their necks. I watch their little bodies twist 

and turn, then look at my own thirty-eight-year-old paunch 

and search the sky. What will we be apologizing for when my 

children are adults? Temporary foreign workers? The child 

welfare system? 

Tomio bumps into Sam, knocking him to the ground. Sam cries. 

“Tomio,” I tell my oldest, “say sorry to your brother.” “Why?” 

he asks. “I didn’t mean to do it.” 

“Say sorry anyway,” I reply. 

We say sorry when we are responsible and when we are not. We 

say sorry when we were present or when we were far away. We 

are ambiguous about what apologies mean in the smallest per-

sonal interactions. How can we expect our political apologies to 

be any less complicated? 

A long time ago—or not so long ago, really, but within our 

nation’s lifetime—another train hustled along these tracks: the 
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Colonial Experiment. She was a beaut, shiny and tall. Ran all 

the way from Upper Canada; ended here in this lush Pacific 

rainforest. The Colonial Experiment was strictly one way, so it’s 

up to the Apology Express to make the return trip. 

Watch as we go by: a Doukhobor girl peeks out from under 

her house, her head scarf muddy. The police officers who took 

her sister and her friends away to the school in New Denver 

are gone and won’t be back for another week. A Cree boy, 

hair freshly shorn into a brush cut, stares out the window of a 

residential school in the middle of the Saskatchewan grasslands, 

watching his parents’ backs as they walk away. A Japanese 

fisherman hands over the keys to his new boat. A Ukrainian 

woman swats the mosquitoes away, bends to pick potatoes at 

Spirit Lake, and feels her baby dying inside her. A Chinese man 

living under a bridge thinks about his wife at home and won-

ders if he’ll see her again. 

But take heart: at every stop on the way back, someone import-

ant will say sorry for their lot. Just like the man in the top hat 

on my son’s train engine TV show, he’ll make it all better, no 

matter how much of a mess there’s been. 

All aboard. If you feel a little sick, it’s just the motion of the cars. 

Close your eyes. Try not to forget.  
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Industrial School, Red Deer, Alberta, ca. 1914 or 1919
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Sid Chow Tan

Aiyah!1 A Little Rouse 
of Time and Space 
(excerpt)

Even with testimonial witness and record, historians still make 

educated guesses to fill in the gaps. When there are no witnesses 

and records to history, one can only imagine. Yet with imagina-

tion, the divination of grand meaningful historical events is pos-

sible, and the minutia within. So it is with “A Little Hoy Ping 

on the Prairies” and “Gim and Ruby,” stories of the meeting 

between my Grandfather and Indigenous people in what would 

be his final resting place on the great plains of North America. 

What follows are two tellings of the story of a seminal 

 moment for our family. The narrative account is my response 

to a call for submissions for a Chinese Canadian National 

Council online history and culture project five years ago. The 

dialogic account is my ongoing personal effort, manifesting 

partly in Gold Mountain Turtle Island, a collaborative First 

Nations and Chinese opera in development by the Carnegie 

Community Centre in the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, 

British Columbia. Both efforts are rooted in my belief that 
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First Nations and the Chinese in Canada must look to the 

future for a fair telling of their history. 

There are many people to thank for their encouragement: 

my children and their children, their partners, the mother of 

my children and our grandchildren, my friends and frequent 

critics Anne-Marie Sleeman, Leah Kaser, Jim Wong-Chu, 

Victor Wong, Sean Gunn, and Elwin Xie. Special thanks 

to Rika Uto and Ethel Whitty of the Carnegie Community 

Centre, Donna Spencer of the Firehall Arts Centre, and col-

laborators Renae Morriseau, Michelle La Flamme, and Shon 

Wong of the First Nations/Chinese Opera project. For my 

Grandparents, Chow Gim (Norman) Tan and Wong Nooy 

Tan. May their sleep soothe.

1) A Little Hoy Ping2 on the Prairies

Ah Yeh (paternal grandfather) had good luck. His survival in 

Canada came with the close friendships formed with the local 

Cree and Métis clans of the great plains of Gum San (Gold 

Mountain/North America). To these Aboriginal and Native 

brothers and sisters, our family thanks you.

Ah Yeh’s early life in Canada was loneliness and hard work. He 

silently cursed the racist exclusion law (1923–1947)3 that sep

arated him from his new wife and recently born son. It would be 

a quarter of a century before he could be reunited with his wife 

here in Canada. Then they would wait nearly another quarter of 

a century before their only child and his family could join them.
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Mercifully, opening and running a café supplanted the loneli

ness. He often thought of the money he borrowed for the head 

tax and starting his café. Then would silently curse again the 

racist law that required only Chinese people to pay a tax to 

come to Canada. He always wondered why he and all other 

Chinese were required to pay a tax that was enough to buy two 

houses. Europeans got free land to farm. He knew the obvious 

answer. Oh well, he thought, at least the government allowed 

him to hire Indian women to help waitress and wash dishes. A 

law forbade him and other Chinese business owners from hiring 

white women.

Every day, Ah Yeh hoped for enough business so there was 

money to send back to and support his family in China. The 

twoelevator Saskatchewan town Ah Yeh had opened shop in 

had an Indian Agency. This manifest of the socalled ‘white 

man’s burden’ doled out ammunition, snare wire, and food 

vouchers for Indians living on reservations. Most of the Indian 

reservations were within a day’s walking distance to the Post 

Office where the Agency was located.

A childhood playmate lived in a suite on the third floor of the 

town’s federal and largest building because his parents did the 

cleaning and fixing. The boast of the town is the second oldest 

continuous operating courthouse in Canada built next to the 

historic provincial Land Titles office. Two blocks away, upstairs 

in the Town Hall, was reputedly the grandest opera house on 

the Canadian prairies when built.
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Another childhood playmate lived south of us, across a vacant 

lot with his ‘intown’ relatives. Ah Yeh eventually bought and 

renovated the solidly built house and also built a house on 

the vacant lot. My friend was a local Cree band chief’s son, 

and we would often walk to school together in those carefree 

days of life. Our facial features and hair were similar and 

our friendship playful. This welcomed a little Hoy Ping in 

the territory of the mighty Cree Nation of Saskatchewan near 

Sweetgrass and Red Pheasant. 

Ah Yeh often swapped cash for the food vouchers the Indians re

ceived. Over the years, his café slowly became both a retail store 

and a small wholesale food outlet to the nudge–nudge wink–

wink of special redemptionforvoucher locals. During the winter, 

his garage behind the store was often an overnight stop for those 

too drunk or tired to make the long trip home to the reservation. 

Many hunters, Indian and whites, would bring seemingly waste 

parts of bears, deer, moose, and other wild animals in exchange 

for food and cash. Ah Yeh would dry and prepare the parts, sell

ing them for medicinal purposes to the knowing.

Fast forward 50 years later … 

When I was naughty or didn’t study Chinese, Ah Yeh would 

call me a mong gok doy (lost kingdom boy), meaning the 

loss of country and culture. In reality, he was referring 

to Aboriginal people, defeated by the superior firepower, 

Europeans who stole their land and then tried to erase their 

language and culture. It was Ah Yeh’s rule that my adopted 
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brother and I had to speak Chinese in the back of the 

store where we ate and slept. The penalty for not speaking 

Chinese? A knuckle duster ring on the skull. Ouch! Ah Nging 

(paternal grandmother), who carried me to Canada as a baby 

‘paper son’—illegally—in 1950, also called me a mong gok 

doy along with expletives and endearments. Her penalty for 

not speaking Chinese? The ear grab. Ouch!

