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›1‹
WELCOME TO  
THE  JOURNEY

“Throughout this book there are beautiful 
teachings I have received on my journey. They 

come from my relatives, Elders, residential 
school Survivors and the many other people 
who have shared their ideas and wisdom.”

Monique Gray Smith 

Everyone loves going on vacation, right? I know I do. Visiting 
family, camping, seeing new places, playing in the waves on a 
tropical beach…all of it can be fun!

So how is taking a journey different from going on a vaca-
tion? Well, for one thing, a journey doesn’t always require a 
plane, a train, a bus or even a car. It does require an open mind 
and a kind heart, because when we go on a journey we are often 
attempting to understand something in a deeper way. A journey 
can include learning more about a country, a time period or 
a different culture, and it always includes learning about our-
selves. Journeys usually change us. Sometimes the change may 

� Photo: Shari Nakagawa
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be so small that we hardly notice it, while at 
other times it dramatically shifts our thinking, 
our behaviour and how we look at our world.

In this book, we are embarking on a journey 
of reconciliation. This isn’t a read-and-do- 
nothing kind of book. It is an active exploration 
of Canada’s collective history, our present and 
our future. It’s about how we grow as individuals, 
families, communities and as a country. For some 
of you, this may be a time of significant change in 
your understanding of Canada’s history. It might 
be the first time you’ve thought about what rec-
onciliation means and, more specifically, what it 
means to you and what your role in it is. Simply 
reading this book is an act of reconciliation. So, 

good on you! Some of you 
may have started the journey 
well before picking this book 
up. I welcome you all to the 
journey. In nehiyawewin, 
the Cree language, we say 
tawâw, which loosely means 
“there’s always room.” For 
you, for me, for your friends, 
your family, your commu-
nity. There’s always room.

“Reconciliation begins with you.”
Chief Dr. Robert Joseph, Gwawaenuk First Nation

reconciliation—the restoration 

and healing of a relationship. 

In Canada, this refers to the 

process taken on by the Truth 

and Reconciliation Commission 

to revitalize the relationship 

between the citizens of Canada 

(Indigenous and non-Indigenous), 

as well as the Nation-to- 

Nation relationships with the 

Government of Canada.

A family camps on their way to the Red Deer 
Industrial Institute. ucca 93.049p/861n
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WHY DO WE NEED THIS JOURNEY?
So…why do we need to go on a journey of 
reconciliation?

In order to answer this question, we must first 
understand what we are reconciling. 

Until the last few years, most Canadians 
knew very little about residential schools. Young  
people like you were not taught about them in 
school, and in many cases neither were your 
parents or grandparents. Some people had never 
even heard about them. But for over 150 years, 
Indigenous children were taken from their 
homes and placed in residential schools. 

You might wonder how this could happen 
in our country. Well, a lot of it had to do with 
systemic racism. Laws and government policies 
were passed that allowed Indian agents (who 
worked for what was then called the Department 
of Indian Affairs) and the rcmp to take chil-
dren as young as five years old away from every-
one they loved and everything that was familiar 
and important to them. They were taken from 
their families, homes and communities and away 
from their land, culture and language. If parents 
or families attempted to stop this, they could be 
arrested, and the children were still taken. 

Indigenous—the term that is 

most commonly being used now 

to describe First Peoples, Métis 

and Inuit. 

systemic racism—when 

systems (like schools, the police or 

the justice system) are supported 

and maintained by policies, 

practices and procedures that 

result in some people receiving 

better or worse treatment than 

others because of their race.

Indian agent—the representa-

tive of the Department of Indian 

Affairs (now known as Indigenous 

Services Canada). Indian agents 

were in charge of many aspects 

of affairs in their area or on the 

reserve(s) they were assigned to. 

The powers of the Indian agent 

were significant and influenced 

the lives of First Nations people  

in their area.
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For these children, the initial trauma of being 
away from family and loved ones was intensified by:

	› Being separated from siblings and cousins or 
prevented from talking to siblings or cousins 
of a different gender. 

	› Being hungry. Children and staff received 
different meals. The children’s food was not 
nourishing, and at times it was rotten and 
full of maggots. There was often not enough 
food to feed all of the students.

	› Being abused. Physical, verbal, emotional, 
sexual and spiritual abuse was commonplace 
in the schools. 

