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Foreword

I have always looked up to Doug. He has been my neighbour here on 
the Indian Brook First Nation for nearly thirty years. Doug is one of 
the most respected Elders that I know.

One beautiful day in December, Doug invited me over to his house 
for some tea. He explained to me that he wanted to talk to me about 
something important. He also explained that he was busy that week 
and would not be home until that Saturday. He asked if I could come 
over to his place and that 10:30 a.m. would be a good time. I had plans 
that day, but when an Elder such as Doug invites you over for tea, you 
make sure that you clear your day. 

“Is he ok? Am I in trouble?” are some things that were going through 
my mind. That week ended up being pretty long. Just getting an invite 
from Doug and being able to spend some precious moments with him 
is an honour in itself. Doug has always had a mysterious way of doing 
things, but they always had a purpose.

A few months earlier, in October, Doug had me over to his home 
and was telling me about a book that he’s been working on and that 
he planned on releasing it in the spring. At that time, he mentioned 
that he wanted to have a launch in the community and wondered if I 
would be there to speak at the opening of the launch.

That Saturday morning when I went over to Doug’s, his wife 
Michelle had made a nice light breakfast for us all. Doug introduced 
me to his friend Errol Sharpe and told me that Errol was the one who 
was helping him with his book, which he’s been working on for the 
past few years. During breakfast, while Errol was talking about the 
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book and how far along it was, it was in those moments that I realized 
that when Doug had asked me to write the opening for the launch of 
his new book, he was actually asking me to write the foreword! My 
heart went up into my throat and my eyes filled with humble tears. 
With Doug being such a great man, whom so many look up to, being 
asked to write the foreword for his book is undoubtfully the highest 
honour I have ever been given.

My life is very busy. But not nearly as busy as Doug’s. Doug used 
to be an avid golfer. He loved golf. When he wasn’t travelling for 
work or being asked to be in another community, he could be found 
on the golf course with his close friends. He used to be gone bright 
and early, at the crack of dawn. One evening, we happened to get 
home at the same time and I said, “Doug, a little late getting out on 
the course today?” Doug replied with that beautiful ear-to-ear smile 
of his and said, “Oh no, it was such a beautiful day, I decided to do 
another round of eighteen in the afternoon.” Here was a man double 
my age, with double the energy! I later told my mother about how 
Doug made me laugh and she replied, “Oh yeah, he loves his golf, and 
I think he may only have one lung.”

I remember travelling to Ottawa one time to sing with our drum 
group. While we were there, I got talking with someone at the Odawa 
Native Friendship Centre. I introduced myself and right away they 
asked, “Are you related to Doug Knockwood?” I replied, “I sure am. 
He’s my neighbour, and my grandfather grew up with him. I’m pretty 
sure that we are cousins.” They replied, “Oh Doug is such a great man. 
He is one of our Elders here and has helped so many people. We all 
love Doug.”

Doug has always been such a humble man. He is very soft-spoken, 
but his words have so much meaning. Over the years I became quite 
amazed by how many people knew him from coast to coast. I was more 
amazed when I would hear stories from others about how many lives 
he has touched and how many people he has helped.

This past November, it was such an honour to watch Doug on 
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tv. He was invited to take part in the national Remembrance Day 
ceremonies in Ottawa. When they invited the veterans to lay down 
their wreaths on the cenotaph, Doug was honoured by leading the 
veterans and being the very first one to lay his wreath.

Doug never talks or brags about the things that he does, where 
he goes or what he has coming up. He just seems to do it. It is who 
he is. He just seems to pop up everywhere, doing what he does in 
helping others.

As I write this, I feel blessed to have had the opportunity to be a part 
of Doug’s life over the years — his kind knowing eyes, his wonderful 
smile and his great big heart. One does not ask to be an Elder. It is 
earned by the trials, tribulations, lessons, teachings and journeys of 
one’s life. Doug is a true Elder. He lives and posseses all of the sacred 
grandfather teachings. He is a person of unconditional love, vast 
wisdom, upmost respect, true courage, a person of honesty who lives 
in truth and is full of humility. Doug is a true gift from the Creator.