Ah Yeh often used the story of how young Indians lost their 

language and culture to try to convince my brother and me of 

what would befall us if we did not have Chinese reading and 

writing skills. My answer to his preachings? Then as now, never 

having been the sharpest knife in the drawer, I rebelled against 

his oldfashioned ideas—comics, rock and roll, and later a clan

destine firecracker, condoms, and cigarettes franchise among 

my friends. One thing led to another—girls, cars, university, 

et  cetera. Some Hoy Ping language survives with me though, 

thanks to Ah Yeh’s knuckle dusting and Ah Nging’s ear grabs. 

Ah Yeh gave Chinese names to my children, the first of our fam

ily line to be born in the Gold Mountain after a century and a 

half of struggle. Sadly, my grandparents did not live to see my 

first grandchild—the fifth generation of our Tan branch of the 

Chow family tree to be living in Canada.

Ah Yeh showed wisdom but was aloof, my being Ah Nging’s 

baby Buddha. As a boy, a child really, Grandfather at age 

ten was already imbued with the spirit of the Kwan Kung—

right eousness, devotion, and loyalty—when he offered to 

look after a rich man’s cows so his older sister would not be 
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sold. Whenever Ah Nging told this story, she would cry. Her 

husband was a man who jumped at the chance to dow jee 

foo—go to land of perpetual toil—at age nineteen. Without 

any classroom schooling, Ah Yeh eventually taught himself to 

read and write Chinese and a little bit of English too. Because 

he gave locals credit for food and goods, his story of times 

and spaces is memorable and prescient: simply, a Canada that 

excluded him for most of his life but within it, a people who 

welcomed him.

Ah Yeh explained we are the people of jung gok—the middle 

or centre kingdom. It is natural for an affinity to exist 

between middle and lost kingdoms, more so since both had 

suffered under hun mor gok—the kingdom of the red hairs. 

Now called ying gok, the ‘red hairs’ is in reference to British 

and white English speakers who evidently ate a lot of carrots. 

The Chinese ‘ying’ character here means ‘heroic and dashing.’ 

Hey, police then were known as look yee—green coats—be

cause green was the uniform colour of immigration officials. 

Ah Yeh’s take on the British was to adopt the name Norman 

because they had defeated the Anglos.

There is no written record of when the middle and lost king

dom crossed paths in historic Battleford, Saskatchewan—at 

one time the site of the territorial government of most of what 

is now western Canada. Almighty Voice is a legend here. Louis 

Riel had spent time in the Fort Battleford jail, as did Cree 

leaders Chiefs Poundmaker and Big Bear. Wandering Spirit 

was among the six Cree and two Assiniboine men hung for 
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insurrection within the fort’s stockade, the largest mass hang

ing in Canada since Confederation. Norman of the Hoy Ping 

clan of the middle kingdom, driven to this land by hunger, ar

rived to seek opportunity. 

In my mind, Ah Yeh’s seminal meeting with the Cree was 

 simple, solemn, and about respect, consent, and trust. He 

would have introduced himself by saying he was pleased to 

meet the leaders of the Red Pheasant and Sweetgrass clan of 

the Cree people. 

“Welcome to my café. My name is Norman and I am a cook. 

Together we can prosper so I can bring my wife and son to 

live among you. We have a common racist enemy so let us 

help each other. Like me, you do not have the vote so are 

treated as second class. We will talk more about this after you 

taste my cooking.”

“Your face and words tell us you are a brother. Your offer to feed 

us shows you are generous and respectful. I am Len, chief of the 

Red Pheasant. We welcome you as our brother,” says the appar

ent commander of the men of the Red Pheasant and Sweetgrass. 

He nods to those closest to the outside door, and two big tub

fuls of fresh fish and game, a sack of potatoes, and a mix of 

vegetables are brought, deposited in the kitchen.

Norman turns the radio on and instructs the men to help 

themselves to coffee. Len and Norman go to the kitchen. Here 

Norman purposefully amazes the chief with his deftness and 
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flourishes with axe, meat cleaver, and knife in cutting and 

preparing the bounty. Len asks Norman if he’ll teach him how 

to cut and chop like him. They both begin work on the feast of 

fusion—likely venison chop suey, roast wild duck with potatoes, 

fried and steamed fresh pickerel, and goldeye. Of course there 

would be rice and soy sauce.

Norman’s cooking is clearly a hit with the Cree men, even 

though they tease Len that it is women’s work. When most are 

done eating, three young Cree women arrive with more game 

and potatoes. They take away the leftover food, tasting and gig

gling all the while clearing the tables, washing the dishes, and 

cleaning the kitchen. Norman seems beguiled by one woman 

apparently in charge, and his new Cree brothers notice. She 

smiles, he smiles, everyone smiles. Later, Norman lets them all 

know he is the sole support for his extended family in China 

whom he misses very much. Slowly, everyone leaves except Len.

“My sister Ruby smiles at you because she needs a job. Her 

husband has run off,” Len says to Norman, who brings out a 

bottle of scotch and two glasses. Len shakes his head from side 

to side, lifting his coffee cup. “Whiskey poisons my people. I 

do not drink it. Ruby raises her son alone because her boy’s 

 father loves whiskey too much. Ruby is a good woman and 

does not drink whiskey anymore.”

“I understand,” acknowledges Norman, pouring Len another 

coffee and himself a threefinger drink and lighting a ciga

rette. “Whiskey is the small warmth at the end of a long work 
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day. Soothing if I do not drink more than a small glass or two. 

Your sister is a good worker. I need help with the weekend 

lunch and dinner trade and will treat her fairly.”

Norman ran his café and store for nearly fifty years, over 

twentyfive without Nooy, his wife and their son, Wing, 

because of Canada’s racist exclusion law against us Chinese. 

When asked about this, he looks towards the back wall shrine 

of Kwan Kung, patron protector of warriors, writers, and art

ists, facing the front door. Then he looks upward as towards 

heaven and thanks the local Indians and Métis for their 

friendship. Ah Nging coughs. Ah Yeh then gives a thumbs up 

and in a warrior’s voice proclaims, “Lo wah kiu ho sai lai”—

old overseas Chinese number one.

Ah Nging chuckles saying, “Ho yeah, ho yeah”—good stuff, 

good stuff.

Grandfather and Grandmother, I will never forget you.

1 Aiyah is an exclamation in Chinese. 
It is used as a sigh or “oh, oh” or 

“wow man.”
2 “Hoy Ping” literally means “open 

peace” and is the name of a district 
in southern China. This story was 
first published as an online essay at 
the Asian Canadian Culture Online 

Notes
Project website: http://www.ccnc 

.ca/accop/index.php?section= 
content/essays/essayMain.php 
&sub=content/essays/sidTan/
sidTan.shtml

3  See: The Chinese Immigration 
Act (1923). S.C., c. 38.
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Roy Miki

By Turns Poetic: 
Redress as 
Transformation (excerpt)

For Canadians of Japanese ancestry, the 22 September 1988 

redress settlement with the federal government stood as the cul-

mination of a difficult effort to resolve a complex of injustices 

endured in the 1940s—from mass uprooting to dispossession, 

internment, and, for many, the ignominy of deportation. That 

was the historic day when they received the long-awaited 

acknowledgement of the injustices, along with individual 

and community compensation, pardons for those wrongfully 

convicted, citizenship for those who had been deported as well 

as their children, and a public foundation to fight racism, even-

tually established as the Canadian Race Relations Foundation. 

