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Finding a path 
toward healing 
As a Royal Commission looks at Native residential schools, the 

United Church seeks new ways to redress missionacy mistakes. 

Long before the Government decided to become responsi­
ble for the physical welfare of the Indian, however, the 
Christian churches had a definite program for his educa­
tion and his religious training . .. wherever there is a 
school there is also reserve work, and rme of the most impor­
tant parts of the task is the follow-up of the young folk 
after school that they may not relapse into paganism. 
- fr011i "Our Work Among the Indians of 
Canada," The Missionary Monthly,June 
1926. 

N
ow we know what happened. 
For many years, the 
Canadian government and 
the Roman Catholic, 

Presbyterian, Anglican and United 
Churches took Native children from 
their parents and placed them in 
residential schools. There they learned 
English instead of their own language, 
book-learning instead of tn:pping, and 

Christianity instead of a spirituality that was 
intensely bound up in the land and the creatures 
- including the people - who belonged to it 

Conditions at the schools varied. Some children 
were hungry, abused, humiliated. Stewart Foister 
of Saskatoon told a Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples consultation in Ottawa in November how he 
was "strapped for speaking my Native language in 
school." The message, he says, was clear. "I would be 
better off white." 

Shirley O'Connor, a family counsellor in Sioux 
Lookout, Ont., explains how, at the residential school 
her father attended, children were "all made to stand 
in a row, and take turns spitting" on anyone who 
reverted to their own language. 

~ There are happy stories. Dorothy Gowen, a 
i United Church member from Calgary who taught 
~ on the Stoney Indian Reservation at Morley, Alta., 
~ in the early 1940s, remembers a place where children I were "encouraged to be proud of their heritage," 
8 and parents, students and staff treated one another 

kindly. The day she received news her fiance was 
missing in action, she was taking the youngest girls 
- all of whom loved wearing military hats or jack­
ets - for a walk. Gowen, who didn't speak Cree, 
was always accompanied by an older girl on these 
walks, so the children could speak their own lan­
guage. "Anna Beaver," she explains, "always wore 
an Air Force cap. But she had taken hers off, and 

had made every 
child take off any­
thing associated 
with the RCAF. 
She felt it would 
be too poignant a 
reminder for me." 

Brandon , ... , 
Resldentlal 
School, 1961. 


