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				I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, but still I can do something and because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can do.

				—EDWARD EVERETT HALE
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			INTRODUCTION

			MY FIRST PUBLISHED book, Stone, came out in March 2010—book one in a graphic novel series entitled 7 Generations. Before that, I had self-published, in partnership with the Helen Betty Osborne Memorial Foundation, a graphic novel entitled The Life of Helen Betty Osborne. That was in 2008. The first several books I published through HighWater Press in Winnipeg were short graphic novels. I intentionally decided to focus on comics because they have done a lot of damage through their representation of Indigenous people and history over the last seventy years or so. I have always had the mindset that we should fight fire with fire. Following that logic, if comics had done damage, why could they not also undo that damage? If comics stereotyped Indigenous people and trivialized our many distinct cultures and languages, and our place in history, they could also do the opposite. Since 2010, graphic novels and comic books have become a go-to medium for many Indigenous writers and illustrators across Turtle Island, one of many forms of literature, and within those forms, genres that Indigenous creators have embraced to tell our stories. The overarching goal, as I see it, is at once damage control and sharing knowledge so that people, children and adults, are better prepared to do the work of reconciliation.

			However, it is sometimes hard to understand the work of reconciliation because the term itself can be difficult to define. So, if we are going to discuss reconciliation and what our roles are and can be, we ought to define it as best we can. It’s a relatively new term insofar as it’s applied to Canada and its relationship with Indigenous Peoples, coming into prominence in 2008 with the creation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Since 2008, it has become ubiquitous and inextricably tied to the long-term goal of healing the relationship between Indigenous Peoples and Canada at large. However, in being used so widely and indiscriminately, it has started to lose its lustre and meaning. As a result, we are in danger of losing our focus, and maybe even, in the not-so-distant future, our interest. That is something we cannot afford. After all, when you look at things objectively, we have come so far in a relatively short period. Just think about how, in a decade, we have gone from barely talking about the Indian Residential School System in schools to teaching it at almost every grade level, from coast to coast to coast. You cannot visit a school in Canada and find students who do not know about the Indian Residential School System. Trust me. I speak to tens of thousands of kids every year. I suppose what scares me is that all of this will become rote, because if it does, it will mean less, and if it means less, if we act with less intention, we will not get to where we need to be. For reconciliation to work, we need everybody, and we need everybody to be passionate about it.

			Let’s start with the word reconciliation. It is likely that I will mention my father, Donald Robertson, several times in this book, so it makes sense to get that out of the way early. Dad and I used to discuss reconciliation often. We talked about what it was, what it ought to be, and what it involved for everybody, acknowledging that we all have different roles, whether you are an Indigenous person or a non-Indigenous person. Technically, reconciliation is defined as the restoration of friendly relations. Two good friends become estranged for whatever reason, and after many years, find their way back to each other, and one sees the other as a friend once more. There was a good relationship, something caused it to fracture, and then a healing occurred and the relationship was restored. The two people reconciled. Now, this is not intended to be a history book, but there is enough evidence and academic work to support the claim that between Indigenous Peoples and colonists, there never was a right relationship. If there was not a good relationship to begin with, what exactly are we restoring? The work that we are trying to do, then, is to develop a strong and healthy relationship for the first time. Don’t get me wrong: I believe that we are getting there, but reconciliation is something of a misnomer. At the time of my father’s passing in December 2019, he and a group of Elders, or grandparents, as he liked to refer to them, were trying to come up with a term that better suited the act. Maybe one of the acts to reconcile is spending time thinking about what a suitable term might be, but that doesn’t seem as active as I want it to be, so for the sake of argument, keeping in mind that we are working with an imperfect term, let’s go with it. Let’s focus on how to build something together that is lasting because it will be on a solid foundation. The last thing Dad said to me was to ask, “Aren’t there more important things to worry about right now?” His point is well taken. If we worry too much about a term, we may lose sight of the action that is required.

			That is one thing I know for sure. Reconciliation is an action. I know that as much as I know that each of us has a role to play; it’s just that we have different roles. Part of how we move forward is to understand truth, accept it, and then fully explore what our role is. That’s emblematic of a community; we don’t all do the same thing, and if we did, some things would not get done. There is no job that is smaller or bigger than another. I’m a hockey dad, so pardon the analogy, but there are positions to play. You have yours, and I have mine, and when everybody figures out what position they have, and how to play that position most effectively, we have a better chance of winning. And you have to believe, as a community, if we do this right, we all win.