My account of this event in Redress: Inside the Japanese 

Canadian Call for Justice situated the redress movement in the 

multi-faceted interplay between the national politics of citizen-

ship with its democratic values and the subjective spaces of mem-

ory and desire that constituted the history of Japanese Canadians 

(hereafter JCs), myself included, across several generations.1 The 
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heart-wrenching consequences of dispersal from our West Coast 

homes saturated the nooks and crannies of my childhood, feed-

ing my imagination with stories of tearful separations and losses, 

not only of properties and belongings, but more deeply of dignity 

and well-being. Once we were branded “Enemy Alien” and 

reduced to nothing more than “of the Japanese race,” a phrase 

devised by the government, we were transfigured as scapegoats 

who would bear the mark of the enemy. 2, 3 

As far back as memory takes me, this mark was attached to 

the body, acting very much like a hovering shadow, there even 

when it was not apparent in consciousness. The shadow spread 

over the broader imagination of the events that dismantled the 

social, cultural, and economic fabric of ties back to the family 

homes in Haney, British Columbia, the small town in the lush, 

fruit-laden region of the Fraser Valley. In my young imagina-

tion, my family’s expulsion from the West Coast meant that my 

own birth during their confinement in the site of relocation, Ste. 

Agathe, a small French-Canadian town not far from Winnipeg, 

must constitute a form of exile. Such a condition spawned an 

often-aching sense of absences—of a much richer and grounded 

home site back there, of closely knit community ties back there, 

and of a nurturing geography back there. Always back there. 

These absences were made tangible in memories of lost family 

photo albums, stored in a trunk with other memorabilia to be 

saved by neighbours, only to be sold off for a pittance at one of 

many government-sponsored public auctions. The few photos 

that were kept for the trip across country, as mementoes of 

what was left behind, became haunting icons of pre-internment 
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life. It was the aura of estrangement from the past that shaped 

my childhood memory of the inner streets of Winnipeg where I 

grew up in the postwar years. Nowhere was this more palpable, 

at least to my young ears, than in one story, a bona fide ghost 

story, my father, Kazuo, told me many times.

Kazuo was born in BC in 1906 and grew up in Nihon machi 

(or “Japantown”), the area around Powell and Alexander 

Streets in Vancouver, where the majority of JCs in the city lived 

prior to the mass uprooting. One dark and stormy summer 

evening—yes, it had to be dark and stormy—a friend from the 

Fraser Valley, who couldn’t return home, decided to stay at a 

Powell Street hotel. All the rooms were booked except for the 

one that was normally left empty. Rumours circulated in the 

community that it was haunted by a young woman murdered 

by her lover. Not superstitious at all, in fact, scoffing at the 

belief in ghosts, my father’s friend rented the room. Well, not 

unexpectedly, since this was a ghost story, he was awakened 

in the middle of the night by moaning sounds. There in the 

smoked glass of the door appeared the figure of a woman with 

long black hair crying out to him for help. When the figure 

disappeared, he fled the hotel. The kicker, my father said, and 

this has always stuck with me, the ghost disappeared with 

the community when Nihon machi was dismantled in the 

mass uprooting in 1942. The story stuck with me so closely 

that my own version of it came to me in a poem, first writ-

ten in the early 1970s. It invoked the figure of an old woman 

who used to wander the streets and back lanes of our central 

Winnipeg neighbourhood. She constantly talked to herself in 
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Japanese, and in her rambling speech she was always hunting 

for signposts of her lost Vancouver community. Like the ghost 

in my father’s story, she became a manifestation of the internal 

effects of internment. I had recently moved to Vancouver, and 

as I wandered the Powell Street area, as I often did at the time, 

she appeared in my imagination, for me a premonition of the 

redress movement on the horizon—a movement that, in many 

ways, was driven by the desire to mediate a past haunted by the 

unacknowledged traumas of internment. 

It is not surprising that, at first, many JCs shied away from 

public meetings on redress. There was the anxiety of being 

visible, of being perceived as other, and even of a racist back-

lash. Redress awakened memories of a past that had not been 

put to rest. When their surfaces were rubbed, even in casual 

conversations, individuals relived the scenes of uprooting, 

confinement, and suffering; once again unable to mediate the 

violations they had endured. They had learned that to be JC 

was to inhabit a consciousness that was divided by an internal 

contradiction: while “Canadian” signified the security of 

citizenship rights, national belonging, and democratic forms of 

governance, “Japanese” conjured the ghost of Enemy Alien, an 

identity that had condemned them to the dark underside of the 

nation—where they had been deprived of voice and the power 

to defend themselves. 

Although government authorities, including the RCMP and the 

military, knew from evidence that the mass uprooting was not a 

necessary security measure, and that it reflected a capitulation to 
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racist pressures in BC, decades had passed and nothing official 

had been done to acknowledge the injustices. Without such public 

recognition, JCs continued to bear the stigma of being identified 

as Enemy Alien. Having undergone the pressure to assimilate—to 

become the model minority—they still carried deep inside them 

the emotional and psychic haunting of internment. But how to 

move from here to there—from the condition of haunting to the 

House of Commons, the inner sanctum of the nation’s power?

By using the War Measures Act to intern JCs, the govern-

ment could argue as administrators and politicians did that 

it acted legally. Consequently, when the National Association 

of Japanese Canadians (NAJC) initiated redress as a political 

movement, they based their call for justice on the abuse of the 

War Measures Act. In other words, the government’s policies 

may have been legal, but the effects of these policies—mass 

uprooting, dispossession, forced dispersal, and deportation—far 

exceeded the norms of fairness and due process under the law. 

The violation of citizenship rights on the basis of ascribed racial 

origin—being categorized as “of the Japanese race”—could not 

be defended as a necessary security measure. 

Designing the call for redress would involve urgent questions 

of narrative, voice, and position, all the elements that required 

a careful attention to the language of redress. Shaping these 

elements took over two years, as the NAJC worked to bring 

together a fragmented group of JCs, who lacked knowledge 

of political movements and who had to struggle against the 

temptation to remain silent. But more, the role of “victim,” 
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often raised in the context of redress, especially by the national 

media, was rejected by many JCs. While they held the govern-

ment accountable for their losses, they remained proud of 

the ways in which they managed to rebuild their lives and to 

maintain their loyalty to the Canadian nation. Their belief in 

democratic principles explains why the language of citizenship 

struck such a resonant chord for them, confirming as it did 

their efforts over many decades to be responsible Canadians. 

The abrogation of their rights, especially for the Nisei (second 

generation) in Canada, signified the ultimate insult to their faith 

in democracy. This attitude became a critical component of 

the case for redress presented in the NAJC’s 1984 brief to the 

federal government. Instead of adopting the voice of victims 

who sought compensation for losses and damages (the language 

of law), the brief focused primarily on the democratic system 

itself. When the government wrongfully interned JCs, it argued, 

the principles of democratic governance were “betrayed” in its 

actions. Democracy Betrayed: The Case for Redress, the key 

document that propelled the NAJC’s redress movement into 

the area of national politics, was released in Ottawa on 21 

November 1984.4

The redress settlement may have been a political end to a long 

struggle for justice, but it was also the very medium through 

which a painful past could be transformed. Redress dominated 

my daily life for nearly a decade, drawing me into a relentless 

schedule of meetings, talks, lobbying sessions, and trips all over 

Canada. At times, the endless attention it required was all so 

overwhelming that the threat of pessimism and failure—of a 



211 Roy Miki

collapse into cynicism—was never far away. But deeply immersed 

in the struggle, perhaps because of this, there were the more 

poetic moments—those astonishing moments when a turn would 

 occur to reveal one of the signposts on what eventually became 

an unfolding path towards the settlement. My old friend, the poet 

bpNichol, who died suddenly and unexpectedly just days follow-

ing the redress settlement, often talked about the need to “trust 

in the process” to get us through a creative negotiation with 

form. Maintaining a belief in redress called for this same trust 

in process and a respect for what it would conjure at the most 

unexpected occasions. I’ll draw from three poetic moments of 

many; these are ones of extraordinary significance because they 

occurred during the summer of 1984, a period when the national 

redress movement took on a shape of its own. 