Wela’lin Doug. Kesalul Doug.
Brian Knockwood
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Part One

The Early Years
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Newville Lake
Newville Lake is a beautiful glacial lake in Cumberland County, 
Nova Scotia. It is about ten kilometres north of Parrsboro on the No. 2 
Highway to Amherst, near the community of Halfway River. From 
Newville Lake the water flows south to the Bay of Fundy on one side 
and north on the other. In the early days, before refrigeration, ice was cut 
from the lake each winter. The ice was packed in sawdust, and some of it 
was transported to Springhill and Amherst. Special trains used to travel 
from Parrsboro to take people north to watch sleigh races on the lake. 
On its shores, there was a lumber mill which employed several people. In 
later years, a thriving blueberry business operated in the community. 
 It was in this small rural community that Doug Knockwood grew 
up with his parents, Ann Mary and Freeman Bernard Knockwood, and 
their extended family. His nearby relatives included his grandfather 
Sam, who was blind, yet for Doug a great teacher, his uncle John, who 
lived on the Franklin Manor Reserve, five kilometres north of Newville 
Lake, his uncles Isaac and Henry, his brother Ralph and sister Mary 
Evelyn. This is where Doug begins his story.

My Early Childhood
I was born in the coal-mining town of Springhill, Nova Scotia, on 
December 11, 1929, to my proud parents, Freeman Bernard and 
Ann Mary Knockwood. They lived at Newville Lake, Halfway River, 
Cumberland County, a small village nine miles north of Parrsboro 
and twelve miles southeast of River Herbert. Newville Lake was three 
miles away from Franklin Manor, a Mi’kmaw reserve back in the bush. 
We did not live on the reserve, as my grandfather had the presence 
of mind in his younger days to buy property around the lake. That’s 
where the homestead was. My father worked in the lumber woods 
nearby. He made a home for us, building a nice house on top of the 
hill overlooking the lake. There was a lumber mill at Newville Lake.
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Newville Lake, circa 1950

Doug at Newville Lake, July 2015
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Newville Lake is where I first 
started to appreciate life, I guess. 
I started to see things as I grew 
older. The lake was so beautiful. 
I remember the music that came 
from this beautiful lake in the 
summer. I did not know that I was 
living in paradise until much later 
on in my life. I have fond memories 
of this remote area of Cumberland 
County.

My childhood was very happy 
as I recall. My mother was always 
home for me and gave me a lot of 
love. I was the third boy. My first 

brother died shortly after his birth. My second brother, Ralph, lived 
with my grandfather. Four years after I was born, my sister Mary 
Evelyn came along and upset the applecart for yours truly.

My dad was an excellent ball player. He also played hockey and 
was a boxer. He had been educated at a school called St. Pat’s Home 
for Boys, a boarding school in Halifax. My dad’s father took him there 
when he was old enough to go to school and never went back to get 
him. It was in that school that he grew up. When he was sixteen he 
came out of the school and lived around the area until he married 
my mother. St. Pat’s school was run by the Catholic diocese. There 
were different students every semester, but because my father didn’t 
have anywhere to go he stayed at the school all the time. The teachers 
were Catholic brothers, and the government paid for my father to go 
there. Non-Native people had to pay for going to the school. I didn’t 
hear very much about his life. I just know that he went through that 
school until grade ten and came out with a good education. In those 
days grade ten was a good high school education.

When I was growing up, a lot of people from the community, both 

Ann Mary Knockwood
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Native and non-Native, used to 
come to our house and have 
my dad write letters for them. 
We got along very well because 
Mom always made baskets, and 
if Dad wasn’t working in the 
woods he’d be home helping 
my uncle John make handicrafts. 
Uncle John taught him how to 
make things. Dad also helped 
Mom make baskets. We always 
had, not huge meals, but they 
were big according to us. I was 
taught by my dad and my uncle 
to respect people when they 
talked and listen very carefully. 
So I respected my dad until the 
end. He was always my dad.

I remember my grandfather, 
Sam Knockwood. He lived across the road from our house next to the 
lake. Granddad was blind from the time of my birth until his death. 
He never knew what I looked like but he would hold me and use his 
hands to feel my facial features. He said he knew what I looked like 
that way. He was in my estimation the most intelligent man I ever 
knew. During my childhood we spent a lot of time together, out of 
both necessity and love. The things that he taught me will stay with 
me for the rest of my life — like how to read the environment, how 
to read people.

My grandfather was well known in that part of the country. When 
he could still see, he had worked in the woods as a log driver and he 
played the harmonica. I don’t know when he went blind but I know 
that while he never knew what his grandchildren looked like through 
his eyes, he knew what we looked like through his hands. My first 

Freeman Bernard Knockwood

Exc
erp

t



6

Doug Knockwood, Mi’kmaw Elder

memory of him was of being a 
toddler and sitting on his knee 
while he played the harmonica 
for me and told me stories. I 
loved that old man. He needed 
a shave most of the time, but he 
didn’t need a haircut as he was 
bald — the only Indian man 
who had a bald head — but 
that didn’t matter. I was always 
busy talking to him. He could 
not see the light of day but 
he could lighten your load of 
worries by his uncanny way of 
talking about life as he lived it. 
The vast amount of knowledge 

that this man carried with him and shared so freely with me has been 
with me all my life.