	› Being forbidden to speak their language or 
practise their spirituality and traditions.

The Red Deer Industrial Institute outside Red Deer, AB, was established in 1893. 
ucca 93.049p/839

One Voice
I do not speak for all 

Indigenous Peoples. I am one 

voice. While I love history,  

I am not a historian. I share 

this with you because there 

are multiple experiences, 

stories and ways of under-

standing the impact of  

residential schools. I am 

sharing with you my own 

understanding of a complex 

and painful history. 

—MGS
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Can you 

imagine this 
happening to 

you or someone 
you know?

 
What do 

you think this 
felt like for the 
children? Their 
parents? Their 

families?

 
What 

do you think 
happened in 

communities that 
had no children  

over the age  
of five?

	›Having their hair, which was often worn 
in long braids, cut—buzz cuts for the boys, 
and short bobs for the girls. (It is important 
to understand that in many Indigenous 
Nations, hair has significant meaning.  
The cutting of it often means there has been 
a death in the family. To children, most of 
whom did not speak English and did not 
understand why their hair was being cut, this 
experience was often traumatic.)

	› Being forced to wear different clothes.  
Often the new clothes were ill-fitting and 
not suited for the climate in which the 
school was located. 

Discipline was not only abusive, but also 
communicated a message to the children that 
they were less than. 

All of this caused the significant loss 
of traditional languages in families and 
communities. It also fostered internalized 
racism, which led to a lack of pride and honour 
in being Indigenous. 

Because of the courage of Survivors—former 
students—and their families, we have begun to 
understand what happened at those schools and 
the ripple effect of those experiences, which is still 
being felt in families, communities and Canada. 
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Reflections

internalized racism—when 

people being discriminated 

against begin to adopt the racist 

attitudes and stereotypical  

beliefs about their own race.
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Canada’s relationship with Indigenous Peoples 
has suffered as a result of residential schools 
as well as other legislative decisions that I will 
share with you in the next chapter of this book. 
Healing and repairing this relationship requires 
education, awareness, empathy and an increased 
understanding of the residential school legacy.

It is time for the journey and the climbing 
to begin.

PREPARING FOR THE JOURNEY 
What to Pack
For most trips you would pack a suitcase or back-
pack with clothes, deodorant and a toothbrush. 
You do pack your toothbrush, don’t you? 

Because this journey is different, I’m asking 
you to pack simple things: 

on diffic
ult 

th
in

g
s

a 
w

ill
in

gness to listen to andha
ve meaningful conversatio

ns

with others

cu

rio
sity

opennessan
 ability to reflect

 
Let’s start 

with some basic 
questions to help 

you reflect on your 
own knowledge and 

beliefs.

 
Do you 

know any 
Indigenous people?  

 
Are you Indigenous? 
Is someone in your 
family Indigenous?

 
Whose 

territory is your 
school on?  

 
Whose territory is 
your house on? 

 
What 

do you know 
about the history 

of the territory 
where you 

live?  
What do 

you know about 
the Indigenous 
Peoples whose 

territory you live 
on?
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What to Leave Behind
How often have you gone on a trip and only 
used half of what you packed? I do it all the 
time! There are certain things I encourage you 
to unpack before you head out on this journey. 
These aren’t things like your toothbrush, extra 
shirts or extra shoes. They are thoughts, attitudes 
and maybe even beliefs, such as:

	› I’ve heard all this before

	› Reconciliation doesn’t involve me, my 
friends or my family

	›History isn’t important

	› I, as one person, can’t make a difference 

As a key part of your journey, you will find 
questions that encourage you to reflect on 
what you have learned. You’ll read stories from 
young people, from Elders, from residential 
school Survivors and their families, and from 
Canadians who love our country and are active in 
reconciliation. They have come together to share 
their perspectives, what they’ve learned about 
residential schools, what it means to be an ally, 
what reconciliation means to them and what 
they hope for Canada and all of its citizens. 

“As Commissioners we 
have described for you 
the mountain. We have 
shown you the path to the 
top. We call upon you to 
do the climbing.” 
Senator Murray Sinclair, 

Chair, Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada

ally— someone who listens 

to, stands up for and takes 

action in support of those 

who have experienced or are 

experiencing oppression
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Throughout history, different terms have been 
used to describe the First Peoples of this land we 
now call Canada—Indian, Native, First Nation, 
Aboriginal, Indigenous. I use the terms that were 
the norm at specific times. When talking about 
the late 1800s and early 1900s, for example, I use 
Indian. For the late 1980s I use Aboriginal, and in 
the context of the present day, I use Indigenous. 