One

The summer of 1984 was a volatile time for redress. An all-

party government report on the effects of racism in Canada 

called Equality Now! had been issued with a recommendation 

in favour of a redress settlement,5 but the Liberal govern-

ment of Pierre Eliot Trudeau, and especially Trudeau himself, 

aggressively ruled out both an official acknowledgement of 

injustices and direct compensation. The most his government 

would offer was a statement of “regret” for what happened 

to JCs and a few million dollars to set up a vaguely described 

institute to commemorate their internment. At this same time, 

the talk of redress was creating waves within JC communities, 

and debates suddenly became strained in the face of Trudeau’s 
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rejection. Those of us trying to mount a redress movement in 

Vancouver decided to hold a public event on the evening before 

the large Powell Street Festival in Vancouver, the annual JC 

celebration held in Oppenheimer Park, set in the heart of what 

was once Nihon  machi. Because of the reluctance of many sen-

ior JCs to be visible in public events, we knew that it was im-

portant to feature prominent speakers. Luckily, three speakers 

with large public profiles quickly said yes: David Suzuki, CBC 

broadcaster and scientist, Joy Kogawa, author of Obasan,6 

and Ann Sunahara, author of The Politics of Racism: The 

Uprooting of Japanese Canadians during the Second World 

War.7 The only voice missing, at least from our perspective, 

was that of Tom Shoyama, one of the most well-regarded 

Nisei in the community. Shoyama had been the editor of The 

New Canadian,8 the only community newspaper allowed to 

publish during the internment. In the postwar years, Shoyama 

garnered a national reputation as an influential organ izer with 

Tommy Douglas’s CCF (Cooperative Commonwealth Federal) 

party in Saskatchewan, and when he moved into federal poli-

tics he rose to become the deputy minister of finance under 

Liberal MP John Turner. Rumours were that Shoyama wanted 

to distance himself from the redress issue and, even more crit-

ically, did not support individual compensation. He had not 

responded to our invitation to speak at the event. 

I was in Ottawa, more specifically at the Ottawa airport, on my 

way back home after a redress meeting, and worrying because 

we had not heard from Shoyama. If only I could talk with him 

face to face, so I thought, I could convince him to attend. As a 
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highly respected Nisei, there was no doubt in my mind that his 

appearance would encourage many of his generation to attend. 

I had my head down, jotting down some notes for the confer-

ence, but then I glanced up and across the large waiting area 

of the airport. There, seated in the distance was a slender built 

man with a gentle face who looked like a JC. Tom Shoyama, I 

thought, could it be him? Could it actually be the one person 

I wanted to speak to at this very moment? I walked over to 

him and asked, “Tom Shoyama?” He smiled and nodded yes. 

After introducing myself as a coordinator for the conference, 

he politely said no thanks to the invitation. As a last resort I 

proposed that we sit together for the short flight from Ottawa to 

Toronto, his destination, and that if he felt the same way when 

we landed, I would respect his decision. He agreed, and luckily 

the flight was not full so we were able to sit beside each other. 

By the time we landed, he agreed to be our keynote speaker—

and then off he went for another meeting of the Macdonald 

Commission on the economy, of which he was a member. At the 

public event, which filled to capacity (and more) inside the old 

Japanese Language Hall on Alexander Street, Shoyama publicly 

came out in favour of redress.

Two

That same summer the national political world was rife with 

anticipation, as John Turner replaced Trudeau, and all of the 

federal parties began campaigning for the September elec-

tion. The NAJC was preparing a redress brief to submit to the 

political party that formed the next government. I was part 
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of the brief writing committee, and given my background in 

academic research, I was asked to visit the national archives in 

Ottawa to make sure that our references to historic documents 

were accurate.

On the plane to Ottawa, I was busily working my way through 

one of the numerous drafts, noting which documents had to be 

located in which of the enormous number of files on internment 

that were housed at the national archives. While doing so, I was 

drawn from time to time into a conversation with a passenger 

next to me. As he picked up bits and pieces of what I was plan-

ning to do in Ottawa, he became more and more curious about 

the notion of redress and the brief we intended to submit to 

the federal government. He queried me about the mass uproot-

ing, the destruction of the West Coast communities, and the 

confiscation of properties and belongings. He had grown up in 

the Maritimes, he said, and had little knowledge of the intern-

ment, but he expressed enthusiasm for the current decision to 

redress that past. I was in the process of pondering, yet again, 

the power of one BC politician in the cabinet of the Liberal 

government of Mackenzie King. Ian Mackenzie, a Vancouver 

MP, was perhaps the most vocal anti-JC voice in politics at the 

time, and his animosity evoked fear and anxiety among all JCs. 

Mackenzie campaigned stridently to expel them from BC, and 

they knew that in Ottawa his influence, as chair of the cabinet 

committee deciding on what to do about their presence on the 

west coast, had led directly to their mass uprooting and dispos-

session. It was Mackenzie whose campaign slogan was “Not 

a single Japanese from the Rockies to the sea!”9 We cited his 
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slogan in our redress brief, one of the most memorable of racist 

statements that were etched in the memories of JCs. Landing 

time came, and as we said our goodbyes my fellow passenger 

said that he would be watching for news about the progress of 

the movement. When we shook hands, he said his name was 

Ian Mackenzie—and then, as quickly as a moment passing, he 

blended into the crowd of departing passengers.

Three

On the last day of the parliamentary session, just before the 

campaign period began, Opposition leader Brian Mulroney 

challenged Trudeau’s dismissal of redress. His voice rising in 

signs of anger, Trudeau once again declared that his government 

was not accountable for the past injustices endured by JCs. It 

was then that Mulroney declared that a Conservative govern-

ment would “compensate” JCs, a statement that would be used 

in the four years ahead during which the NAJC would lobby his 

government. No one then expected the powerful Liberal ma-

chinery under Trudeau’s leadership to crumble, but crumble it 

did by the time that John Turner took over as leader. In his brief 

public statements on redress, Turner revealed some distancing 

from the inflexible stance of Trudeau, though he did not make 

any commitments towards redress.

Turner’s popularity was so unstable that his Liberal team 

decided that he should not take the chance of losing in 

Ontario and, instead, should run in the safest Liberal riding 

in Vancouver, the Point Grey riding of Quadra. The NAJC 
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had not been able get close to Turner, but I thought that if we 

could simply talk to him we could get him to say his Liberal 

government would reconsider the question of redress. This 

is as much as we could expect, given Trudeau’s response on 

behalf of the Liberal government. 

I was sitting in our kitchen in our West 15th residence wondering 

what kind of strategy might work when I glanced outside to see 

a large bus coming slowly down the street. No doubt about it, 

the logo on its side boldly announced that the Liberal campaign 

was in full throttle in our neighbourhood. I quickly called my 

wife, Slavia, and my two kids, Waylen and Elisse, and then, just 

adjacent to our house, there was the man himself, John Turner, 

stepping down from the bus. I grabbed my camera and we all 

ran outside. 

Looking somewhat haggard and drained of energy, Turner still 

remained upbeat, acting the role of the consummate politician. I 

thanked him half-jokingly for taking the time to visit me to talk 

about redress, and he smiled back in good humour. Surprisingly 

he seemed familiar with my work on the issue. We would wish 

him well, I said, if he would promise to keep the issue open 

after the election. He nodded, acknowledging that the issue 

was important to him, which for me was a positive-enough 

reply that the NAJC could use to continue lobbying for him 

in Ottawa. Turner would be elected in Quadra, but his party 

would suffer a devastating blow in the elections, losing 107 

seats—from 147 to 40—in the House of Commons to a trium-

phant Conservative party. In the years ahead, when he assumed 
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the role of Opposition leader, to his credit Turner consistently 

maintained support for a negotiated settlement with the NAJC. 

