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Dedication

For my Jay




Epigraph

When one lives in a society where people can no longer rely on the institutions to tell them the truth, the truth must come from culture and art.

—JOHN TRUDELL
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Sit with Me, by This Dialogue Fire

AT THE WATERSHED MOMENT IN CANADIAN history when the Truth and Reconciliation report was issued, the Honourable Justice Murray Sinclair positioned truth as mandatory and a precedent for reconciliation, articulating the fundamental principle that without truth there can be no reconciliation.1 This phrase has become like an anthem in the raised voices of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people alike. The urgent demand for truth has become a Call to Action in itself. The problem with anthems, though, is that they tend to become rote like an absent-minded genuflection, a premeditated land acknowledgement, reduced to the sound of the words without mindful consideration or intention to follow through. These public gestures are simply a tipping of the hat without any commitment toward substantive recognition of the rights of Indigenous Peoples to implement jurisdiction in our territories.

Truth is more than fact. In Canada, truth must be unearthed from beneath the myth of Canadian history. That history must be understood in a deeply contextual way if we are to move beyond positional and confrontational relationships and into functional ones dedicated to substantive change. We must step away from the window dressing of reconciliation.

We must come to a place of understanding that the colonial history of Canada was genocidal in nature, functioning as an imperative embedded in the very heart of colonialism.

The conversations, academic and otherwise, about colonialism articulate its complexity and we see work in its derivatives: postcolonialism, neocolonialism, settler colonialism, and so on. Each of these iterations, and more, generate important and elucidative study. At the same time, I find, it distracts from the fundamental meaning of colonialism, and it is critical that its ugly heart not be lost in the study of it. Colonialism is:

The policy or practice of acquiring full or partial political control over another country, occupying it with settlers, and exploiting it economically.2

That’s it. That’s all. This is the unvarnished, grasping truth of the intention of colonizing European nations that set their sights on the riches of the so-called New World. Human settlement was only secondary to the economic goal. The colonizing settlers are simply the drones in the beehive of colonial ventures; their value limited to how well they enrich the various states who financed the colonial venture.

I often visualize what I refer to as the “colonial toolkit”: a collection of implements used to activate the aims of colonialism. All the implements in the toolkit were, and are, employed to remove us from our lands, disempower us in decisions about our lands and resources, dismantle our highly effective social institutions, and dismember our families and communities. To accomplish these colonial goals, there were, for example, policies established that mandated the starvation of Indigenous Peoples to force their submission. To dismantle traditional family structures, social institutions, and community systems, we saw policy and law mandating the wholesale removal of children for placement in residential schools, for the sole purpose of deconstructing them and reconstructing them in the image of white men.

To understand the brutal circumstances Indigenous Peoples of Turtle Island continue to endure, we must reach under the myth of Canadian history. We must embrace history in the way Indigenous Peoples experienced it as it truly unfolded. Only then will non-Indigenous Canadians begin to grasp the true horror of what we were subjected to and how the seeds of that horror continue to sprout and take hold in our lives today. 

It is also important to understand that history does not only refer to events almost lost to the mists of time. History is also contemporary. Contextually, the history of relations between Indigenous Peoples and those who settled here must be understood in the context of first contact but also in times as recent as last year. The history of Indigenous/non-Indigenous relations is on a continuum from the beginning to now and must be understood that way if non-Indigenous Canadians are ever to grasp what the prerequisites to substantive reconciliation in fact are. To participate meaningfully in reconciliation, non-Indigenous Canadians must not only be supportive but must also insist that the resources (natural, political, and financial) required for substantive change are generously and enthusiastically provided as needed and articulated by Indigenous Peoples. Non-Indigenous Canadians must use their privilege to leverage real change. It is simply not enough to wear an orange shirt or issue empty land acknowledgements. The non-Indigenous population of this country must not only talk, they must also act. 

These are not academic essays, neither are they exhaustive. They are my personal take on this new world brought to us by colonialism; a world in which we still struggle to survive. These essays examine the brutal intentions of colonialism that continue to harm us, whether that be in the form of starvation policies, residential schools and their child welfare descendants, the acceptance of brutality against our women, the dishonesty of government, or the insufficiency of monetary compensation.

I encourage readers to start with the first essay as it provides a historical foundation that informs the subsequent essays.

I also encourage readers to consider Indigenous reality in the true context of these histories to deepen their understanding and call upon their own compassion and responsibility to engage in these conversations beyond the last page.