			So, what are our roles?

			“You cannot heal brokenness from a place of brokenness.”

			That’s what a principal at Jack River School in Norway House Cree Nation told me a few years ago when I was visiting the community and speaking to students at the school. She was talking about teachers working hard to enrich the lives of children in the community but dealing with their own trauma, and how difficult it was to help children navigate trauma from a place of personal, unresolved pain. I’ve thought a lot about that since our conversation, and what I have come to understand and see in my own life as well is that Indigenous people have healing to do from the impacts of colonialism. I do not speak my father’s first language, Swampy Cree, due to the impacts of colonialism, both in his life and the life of my grandmother. My road to healing has been to be an active participant in the movement towards language revitalization—every book of mine since 2018 has Swampy Cree in it. I want kids to feel motivated to learn their language, and I am learning a little bit myself, too. We all have more work to do, living through the very loud echo of intergenerational trauma, and it’s hard. We need time and space to do that work.

			There is the larger movement we have known as reconciliation, which is the development of a good relationship between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people, but for Indigenous people, there is also reconciliation needed within communities, families, and the individual. I would argue that one must take precedence over the other. That is not to say we do not have a larger role to play in reconciliation. We are meant to be storytellers, to share truths so that other people have the knowledge required to take meaningful action. Jody Wilson-Raybould articulates this process very well in her book True Reconciliation.

			If the role of Indigenous people is to be storytellers, what is your role? Because there is no question that you have one. Reconciliation is a community effort, and for it to work, it’s all hands on deck. As individuals, we have considerable influence. If we are complacent and do nothing, other people will do nothing. If we are active and do something, we will inspire other people to do something. And there is so much to do. This movement is far-reaching. The IRSS will always be at the heart of it, but it also involves the colonial history and contemporary barriers of this country, from foster care and the Sixties Scoop to health care to justice and epidemics like Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls, and Two-Spirit People (MMIWG2S). It is a Canadian issue, and if you are Canadian, you have a responsibility to get involved. This is not to say that you should feel guilt or shame, but it is to say that you can and should act.

			How do you know what action to take? How do you know what is meaningful action and what is not? If there is one thing I’ve learned, it’s that Canadians want to do the right thing. The barrier is that there can be a fear of doing the wrong thing. It’s a conundrum. That’s how we learn, though. Don’t forget that this is all still new, and because it’s new, we are going to make mistakes along the way. All of us, as a community. The farther we get, the more we learn, the better we will do.

			If we’re doing this together, we must shoulder the weight together. We can’t do that if we aren’t willing to support one another. And so, I’ve put this book together for you. Let’s call it an activity book. There’s something here that you can do every week for an entire year that will contribute to fixing the mess that has been made. These actions are (mostly) not in any specific order. You can do any of them at any time, at your leisure, remembering that some of them are tied to particular days (for example, the National Day for Truth and Reconciliation). Some of them are harder than others. Some of them are kind of fun. Who doesn’t like reading a good book? And going to a powwow is a beautiful experience. All of them are meaningful.

			I’ll leave you to it. Just remember that we’re walking together every step of the way. That’s how it needs to be done.
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			Week #1

			HOST A MOVIE NIGHT

			WHAT I WANT for the publishing industry—for Indigenous people to be equitably represented in all areas, from graphic design to marketing to editorial, not just authors and illustrators—is what I want in every industry, from education to the arts. What will help lead to parity (that is, if Indigenous people make up 12 percent of the Canadian population, 12 percent of all books published should be by an Indigenous writer) is increased demand. Put simply, the more you buy books by Indigenous authors, the more publishers will want to publish them. Following that logic, the more you watch Indigenous television shows, the more you watch Indigenous movies, the more shows and films will get made with the involvement of Indigenous people. And not just actors, not just directors, not just writers. What you’ve seen with recent productions that tell Indigenous stories is that Indigenous people are getting hired for all positions. Reservation Dogs, for example, had an all-Indigenous writers’ room, an all-Indigenous main cast, and an all-Indigenous crew. I could be really short here and just say, “Watch a movie that has, as close as possible, that same level of representation,” but I’m going to give you a few suggestions along the way.