We marked the auspicious moment the Prime Minister paid us 

a visit by having his aide take a family photo with him—and 

then, as quickly as he arrived, off he went down the street with 

his liberal entourage. 
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Introductions

Cheryl: (to Yael)—tânisi—awîna kîya?—tell us who you are.

Yael: It’s a big story but in a nutshell, my mother’s from Iraq 

and my father’s from Poland. I was born in Israel. Both of 

them were Jewish with very different histories. 

 Because I was brought up by my Mum, I felt much closer 

to that history, to the Iraqi Jewish narrative and the con-

sideration of how Mizrahi or Arab Jews experienced rac-

ism in Israel. I have been thinking a lot about the politics 

of Israel, vis-à-vis Palestine, in the last number of years: 

about Indigenous issues in relation to Palestinians, about 

what happened to Jews in Europe, and the subsequent 

impact on Arab Jews in predominantly Muslim countries, 

and about the export of European racism by Ashkenazi 

Cheryil L’Hirondelle, Joseph Naytowhow, b.h. Yael 

Land Project: A 
Conversation between 
Canada and  
Israel/Palestine
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(European) Jews as instituted in the state of Israel and in 

the Territories they occupy.

Joseph: I’m from Treaty 6 on a reserve called Sturgeon Lake. 

I live in Saskatoon now, but I travel about to other areas, 

respectfully and honorably.

Cheryl: I’m a non-status Treaty Indian and Métis, something 

a lot of people think is an anomaly. There’s all kinds of 

politics around identity and jurisdiction about who owns 

my hide. What happens is if you say you’re ‘Métis’ you 

have to sign away your status, but I don’t like to give the 

Canadian government that much authority over me. Not 

much has changed since the days of the scrip. I prefer 

to think of identity as an historical chronology and am 

interested in the layers as opposed to the way things are 

at any one time. I’m also from Treaty 6 and Joseph is my 

Indian-adopted brother.

Land

Yael: Can you explain Treaty 6, that connection?

Cheryl: Treaty 6 is a land-based treaty on this land now 

known as Canada. There are provisions into infinity, one 

that was called the medicine chest, for health, and others 

were for education and mineral rights, etc. I’ve heard that 

settlers who came couldn’t own mineral rights, but they 

could have a plough share of the land—literally as deep as 
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the plough could go is how much land they could claim to 

own. Yael, can you re-cap the focus of this discussion?

Yael: This project is partly an account of the histories of 

 trauma coming out of the residential schools, and a 

consider ation of the repercussions on subsequent gener-

ations. As I understand, this third volume emerges from a 

desire to expand the discussion beyond the Aboriginal con-

text in Canada, to consider the politics of other people and 

places and the connections to the kind of logic or rationale 

in which governments have operated and how people have 

been determined by these policies.  

Cheryl: So it’s around issues of land? 

Yael: Land is a big issue as to how it plays out in Palestine 

and Israel. These issues and the residential school experi-

ences reveal a Euro-colonial lens. The personal resonance 

for me is in the example of what Iraqi Jews, including 

my family, experienced in the newly formed Israel. They 

were seen as inferior. My Mum and her older brother 

were taken to the kibbutz, away from their family; they 

were not allowed to speak their first language which 

was Arabic; they were re-named. My mother’s name was 

Nadra; she became Noga, which was a Hebrew name. In 

the Yemenite community children were taken away from 

their families and adopted out; the families never knew 

what happened to those children. They were adopted into 

European families. 
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Cheryl: Wow, and what would be the rationale to do that?

Yael: The Arabs, including Arab Jews, were seen as uncivilized, 

not educated, not sufficiently advanced or developed, which 

was significantly untrue for many, especially those who 

came from the urban centres. This was part of the strategy 

to foster and accelerate assimilation, to Judaize the land.

Cheryl: Are you suggesting that when modern day Israel was 

starting that there was a European order that dominated 

the construct?

Yael: Absolutely. That’s exactly why there is a connection 

between what happened in Canada and many places around 

the world, determined by a Euro-colonial mindset. In Israel 

it had more of a Euro–Zionist rationale, an exclusively 

Jewish state, but again, with its politics dominated by a 

European elite.

Cheryl: I think we have to stay clear on the distinction, be-

cause we can’t say that the reserve systems are the same 

as the Palestinian islands we saw in your video, Palestine 

Trilogy. But what we could say is that the repercussions of 

the Indian Act on native peoples, and how native peoples 

on the same land base treat each other, is similar. One of 

the things I noted in your work is that it’s about a land 

base where people, whether they were Jewish or Arab or 

Palestinian, there is a history or lineage that they origi-

nated from there.
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Yael: There are of course a lot of differences between the 

occupation of Palestine and the reserve system in North 

America, but there are similarities emerging from col-

onialism, the attempt to dominate the land and resources, 

as well as people. Whether Jews have a claim to that land 

is contested. I think what’s clear is that Palestinians are 

the indigenous people to that land; that narrative has 

been erased by Israel, as has the claim. The creation of 

the state of Israel is a colonial project.

Cheryl: Neal McLeod briefly speaks about how we all have 

been colonizers at one time or another in his book Cree 

Narrative Memory.1 Even for Native people on this large 

continent, we’ve all entered “enemy territory”—or some-

place not of our origin. Historically, when successful, or a 

skirmish was won, the right was gained to some resources. 

If you lost, you would either leave the land or live under 

somebody else’s terms. 

Joseph: In some areas they’re allies like the Cree and the 

Métis in Treaty 6 where I come from. There are stories 

where people come to some agreement and the land be-

comes more or less home or shared by the two territorial 

groups. The Blackfoot and Cree from Treaty 4 created a 

peace treaty initiated by this one chief Maskipiton and 

there’s never really been fighting after that, so it remains 

Cree territory. The Crees pushed the Dene further north 

and the Blackfoot further west towards Alberta, so we 

were colonizers in that sense.
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Cheryl: I was always told the Crees stole Blackfoot women 

and the Blackfoot stole Cree horses (laughs) though 

the Cree where I’m from—amiskwaciya or “the beaver 

hills”—taught their horses to return home. There’s 

another story I acquired from Sherry Farrell Racette 

about the Métis and the Dakota called The Battle of Bear 

Butte or The Bare Naked Lady Battle. It’s a long story, 

so I won’t tell it here, but in short, it had to do with the 

Metis from around what was Fort Garry and the buffalo 

hunt. They would always have to go into someone else’s 

territory and have to win the right to be there to hunt 

buffalo for that season. We don’t live that way anymore, 

now we have the Canadian government and things like 

the Indian Act that homogenizes identity and instead 

pits people against each other. Now we see polarities and 

agreements/treaties forgotten so it becomes about being 

status, or non-status or Métis. In the old way, as Joseph 

is suggesting, there would be skirmishes and then they 

would come to an agreement.

Yael: I think from the stories you’re talking about, there’s a 

difference between tribal conflicts, the ways that those 

were worked through in very specific and located agree-

ments, and colonialism. Tribal skirmishes have gone on 

in many places around the world; people inter-marry, 

the idea of purity is suspect, whether by action or blood 

or whatever. I think it’s worth contesting these notions. 

However, what’s been going on in Canada over the past 

few centuries is domination, both by settlers and the 
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complicity of immigrant cultures, and this has made a 

huge impact on First Nations people. It’s brought in a 

whole different system.

Territoriality

Joseph: One of the experiences from the residential schools 

was that it brought people together where at one time 

they would have been enemies. That’s what I’ve noticed 

throughout my life. There’s still territoriality, but you may 

not know that unless you’ve gone to university. You’re 

edu cating yourself and if you’re lucky to have also kept 

your language you can access the knowledge through the 

elders who are still alive, the ones who have the stories. 