During momentous occasions, many Indigenous people engage in the ceremonial practice of lighting a spirit fire to engage the Ancestors, so to speak. The fire remains burning, day and night, until the occasion is complete. These essays are intended to spark dialogue; to provide a deeper view of both early and contemporary history through the lens of Indigenous experience. Let us, together, light a dialogue fire. Let us keep the flame alive until truth overturns the colonial lie.
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Residential Schools

The Coup de Grâce of a Canadian Genocide

WHILE THE DEEPENING TRUTH ABOUT RESIDENTIAL schools is finally slowly working its way into the Canadian consciousness, there is still a conceptual gap that prevents an understanding of the whole, unlaundered truth. There are still people who believe that residential schools were a well-intentioned venture gone wrong; an effort to educate and prepare Indigenous people for a changing world. There are still so many people, particularly those who hold the reins of power, who fail to see residential schools as part of the colonial effort to assert political control over this land, occupy it with settlers, and exploit it economically. The imperial push of Britain and other European nations was not to find lands that would offer a new home built with respect and care. Quite the contrary, North America was seen as a cash cow with only one major obstacle standing in the way of exploiting it economically, the Indigenous Peoples who lived on these lands. So, there was a drive to decimate the Indigenous population, ancient civilizations, complete with their own well-established, very successful economies, in order to give their land to settlers who, in turn, would feed the new capitalist economy. Traditional Indigenous economies were fundamentally different and provided for subsistence. Exploitation of resources for surplus, that is, for profit, was an alien concept to Indigenous Peoples. So was the colonial use of violence, including taking Indigenous women hostage until their men agreed to trap for profit, or confiscating their rifles, leaving them unable to provide and protect, to force their cooperation by other means.3

The residential school initiative was not the first colonial strike against the Indigenous Peoples of this land. In 1670, long before the decision to establish these institutions and mandate Indigenous attendance, King Charles II of England stole what was known as Rupert’s Land (the Hudson Bay watershed) and gifted it to the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC). There was absolutely no consideration granted to the Indigenous occupants of that territory in this transaction. Immersed in the self-serving notion of the Doctrine of Discovery and its partner, the concept of terra nullius (meaning “nobody’s land”), England claimed Rupert’s Land and, in the interests of cashing in on the fur trade, gave it away as though they owned it. In 1889, two years after Confederation and under pressure from England, the HBC reluctantly sold Rupert’s Land to Canada for $1.5 million, which is equivalent to $31,710,000 in 2022 dollars. The sale of this land was a huge financial fraud perpetrated against the Indigenous Peoples of those territories. This is not only about the outright theft of lands and resources, it’s also about how the colonizers alienated Indigenous populations from the natural resources that had provided for them for thousands of years. Acquiring Rupert’s Land was critical in the context of western expansion and Canada’s economic future. Without Rupert’s Land, Canada would be limited to the northeast corner of the continent and would be cut off from tapping into the rich resources of the Prairies and the valuable agricultural land needed to attract new immigrants, who, in turn, would populate the region and fuel the economy. For these reasons, obtaining the territory in question was a top priority for the Dominion government once Confederation had been achieved. Less than a year following Confederation, negotiations for the purchase of Rupert’s Land commenced between Britain and the HBC, which ultimately relinquished its charter to Rupert’s Land. Full control was then transferred to Canada under the Rupert’s Land Act of 1868 and the Northwest Territories Transfer Act of 1870. Once again, this transaction occurred without consideration of the interests of Indigenous Peoples. With these pieces of legislation, the Dominion now considered itself to have extended its jurisdiction over the Northwest Territories (NWT) and proceeded to develop administrative structures and provisions for the application and enforcement of Canadian law and jurisdiction in those territories. However, before they could do this, as required by the terms of transfer, Canada was obligated to resolve all Indigenous claims to the land, as outlined in the October 7, 1763, Royal Proclamation of King George III, which stated that:

Whereas it is just and reasonable, and essential to our Interest and the Security of our Colonies, that the several Nations or Tribes of Indians, with whom We are connected, and who live under our Protection, should not be molested or disturbed in the Possession of such Parts of Our Dominions and Territories as, not having been ceded to, or purchased by Us, are reserved to them, or any of them, as their Hunting Grounds.4

This acknowledgement from the Crown that unceded Indigenous territory belonged to Indigenous Peoples is, in fact, recognition that Indigenous Peoples retained jurisdiction in their unceded territories.

Using the Robinson Treaties as a template, the Crown, through its colonial government, began negotiating with the Indigenous Peoples. It is important to understand that treaty-making was not new to Indigenous Peoples. For hundreds of years before European encroachment on North America, treaties were struck between various Indigenous groups to establish relationships with each other and mutual agreements about the shared use of territories. This historic use of treaties is important to acknowledge because the Indigenous Peoples undertook treaty-making in good faith with the full expectation that the Crown would also be acting in good faith and would give full effect to the terms of the treaties. It’s also important to understand the historic backdrop to this time of treaty-making.

In the decades leading up to the aforementioned time of treaty-making, Indigenous Peoples were faced with not only the encroachment of settlers in their territories, but the destruction of their economies by the intentional slaughter of the buffalo. In the US and Canada, the buffalo were slaughtered for their hides. Often, whole carcasses were left to rot after the tongue, popular in the cuisine of the day, was removed. This slaughter was encouraged by both the American and Canadian governments and was yet another implement in the colonial toolkit. Since the buffalo were critical to the survival of the Plains people, the decimation of the herds was an intentional strike against their ability to provide for themselves, a strike against self-sufficiency. The buffalo were a sacred gift to the people, providing them with food, clothing, and shelter. The wholesale slaughter was devastating to the people, not only because of the resulting impoverishment and starvation, but also because of the horror of such wanton destruction of the Creator’s gifts.