			There’s an addition to the house my family lives in—a sunroom—that juts out into our backyard. A couple of years ago, I bought a manual pull-down screen so that we can project movies onto it while we sit around the firepit when the sun goes down and it’s dark enough to see the images on the white vinyl. Often, we’ll invite neighbours over, and we’ll have hot dogs and maybe even s’mores and definitely chips. If we have a movie night in the winter, we grab a bunch of blankets, make finger food, and cuddle up in the family room (I’ll 100 percent fall asleep, but if you’ve seen my wife’s social media posts, you know that me falling asleep pretty much anywhere is also family tradition).

			So, here’s where we’re at: You either already have a movie night, which is convenient, or you don’t, and all that means is you have to plan to have at least one movie night (but hopefully a couple, because I’m about to give you three or four suggestions, and you don’t only have to watch just one).

			The first film that comes to mind is the first film I can remember watching that had authentic Indigenous characters in it from an authentic Indigenous perspective (it’s filmed on location on the Coeur d’Alene Reservation in Idaho), which is why it walks the very delicate line between drama and comedy quite expertly. We do that very well. Coincidentally, it is also the first feature-length film written by, directed by, produced by, and starring Indigenous people to reach a wide audience domestically and internationally. I’m talking about Smoke Signals, which stars a familiar cast of characters in Adam Beach, Evan Adams, Gary Farmer, Irene Bedard, and Tantoo Cardinal; the movie also marked the debut of Chris Eyre, who has gone on to produce and/or direct thirteen films. The story is about two young men, Victor and Thomas, who have differing views of Victor’s father, Arnold. Arnold is a hero, but also an alcoholic and an abuser. When he dies, the two friends set off on a road trip to retrieve Arnold’s ashes, eventually spreading them into a river as a form of healing and acceptance. It really is a beautiful film that deserves to be seen.

			Smoke Signals came out in 1998. Three years later, one of the best Indigenous films that has been made was released: Atanarjuat: The Fast Runner. Like the previous film, Atanarjuat is not only great but also culturally significant. It was the first feature film to be written, directed, produced, and acted entirely in the Inuktitut language. The crew was reportedly 90 percent Inuit. Atanarjuat premiered at Cannes, where it won the Caméra d’Or, and then went on to win six Genie Awards, which is Canada’s equivalent of the Academy Awards. In 2015 it was named, in canvassing filmmakers and critics, the greatest Canadian film of all time. Not too bad. It’s always good to be, as the kids say, the GOAT. Atanarjuat is a retelling of an Inuit legend at least one thousand years old that, like oral stories across Indigenous cultures, has been passed down from generation to generation. The screenplay was based on versions of the same Inuit legend told by eight Elders. I’d call the plot somewhat Shakespearean, but it predates Shakespeare. It’s a long film, and the way it’s shot makes it feel more like a documentary, but the best stories, in my opinion, provide a glimpse into the lives of others. What better way to do this than to present a film as though you’re watching a real-life experience? In watching the film, you will learn about culture and stories and have a literal window into the lives of people you would not have otherwise learned about.

			Like Captain America, I could do this all day; there are many films to choose from, and there are more and more each year, which is something I never thought I’d see. But here we are. I’m going to focus on, appropriately, the newest film I’ve watched, seeing as how I started out with the first film I viewed with Indigenous people in control.

			There’s been this cool thing that’s happened in the arts over the last few years. It’s not just that we have increasing control over the stories we tell as Indigenous people; it’s that we are telling stories that cross over into genres you wouldn’t typically expect to find Indigenous stories in. Blood Quantum is a Canadian horror film that was written, directed, and edited by the late Jeff Barnaby, who died of cancer in 2022. Barnaby was Mi’kmaq. The film, like others on this list, is filled with Indigenous talent in all aspects of development, including an excellent cast that boasts the red-hot Devery Jacobs, who has recently been seen in Reservation Dogs and the Marvel Cinematic Universe television series Echo. In Blood Quantum, Indigenous people cannot be infected by a zombie uprising. In the same brilliant way that several Indigenous stories have been able to make social commentary while flipping things around in thought-provoking ways, in this film white refugees begin to seek safety on a reserve. It’s kind of satisfying to watch a movie where non-Indigenous characters are envious of the Indigenous population, but it’s also a clever commentary on issues that are going on in Canada today, like the ongoing struggle with “pretendians.” It’s a dark film, and disturbing, but as an Indigenous person it’s hard not to feel excited and swell with pride to see a movie like this, knowing that it will create more films, in other genres, that will be created, executed, and delivered with Indigenous people at the helm.