All the tribal people in this area, the Cree, Blackfoot 

and Dene, have been suppressed and oppressed so much 

that we get along somewhat but also still fight among 

ourselves. So if the white people aren’t keeping us down 

through policies and laws, we’re keeping each other down. 

Cheryl: It’s what they say as the gift that keeps on giving—

what colonization has done for Native people in this land. 

It set in motion notions of a new order, hierarchies where 

status equals wealth and fostered a chasm between the 

haves and have-nots. There’s a word in Cree for people who 

are to be pitied—

Joseph: kitimâkisiw
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Cheryl: Yes, kitimâkisiw. Within a Cree worldview we know 

that when somebody doesn’t have something you have to 

share your resources. Native people all across this land 

showed wealth by sharing wealth. We’ve changed, and that 

was a part of the colonial gift. Now we’re saying that treaty 

with the government is more important than the way we 

treat each other. Compassion seems to be replaced with 

a new territorialism. Identity is now based on things like 

blood quantum and government pedigree without a sense of 

the natural law of balance.

Joseph: Cheryl is right about sometimes when people become 

settled in a certain area they will protect it, because it’s 

all connected with their ceremonies, medicine and sacred 

places—and people will fight for that. Back at the time of 

the signing of the treaties, things went immediately wrong. 

Now I think we are dealing with these wrongs on a spiri-

tual level.

Yael: In Israel/Palestine land conflicts are still very basic. 

Though people make the claim that the conflict in Israel 

and Palestine is between Jews and Muslims, that it is a 

religious struggle, this does not represent the complexity; 

it is much more so a political conflict. One of the quotes 

in that first volume of this Aboriginal Healing Foundation 

series,  about the history of Aboriginal occupancy and tra-

ditional lands and territories, mentioned the “doctrine of 

terra nullius, the claim that North America on discovery 

by Europeans was empty land, open to occupation and 
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cultivation by civilized peoples.” 2  Christianity was used 

to dominate; however, Europeans saw North America as 

this place they could take. There were some troublesome 

Aboriginal people here, but they weren’t seen as being 

rightful owners or rightful heirs to the land. Likewise the 

Zionist narrative was that Palestine was empty and waiting 

for its Jewish identity or destiny. “Land for a people, for 

a people without Land.” Potential settlers were told that, 

and the narrative was perpetuated in Israeli culture. These 

are colonial and political parallels.

From One Nation to Another

Cheryl: I get what you’re saying: the similarity is that Arabic 

people, whether they be Palestinian or Arab Jews, are seen 

as sub-human. This is part of the imperialist mentality—if 

you’re not living our worldview, you are not equal.

Yael: It was very much an idea around racial supremacy, which 

also had a hierarchy. Of course Arab Jews, as they were 

needed in terms of demographics, were still better than 

Palestinians.

Cheryl: Yes, that’s very much what happened here. I don’t 

think that among Native people from one nation to another 

we ever saw ourselves as superior unless we earned it. I 

don’t think there was a supposition of racial superiority. We 

just knew via our stories and accounts, we were superior in 

knowledge, number, in certain skills, and in battle.
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Yael: Some of the contemporary indicators of such discrimi-

nations in Israel/Palestine, much as it is here, are the high 

levels of incarceration, or poverty, or impediments to edu-

cation, or access to senior postings, academic or whatever. 

In Israel the higher percentage of Arab Jews who are in-

carcerated, less educated or generally have a much harder 

time, is an indication of systemic racism. For Palestinians, 

it is even more marked, because they have experienced 

expropriations of land, unlawful incarcerations without 

due process, occupation, and exclusion from any access to 

the terms of power.

Cheryl: What I discerned from your documentaries was the 

idea that the Palestinians who were being displaced were 

very much of the land they lived on. They weren’t looking 

at a hill as a vantage point or a place of domination but as 

a place for sheep to graze. Joseph, could you speak about 

some of the men’s societies, how the English word for 

warrior doesn’t adequately describe roles? What was that 

term again?

Joseph: Okihcitâw—it means, worthy young man. These men 

didn’t go out and fight, but stayed within the community 

to work and provide for and protect the camp from within. 

The others that went out, were called nâpêhkâsow— 

iyiniwak which translates to “acting like a man.” The okih-

citâw perhaps had a special role also, requiring preparation 

in sacred rituals. Their preparation in that society was a lot 

more unique in terms of being called the protectors.
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Cheryl: Joseph, you explained to me once that those men 

were providers, that they always made sure everyone in 

the camp was fed and that they used their prowess to 

track a deer. Whether they were protectors or warriors, 

the stories I’ve read and heard have imparted that how 

from an early age one had to learn to be both strong and 

pliable. It had more to do with being able to survive the 

elements, be resourceful, and know the land. Yael, this is 

what I witnessed in your films as well—Palestinians being 

displaced from their land, and yet there was something 

enduring I sensed. I think it was that element of humour, 

how you can always laugh and be happy. That’s very 

similar to Native people, hard times can be happening, 

but you still have to find the humour to keep on.

Passive Assertion

Joseph: What I appreciated about the documentary was its 

passive assertion in using the law, finding ways to keep 

their land intact. We’ve had to do that here because 

some of our land has been appropriated for hay or trees, 

taken illegally. The government or some business-minded 

Europeans removed treaty-marking posts that our reserve 

lands were defined by. Some situations around compensa-

tion, where Canadian settlers/farmers have used First 

Nations land for timber or haying, can take years to 

settle. There are many cases throughout Treaty 6 that 

have yet to be settled.
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Yael: In Israel and Palestine recourse to the legal system has a 

mixed history, mostly problematic. It still seems unjust that 

people who are oppressed or whose land has been taken 

away are the ones who have to take on the cost of bringing 

these cases to the courts. In the few cases where the courts in 

Israel have found favour for these Palestinian communities, 

there is no follow-up on the legal decision. There are lots of 

places in Israel proper, in the Negev or up in the Galilee area 

for example; though the court found in favour of the village, 

they were never allowed back. Or in the West Bank, many 

villages, such as Bil’in where the wall has  divided the village, 

Israel has taken 60 per cent of the village’s land; they can’t 

access their olive groves and farmlands.3  

Cheryl: This is why I’m a non-status treaty Indian. If the 

government wanted a piece of land, another method was to 

deem it to be “surrendered.” The reserve—in Cree the term 

is iskonikan askiy — means leftover land, so it refers to 

a strip of land that perhaps had the least value that would 

have been part of a larger territory that a band originally 

existed on throughout the cycle of the seasons. How the 

surrender worked is that government representatives went 

to that reserve during a time of year when people were away 

hunting and/or gathering. Since all they would find were 

a few people left in the enclave, they would say, “no one’s 

living on this land anymore so we’re going to take it back,” 

and this is what they called “surrendered.” There are still a 

lot of cases in the courts and still more cropping up, as this 

practice was common from the signing of the treaties and 
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into the 1900 s. Many displaced by this system would move 

onto other reserves or go take scrip and become Métis.

Divide and Conquer

Yael: That’s interesting. There must have been some similar 

strategies. But also some were very violent offences. In 1947 

when the United Nations mandate gave the new Jewish state 

56 per cent of historic Palestine,4 Jews who wanted to expand 

that land base used military force. Some Jewish groups, 

such as the Irgun and the Stern gang, were considered to be 

terrorist groups at the time. The Deir Yassin Remembered 

video, you might have seen in Palestine Trilogy,5 documents 

one such example, but there were a number of massacres 

in other Palestinian villages. Because of the violence, many 

Palestinians left their homes. When I would talk to my 

mother about what happened she would say the Arab leader-

ship told everyone to leave. In effect she is saying it was not 

Israel’s fault that there are refugees. The Arab leadership cre-

ated this vacuum and emptied the land. It’s a kind of divest-

ment of responsibility for Palestinian dispossession and the 

homes and lands that Jews took over. In the end Israel ended 

up with 78 per cent of historic Palestine, and the West Bank 

and Gaza were just 22 per cent of it. There was a race, just 

as there is now within the remaining 22 per cent, as to how 

much land could be procured before borders were declared.