There are a number of interviews or por-
tions of interviews woven throughout the book. 
Out of respect for the interviewees and their 
unique way of sharing, the interviews have not 
been edited.

Monique’s Journey
It wouldn’t be fair of me to ask you to go on a journey 

that I am not willing to go on myself. So I’m going 

to share with you a bit of what my journey has been 

like as I wrote this book. 

When I was asked to write a book for young 

people about reconciliation, my first response was 

no. And not just a no, but NO! I was sitting at the 

kitchen table, working on my laptop, when the email 

arrived. I guess my head was moving back and 

forth, and I was saying, “No, no, no!” My partner 

asked me what I was saying no to so emphatically. 

I told her, but she couldn’t understand why I wasn’t 

jumping at the opportunity. 

I have been sharing Canadian history from an 

Indigenous perspective since the year 2000, and I 
Monique at age ten.



have always worked to foster relationships between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. I watched the 

work of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission with 

keen interest. I guess you can say I’m a student of  

reconciliation. Maybe you can see why my partner was 

confused. But inside my head, yelling at me through 

a loudspeaker, was the voice of doubt. Why me?  

Who am I to write this book? 

You see, part of my inner turmoil was because 

my own ancestry is both colonizer and colonized. 

So what does that mean? It means I am of both 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous ancestry. It means 

I have family who were settlers (non-Indigenous) in 

this country and who have benefitted from legisla-

tion and policies that caused serious generational 

harm to Indigenous Peoples. My family and I have 

also felt the generational impacts of colonization. 

My mom comes from the Nanapay and Cardinal 

family of Peepeekisis First Nation in Saskatchewan, 

but she didn’t grow up there. She was adopted into 

a non-Indigenous family in rural Saskatchewan. She 

grew up knowing she was an Indian, the term used 

at that time. All you had to do was look at her beau-

tiful brown eyes and dark skin to know she was 

Indigenous. But it wasn’t until 1990 that we learned 

about our culture and traditions, and not until 2008 

that we met her brothers. So my family has had its 

own journey of reconciliation. 

My dad is of Scottish and Lakota ancestry. His side 

of the family knows little about this ancestry. Keep in 

colonize—to send settlers to a 

place in order to establish politi-

cal control over it. This is done by 

creating new governing systems 

and ways of living, being and 

doing that make the ways of 

those who were there before 

inferior. This creates unequal rela-

tionships between the colonizer 

and the Indigenous Peoples.

17
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mind, they come from a generation in which there 

was extreme racism toward Indigenous Peoples, and 

as a result some of them internalized and accepted 

it. While my sister and I have attempted to uncover 

the roots of our family tree, many people who would 

know the answers have now passed away, and our 

inquiries often lead to more questions than answers. 

I know my experience is not unique. There are gen-

erations of people in our country with similar stories. 

Perhaps you even see your family in my story. 

 There were days when tears rolled down my 

cheeks as I wrote. Sometimes they were tears of 

awe at the humanity, empathy and hope young 

people like you have. Other days the tears flowed 

as I listened to and read the stories of residential 

school Survivors and their families. It’s not in my 

nature to ask for support, but I’ve learned over the 

years how important it is! I am immensely grateful 

to the family and friends who accompanied me on 

this journey and who were there to listen, dry my 

tears and encourage me to keep writing. 

I hope you remember this as you read and go on 

your own journey. It’s okay to ask for support and to 

provide support when somebody else needs it. Please 

take care of yourself on this journey. Listen and learn 

with your heart. I hope the book will inspire you. Some 

of it might hurt you and make you angry. That’s okay. 

Use it as fuel to help make change in a positive way. •

racism—discrimination and 

prejudice toward a person or 

people because of their race.
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women
	 first female Chief, 41
	 and Indian Act, 35–36, 40
world view, 30–32

XYZ
Yellowknife Cultural Crossroads (sculpture), 102
youth. see also children
	 relationship with the land, 107–109
	 taking action, 108–109, 120, 122–125
youth interviews, 8, 81, 82–83, 111–114
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