			Throw on the popcorn, make yourself comfortable, and pick an Indigenous movie that will undoubtedly entertain as much as, if you look below the surface, it educates. Just make sure that real, live Indigenous people were in control of the creative process—from writing to directing to crew to actors—because that’s how you’re going to find the best stories told from a place of authenticity.
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			Week #2

			START AN INDIGENOUS BOOK CLUB

			IF THE FOUNDATION of reconciliation is stories, which I think it is, we need to have a few more specific actions related to this healing process that directly involve storytelling. There’s a barrier to this, and it’s a good one. It’s one we wouldn’t have encountered as recently as fifteen years ago—give or take. How are we ever going to choose a book for an Indigenous book club? There are so many books out there right now about Indigenous people, by Indigenous people. And those are the criteria for this book club. In fact, these are the only criteria we should be concerned with. Whatever book you choose, it needs to be about Indigenous people, and it needs to be written by an Indigenous author.

			I know. That leaves a lot of options, but don’t overthink it. Let me overthink it for you, at least to start. I’m an expert at overthinking; I have anxiety, after all. In all seriousness, there are a lot of things to sift through before choosing the right book to start a club with. A good question is, “What kind of book do I want to read?” Because just saying you want to read an Indigenous book doesn’t give you a lot to go on. In Canada today, even though we still don’t have quite the equitable share in the publishing world that we should have, we’re getting there, and that means there are many books being published by Indigenous writers, about several different subjects, and in a number of different genres.

			I searched “Indigenous writers in Canada” on the internet and got forty-two authors in less than a second. It was a good mix, too. Poets, novelists, children’s authors, young and old, Métis, and a number of First Nations are represented. There’s the late great Richard Wagamese, and another icon I idolized growing up, Thomas King. In that group of trailblazers were also Tomson Highway, Michelle Good, Maria Campbell, Harold R. Johnson, Lee Maracle, and Beatrice Mosionier. Then there are the likes of Cherie Dimaline, katherena vermette, Billy-Ray Belcourt, Joshua Whitehead, Richard Van Camp, Waubgeshig Rice and Wab Kinew (just to get the Wabs out of the way), Tanya Tagaq and Tanya Talaga (likewise for the Tanyas), Warren Cariou (my first Indigenous editor), Eden Robinson, Niigaanwewidam Sinclair, and so many more (I’m going to stop because I know I’ll forget somebody and it’ll bother me for days). There are children’s authors, too. Monique Gray Smith, Julie Flett, Melanie Florence, Jenny Kay Dupuis, Nicola I. Campbell, and Phyllis Webstad. There’s even a guy named David A. Robertson, although under his name, there’s a picture of some smiley white dude in a shirt and tie and a Casio watch (I love that watch, though).

			See what I mean? There are a lot of us, and more are getting published all the time. But what will help narrow things down isn’t asking who we should read but rather what we should read about. From there, we can whittle it down a bit more until we come up with a first choice. I’ve written a lot already about how reconciliation is a movement that has countless moving parts; it is not only about the Indian Residential School System, although that will always, and should always, be the centrepiece. It’s about community building, which stories do. It’s about representation, which stories are also especially good at. It’s about addressing the historical and contemporary trauma of Indigenous people in colonial Canada, beyond the Indian Residential School System. There are stories that offer those teachings, but there is also learning about Indigenous people, families, experiences, and communities without looking through the lens of trauma. It might be there, of course, but it’s not what drives the story forward. It’s not the reason why the story is being told. It’s equally important to learn about all the beautiful things that Indigenous people are and what we can offer. Cultures, languages, ways of living, values, beliefs, traditions, and, weaving all of this together, Story.

			Let’s talk about Richard Wagamese. The first book in your new Indigenous Book Club, the last book that Richard wrote, and one that remains unfinished, is Starlight.

			Why Starlight?

			It is a novel that, while heavy with trauma—it addresses spousal abuse and the foster care system—is not anchored by that trauma. Rather, it’s anchored by characters with agency or who develop agency, and the relationships that build between humans who happen to be Indigenous and non-Indigenous. Finally, it’s a story that displays all the characteristics of a strong, stereotype-breaking Indigenous character, in such a way that articulates, better than any novel I’ve ever read, the concept of Blood Memory. Blood Memory is when the lives and experiences of your ancestors live within you, woven into the fabric of your DNA.