Cheryl: The Canadian government starved Indian 

people during the signing of the treaties—one of many 
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divide-and-conquer methods. It split apart bands and made 

it extremely difficult for some of the great chiefs like Big 

Bear to negotiate a better deal for everyone in the Treaty 6 

area. But there were other strategies employed as time went 

by. While we were storytellers-in-residence at Meadow Lake 

Tribal Council in northern Saskatchewan, we heard a story 

from Mr. Alfred Bekkattla who told us how the government 

 finally infiltrated the Dene communities in the north, in 

Treaty 10.6 The Dene were different than the Cree, in that 

they lived in small family enclaves on lands that were not 

suitable for agriculture, hence not as desirable for repopulat-

ing with settlers. Their treaty wasn’t signed until the begin-

ning of the 1900 s, and it took the government a while to fig-

ure out how to make them subservient. They went into their 

communities in the wintertime, again when the men were 

out hunting, to the home of a woman, with many children, 

usually very low on food because she was waiting for the 

husband to return. They’d say, “your husband has left you 

here starving when he should be providing for you,” and then 

promised the woman that the government would take care 

of her and ensure there was always food in the house, but 

she would have to be obedient to the government, like it was 

her new husband. That was how welfare entered these com-

munities and started to erode their family structures. Maria 

Campbell also told us the Cree had these rings of protection 

within a band that at the core was their children. The govern-

ment came in and slowly eroded all of these protective rings 

with starvation, disease, imprisonment, alcohol, et cetera and 

eventually got to the children. That was the beginning of the 
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residential school scoop—re-educate the children and strip 

the language.7 Once accomplished, be rid of the worldview. 

Isn’t that what Trudeau’s White Paper was all about?8

Yael: Well it seems that divide and conquer has always been 

very much part of the colonial strategy: in India between 

Hindus and Muslims, and certainly in Palestine. But it’s 

weird to hear about it in First Nations communities, how 

it happened at the levels of family, not just tribes or ethnic 

groups, and that’s really amazing.

Cheryl: Joseph, what is that term I’ve heard you use for when 

things went wrong?

Joseph: Mâyipayiwin.

Cheryl: Cree people will use that term when discussing what 

happened around the time of the signing of Treaty 6—like 

when we watched your film about—

Yael: Deir Yassin.

Cheryl: There was mention of something similar—it was 

called—

Yael: The Nakba.

Cheryl: I think it’s the same concept. There was a promise 

made and then things went terribly wrong.
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Yael: Yes, the Nakba for Palestinians was significant. It means 

“the disaster”; it’s the moment in which they lost their lands 

and many became refugees, exiled from their lands. At the 

same time Israelis celebrate independence, of getting the 

land. Israel does not want to acknowledge the previous 

inhabitants. What’s happened in the last number of years 

is that the state has created laws that Palestinians are not 

allowed to commemorate the Nakba within Israel; it’s an 

attempt to criminalize memory and commemoration. It has 

been legally entrenched: flying the Palestinian flag or talking 

about the trauma and rupture that Palestinians experience 

is now illegal. Of course people break that law, including 

Israelis. The Israeli organization Zochrot (it’s a feminine 

word for remembering) deliberately speaks about the Nakba 

to Israelis. It’s important for Israelis to acknowledge that 

this happened—that this Disaster is part of our narrative, 

and to try and educate Israelis about the many villages that 

were destroyed and disappeared and about those who were 

on the land previously. 

Joseph: It still happens here, there’s still silence among people 

who can’t really do any protesting in a real way. It takes 

infrastructure and planning to try and get the rights settled 

and we don’t have that. The perception is that Indian gov-

ernments are either displaced or are pawns of the Canadian 

government.

Cheryl: There are small pockets of Indians who practice in-

ternational law, trying to honour earlier ways. They get rid 
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of their status cards and squat on Crown lands and follow 

teachings from people like Peter O’Chiese (hereditary Chief 

from Alberta). We’ve heard stories how their modest homes 

are mysteriously set on fire, forcing them to relocate. But 

these people are extreme cases and not everyone is willing 

or able to take such risks for their rights.

Joseph: A lot of our Chiefs and leaders try to heed Canadian leg-

islation; they need it to function and provide for their bands.

Yael: The system favours the Canadian government and 

determines that First Nations are limited in their sover-

eignty. In Palestine there was an attempt at an agreement, 

and more recently the Oslo Agreement in ’93,9 which 

created the Palestinian Authority, to ostensibly allow 

Palestinians some level of governance, some control over 

their own properties and lands. But in fact these agree-

ments and the Authority have been hugely compromised. 

Palestinians have really lost faith in the possibility that 

the Palestinian Authority could have any kind of inde-

pendence because Israel controls everything. Israel always 

has the upper hand whether it’s about people getting per-

mits to go into Jerusalem, or whether it’s about building 

permits, or whether one can leave the country, let alone 

controlling resources such as water rights, farming, or 

access to ports.

Joseph: Same narrative as it is here, similar because it will 

happen outside of our knowing. While we’re negotiating 
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with bureaucracy the corporations are going in and 

mining and cutting down trees, polluting and patenting 

medicines.

Yael: A few years ago I read this analogy of the sandwich ad-

dressing the negotiation over land10 and specifically the Oslo 

agreements by Palestinian intellectual and author Edward 

Said—you and I are sitting across the table from each other 

and we’re discussing how we’re going to share this sandwich 

and I’m eating the sandwich while we’re talking about it.

Joseph: Yeah, that’s a good analogy. A very prominent leader 

from way up north knew and spoke his language so his 

leadership fostered a solid identity among his people. He 

was working within the basis of the natural laws, not any-

thing man-made.

Cheryl: We have visited hereditary chiefs in some of the com-

munities we’ve spent time in who were well respected by the 

people because more than just having knowledge of history 

they also understood what was happening on a spiritual and 

ecological level too. Though not all are currently elected 

chiefs, they embody their sense of responsibility on an in-

trinsic level that spans across space and time. 

Joseph: Yes, exactly. Cheryl already mentioned hereditary 

Chief Peter O’Chiese, but we know another from northwest 

of Saskatoon in Saskatchewan who still lives by traditional 

Cree principles that are built on natural laws.
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Reservations to Apartheid

Yael: There was one other connection that I wanted to make 

because I’ve read in a number of places that the whole 

reservation system that was implemented in North America 

actually influenced the way that apartheid was developed in 

South Africa.

Cheryl: I’ve heard that too that the South Africans were look-

ing for and saw the Canadian system and went back and 

developed the townships on what they witnessed.

Yael: By extension—in Israel and Palestine—that system in 

South Africa has influenced Hafradah (meaning “separa-

tion” in Hebrew), which is official Israeli policy. There are 

people who object to the use of the term “apartheid” be-

ing applied to Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and of 

Gaza saying, “well it’s not the same,” and of course none 

of these separations, cultural genocides, whatever, none 

of them are ever exactly the same. But that does not mean 

that the term is not applicable, and certainly it fits the 

United Nations’ definition of apartheid. It’s worthwhile 

to think about this genealogy: what happened to First 

Nations people in Canada then migrates to South Africa 

then to Israel/Palestine and that these political systems are 

connected.