With the decimation of the majestic herds that roamed the North American prairies, Indigenous people became vulnerable through this intentional impoverishment. Sir John A. Macdonald rigorously followed “a policy of submission shaped by a policy of starvation.”5 Promised rations were withheld not only to reduce costs but to disempower people through starvation. The story of Chief Big Bear (Mistahimaskwa) at Frog Lake perfectly exemplifies the pressure exerted upon Indigenous Peoples to enter into treaties that were far more favourable to settlers and the state than they were for them.

Despite the decimation of their traditional economy, Big Bear resisted taking treaty for six hardscrabble years, during which time his Band experienced extreme hardship through starvation, disease, and harassment as the Crown pressured them to surrender their rights. But Big Bear was determined to achieve a better deal for his people than what was being offered. He knew the treaty was unfair and weighted in favour of settlers. Finally, in December 1882, under extreme duress brought on by his Band’s desperate circumstances, Big Bear had no other choice but to enter into treaty. However, he refused to choose a reserve, describing the reserve system as a noose around the neck of his people. Three years later, when the Crown failed miserably to live up to its treaty promises and the members of Big Bear’s Band were literally starving to death, the younger men of the Band rose up against the Indian agent who was withholding their rations. Frog Lake erupted in violence and the Indian agent, a priest, and others were killed.

The North West Mounted Police, also known as the Canadian Militia, was then dispatched to capture and arrest Big Bear and members of his Band. Skirmishes between the Band and the militia occurred over the next months with Big Bear defeating the militia at Frenchman’s Butte, after which the militia hounded Big Bear’s Band through the Cypress Hills and into Montana. To understand Canada’s intention, one need only read correspondence from General Middleton, commander of the militia, who ordered Big Bear to surrender or he would “pursue and destroy you and your Band or drive you into woods to starve.”6 Big Bear ultimately surrendered at Fort Carlton on July 2, 1885, three months after the incident at Frog Lake. He was charged with treason and sentenced to three years’ incarceration at Stony Mountain Penitentiary. He served half of his sentence and then was released, due to severe illness. He lived for another year and a half with his daughter on the Little Pine Reserve, where he died and was buried.

Just as there is a mistaken notion that residential schools are from an era long ago, the history of conflict between colonial Canada and Indigenous Peoples is also thought of as a situation from the distant past. This erroneous thinking was recently brought home to me when my mother’s last remaining sibling, my Auntie Margaret, passed away in the fall of 2021, not long after her ninety-eighth birthday. I visited the graveyard at Red Pheasant to pay my respects. While there, I visited with other family resting places, including my grandparents’ graves. It hit me in that moment that my grandfather was born only seven years after the Frog Lake incident, and his mother, in all likelihood, was there, given that she was a close relation of and member of Big Bear’s band. This places the military assault subsequent to Frog Lake squarely in the living memory of my family. To truly understand the trauma wrought by warfare against Indigenous Peoples in this country, it is imperative that people recognize such violence as a part of very recent history.

The imbalance of power and the desperate circumstances of the Indigenous Peoples of the Plains allowed the Crown to prevail with wholly insufficient treaty terms and left Indigenous people without recourse when these terms were not fulfilled.

Eleven of the numbered treaties were negotiated between 1871 and 1921. Like some of the earlier treaties, these western treaties included so-called civilizing clauses that encompassed education and provisions for a transition from a hunting and gathering way of life to an agrarian one. The Dominion, through the terms of the treaties, was to support this transition with the provision of training, farming implements, and livestock. The government placed farm instructors on reserves who were imbued with great power over the daily lives of Indigenous people. Not surprisingly, despite Indigenous interest in developing farming skills, two terminal obstacles were placed in their way. First, the Dominion government failed to live up to its obligations with respect to the development of Indigenous agriculture. Supplies and equipment were not provided in sufficient amounts or in a timely way. For example, the Bands were only to receive one plow per ten families. Settler farmers on the Prairies believed that the terms of the treaties, promising necessary implements and supplies for farming, were given as charity. They failed to grasp that these goods were to be provided in return for the agreement of Indigenous Peoples to share land that was rightfully Indigenous land, as acknowledged by the Crown and the colonial government. Non-Indigenous settlers also believed that such provisions (no matter how woefully inadequate) gave Indigenous farmers an unfair advantage in farming. Settler farmers believed that the provisions provided through treaty were on an enormous scale and that, with such huge subsidies, reserve farmers would be able to undersell non-Indigenous farmers. This could not be further from the truth









	killing members of the group

	causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group

	deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part

	imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group

	forcibly transferring children of the group to another group 
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