			Frank Starlight is a protagonist who continually (in a non-repetitive way) refuses to acknowledge his Indigeneity as a source for his connection to the land, but who clearly feels that connection because of who he is: a strong, generous, capable, gentle Indigenous man. Starlight presents the reader with an alternative to the stereotypical image of the Indigenous character we are so familiar with in popular culture.

			Frank is richly Indigenous but is not bound by any one concept of what being Indigenous is, or what it should be. There is so much to unpack in this novel, not the least of which is a discussion of where the story was headed when it abruptly but poignantly ends. It leaves the reader with characters that are so well written that they live on; in turn, it is left to the reader to decide what will happen in the story, and it presents, as gifts, characters that can live on with us.

			Please know that whatever book you choose, it will offer you something important. As long as it is a book about Indigenous people, by an Indigenous author, to ensure accuracy, truth, and autonomy in the characters and their journey.
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			Week #3

			ENGAGE WITH INDIGENOUS SOCIAL MEDIA

			SOCIAL MEDIA CAN be a toxic environment. It wasn’t always that way, but you have to be cognizant of it now. A common problem is that immediate information has led to immediate reaction. Reaction without all the information. There are far too many examples, but suffice it to say that when I see something trending on social media, I’ve trained myself to wait a day or two before reacting, if I do at all, because there will always be more information that recontextualizes an incident or event. In the Indigenous community, it might be that somebody is called out for being a “pretendian” (a non-Indigenous person passing themselves off as an Indigenous person). There is an immediate reaction, and while the revelation can often be true, there have been times when it is not. It harms the community, and it possibly damages a person’s reputation unnecessarily. Following accounts of people who share measured responses based on facts can help to navigate a divisive, difficult, and growing issue.

			But social media can also be an incredible source of information. Some accounts avoid toxicity altogether, and instead focus on positive and empowering topics. There are accounts that share Indigenous languages—words of the day—and this helps both in language revitalization and in teaching non-Indigenous people some words in a language. Some accounts share upcoming events that you can mark on your calendar, like Indigenous concerts, Indigenous book festivals, and Indigenous conferences or gatherings, and if you can’t make it due to geography or time constraints, there are often accounts that have summarized or live-tweeted presentations, or filmed and shared moments (when it’s appropriate to do so). Some accounts will address a complex issue and break it down so that it’s easy to understand if you don’t have background or experience.

			Social media can be an effective way to mobilize. Following the right people online can help you find out about gatherings, marches, or protests that are happening in your area, that you can attend and take part in. While social media can be used to quickly spread disinformation, it’s also one of the most effective ways to quickly and efficiently pull people together when something has happened that necessitates that kind of response. I’m thinking here about a recent incident in response to a call to ban books about sexual orientation and gender identity from all classrooms and libraries, led by a former school trustee and grandmother, and directed toward the Brandon School Division. Hundreds of people came together to ensure that this ban was voted down by trustees, and it was, in a 6–1 vote. Many people, I am certain, found out about the meeting online and chose to attend as a result. Without the presence of a community of concerned people, who knows how that vote might have gone. Mobilizing doesn’t have to be done physically, either. People can come together online, and social media is a good way to accomplish this. When The Great Bear was banned, a board meeting was held in person and online. People were able to ask questions online (although the organizers controlled what questions were read aloud) that were answered by those responsible for pulling the book. I, along with other interested parties, shared news of the public meeting, and though I don’t know the number of people that “showed up,” I do know it would have been a healthy audience that came out to support the return of The Great Bear to classrooms and libraries.

			I’ve loved making contact with teachers, students, and readers on social media and sharing aspects of my family life that help people feel more connected to me. Again, I’m a big believer in community, and making those connections is vital in the process of community building. I love going to education conferences and having teachers come up to me, just wanting to say hi because they feel like they know me (and they do). Some of the educators and readers who follow me have also found their way to my wife, who is much funnier and more engaging on social media. Many people are aware that I tend to fall asleep at weird times and in weird places because my wife posts videos of me after I’ve nodded off, snoring on a chair at the dining room table, or sitting outside by the pool with a book on my
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