Cheryl: It’s like we’ve been forced to live in a petri dish un-

der constant scrutiny and in a fixed environment so our 

characteristics could be monitored and understood. Then 
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factors and elements were added to gauge a response. 

The findings from this experiment were sold to the rest 

of the world.

Histories

Joseph: There was a time here in the fifties when we couldn’t 

gather or they’d separate us.

Cheryl: And ceremonies were outlawed.

Joseph: At one point the government tried to retrieve all the 

treaty medals that had originally been given out to try 

to stop or deny what they represented:11 the Canadian 

agreement according to international law. There were 

times when they just shamed the people —a practice 

where they’d line up all the Elders and confiscate their 

sacred pipes and destroy them by throwing them into a 

fire. Something akin to desecrating the Holy Grail.

Cheryl: Joseph was involved with The Office of the Treaty 

Commission in Saskatchewan and they produced a great 

book entitled Treaty Elders of Saskatchewan.12 The thing 

about the book I think is so important is it presents the 

treaties from an Aboriginal perspective that is still rooted 

in the old ways and explains how kind, generous, and car-

ing the people are. I think in the same way that you, Yael, 

are a Jewish woman who is very responsible about this 

whole issue around land and identity in an honourable 



243 L’Hirondelle, Naytowhow, Yael

way—it’s something inclusive. So there’s a concept the old 

people talk about that is essentially pre-treaty.

Joseph: It’s wêtaskêwin and means “living in harmony with 

one another.” For example, I come from Sturgeon Lake 

and the land is not really owned by individual people, it’s 

a communal piece of land owned by everyone. There’s no 

such thing as ownership on reservations, but there are roles, 

responsibilities, and agreements. We share the resources of 

the land.

Yael: It was amazing to me to find out that over nine hundred 

treaties have not been settled in Canada. 

Joseph: There’s still a lot of shame Canadians feel today. In 

high school they know nothing about First Nations, Inuit, 

or Métis people. They get to university and study us and 

suddenly they are aware of their history—it’s a shame to be 

a citizen of this country, Canada. Treaties are now  being 

taught in elementary school to a degree as well as high 

school, yet it’s still not compulsory learning for university.

Yael: The rationale and politics that prevail in both locations 

are: you lost, so go away and shut up. Histories are erased. 

It’s counterproductive to what people really need—to know 

their own histories and to act out of that knowledge.

Joseph: It’s difficult to watch your documentary work. It 

pushes buttons and reminds me how I was treated in 
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residential school. On an emotional and psychological level 

what you portray is now that we’re safe at the moment, and 

having signed treaty we are now trying to be more equal in 

our efforts to bring fair treatment at all stages of the Treaty 

Rights fulfillment owing to First Nations from here on in.

Cheryl: It really does connect the greater peace with the world, 

what’s happening in the lands that your documentary films 

are about. When we start to drive off the people who have 

a deep connection to the land, the ceremony of communing 

with the land is disrupted and these are some of the very 

rituals that help keep the world on its axis.

Yael: Being close to the land and working the land, having 

that connection, is an incredibly powerful place to be. 

That has been lost, certainly for me. I can bring some 

analysis about the disruption and displacement, but I don’t 

have a connection that comes out of place. I think it is nec-

essary to have a different kind of system, to be able to hear 

and understand and interact with First Nations communi-

ties and Elders, and to likewise think about and access the 

histories that are here. 

Joseph: To remain calm and peaceful and follow the essentials 

of kindness, love, respect, and sharing and to continue 

practising our rituals and prayers is for me the only way. It’s 

all about balance.
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the Sturgeon Lake First Nation Band in Saskatchewan. He is renowned 

for his own unique style of Cree/English storytelling, combined with 

original hybrid and traditional First Nations drum and rattle songs. 

Joseph is the recipient of the 2006 Canadian Aboriginal Music Award’s 

Keeper of the Tradition Award and the 2005 Commemorative Medal for 

the Saskatchewan Centennial. In 2009 Joseph also received a Gemini 

Award for Best Individual or Ensemble Performance in an Animated 

Program or Series for his role in Wapos Bay: The Series. That same 

year he was also awarded Best Emerging Male Actor at the Winnipeg 

Aboriginal Film Festival for his role in Run and won Best Traditional 

Male Dancer at the John Arcand Fiddlefest in Saskatchewan. 

Joseph’s generosity and compassion for sharing cultural knowledge 

makes him a much sought-after speaker, performer, and teacher for 

children and adults alike. He has performed for the Prince of Wales, 

the lieutenant-governor of Saskatchewan, former United States 

President Jimmy Carter, and many other notables. His  demanding 

schedule continues to take  him to  conferences, symposia, forums, 

festivals, and film sets across Canada, North America, and around the 

world. From 1995 to 2000 he served as the Storyteller-In-Residence 

for Meadow Lake Tribal Council; as a child, he was influenced by his 

grandfather’s traditional and ceremonial chants as well as the sounds 

of the fiddle and guitar. He holds a Bachelor of Education degree from 

the University of Saskatchewan.
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b.h. Yael is a Toronto-based filmmaker and video and installation 

artist. She is Professor of Integrated Media at Ontario College of 

Art and Design University. Yael has received many arts awards 

including a Chalmers Fellowship. Her most recent work, Trading 

the Future (2008), recently won the Audience Award at the Ecofilms 

2009 festival in Rhodes, Greece. Yael’s work has exhibited nationally 

and internationally and has been shown in various settings, from 

festivals to galleries to various educational venues. Her work has 

been purchased by several universities. Her past film and video work 

has dealt with issues of identity, authority, and family structures 

at the same time addressing the fragmentary nature of memory 

and belonging. More recent work focuses on activist initiatives, 

political fear, apocalypse, and gender. Fresh Blood, A Consideration 

of Belonging (1996) dealt specifically with the many intersections 

of identity, including its racialized aspects within Jewish culture. 

Palestine Trilogy (2006) includes three videos that focus on activist 

initiatives and address the politics of Palestine and Israel. Yael has 

produced work as part of various artist projects: (of)fences (2001) 

is part of blah blah blah (re)Viewing Quebec (2002); installation 

works such as Home Rule (1989) and Bomb Shelters (1993) have 

exhibited with the Spontaneous Combustion Collective; and pacts 

(2003), produced for The Olive Project (2004) by the Hard Pressed 

Collective. An ongoing project, the fear series, involved separate 

video projections at the Koffler Gallery as part of DIG/DUG and as 

part of Images Festival’s Contained Mobility show at Harbourfront’s 

York Quay Gallery. In collaboration with Johanna Householder, Yael 

has produced Approximations and Verbatim (2007), a series of short 

works examining filmic representations of gendered redemption.
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Questions for 
Reading and 
Discussion

1.  What does reconciliation mean to you?

2.  Have you encountered stories about Indian Residential 

Schools before and, if so, where—in school, in the 

media, in literature or film? How do the readings 

selected here challenge or contradict your initial 

understanding of the impact of Residential Schools?

3.  Are the events of the past (the mistakes of our 

parents or grandparents) the responsibility of present 

generations? Do the readings in this volume challenge 

this idea? 

4.  In what ways do some of the readings present the 

 history of Indian Residential Schools as an issue of 

importance to all Canadians?
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5.  It has been suggested that reconciliation necessarily 

involves negotiations among many different stake-

holders. How do you see Canadians reconciling the 

legacy of Indian Residential Schools? 

6.  How do you see yourself, your family, or community 

in relation to these issues? What types of situations, 

reparations, actions, gestures of reconciliation do 

you think should occur?

7.  Why is it important to bring new Canadians into the 

 process of addressing past wrongs?

8.  Is apology an important part of healing and 

reconciliation? 

9.  How will we know when reconciliation has taken 

place in Canada?
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