Those times when he would hold me on his knee and sing tunes 
to me and tell me stories were training for me although I did not rec-
ognize it at the time. My only interest then was that he was holding 
and loving me at the same time. I remember his earlobes were very 
soft and I would put one thumb in my mouth and grasp his earlobe 
between my index finger and thumb on the other hand. As I grew older 
I went from sitting on his knee to standing at his side or sitting next 
to him, always listening to whatever he was doing at different times 
of day or night. Often he would be in conversation with older people, 
and I would sit very quietly as I did not want to be asked to leave the 
room by my mom. When I talk with people of my generation, they 
tell me that when they had the opportunity to listen to their elder kin 
talk, it was the same procedure.

In his younger days, my grandfather played his harmonica for 
dances. He was a one-man band. When Blind Sam played, everyone 

Sam (Blind Sam) Knockwood
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listened. I agree with the white man’s expression, “He could make that 
harmonica talk.” He wanted his grandson to learn other instruments. 
He supplied me with three stringed instruments and an accordion. 
The only instrument I learned to play a tune on was the mouth organ, 
but I could not hold a candle to my granddad’s playing. In those early 
days a lot of dances were held in people’s houses, and usually there 
was only one musician to supply the music. My granddad would blow 
out three harmonicas a night.

My granddad did not tell me that he was an honest man. I remem-
ber one time he was trying to help with the upkeep of our house by 
selling baskets that my mom had made. Along the way he met the 
local priest, who asked the price of the basket. My granddad said 
50 cents. The priest thought that was a little steep, but my granddad 
stuck to his guns, saying he “had to make a bit of money on the bas-
kets.” The priest asked, “How much did you pay for the basket?” and 
my granddad said, “Nothing for it.” Everyone had a good laugh. The 
priest bought the basket.

It was a very hard road that my grandfather travelled in his life. 
While I shared part of that life, I did not know how many hardships he 
endured. Part of the time that I lived with him was when he went out 
to make some money for food for his family. Because of his blindness 
he could not work at any kind of employment. As a result he was given 
a letter that he could pass out to people on the road. I remember the 
words on it as if it were today: To Whom It May Concern. The bearer 
Sam Knockwood is blind and unable to work. Any assistance that you can 
render him would be appreciated.

He would get on the bus or train and travel to a nearby town and 
walk all day. Sometimes he would go home in the evening or he might 
stay overnight at a relative’s home. I would often go with him all day 
until the bus or train would bring us back to our home in Newville 
Lake. But a lot of times we would walk to Parrsboro, nine miles away, 
and return after walking all day. I would be so tired that I would some-
times have to climb on my granddad’s back until I was rested enough, 
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usually a couple of miles, and I would continue walking with him. 
Sometimes we would be given a drive by someone who recognized us, 
but there was not very much traffic in those days so as a result we did 
not hitchhike. When we arrived home my mom would be so happy. 
We always brought something home for her and my little sister. They 
were the only ones left at home. Sometimes I would be so tired that 
I could not stay awake long enough for supper.

All of our conversations were in our own language. It was a very 
interesting and educational time in my life. As I reflect back on 
those times today, I see that we did not have very much. But on the 
other hand, we had the world, our world. We had kinship, love and 
understanding. There was always someone to listen to us when we 
talked, but we also learned a lot by listening. Those times were very 
educational for the young.

My granddad was allowed to travel on the old railway for free. You 
see he was not always blind. Before he went blind, he worked in the 
woods. It was an accident in the woods that made him blind. He was 
a river driver, transporting the logs to a mill site. In those early days, 
the coal from Springhill was taken to Parrsboro and loaded on the 
coal boats in the harbour.

July 1st was known as Miner’s Picnic day. The picnic was held in 
Parrsboro at the beach. There were extra trains put on for that day for 
miners and their families. The extra trains went ahead of the regular 
trains. On one occasion a few miners missed the special train to 
Springhill and had to catch the regular train. The conductor of the 
regular train warned those gentlemen that he would not tolerate any 
harassment of his passengers or they would be put off the train. Of 
course, they promised the world so they could get on the train and 
figured that once the train was moving, there would not be any need 
to heed the request of the conductor. The train was in the vicinity of 
Lakelands and Halfway River when the miners decided they would 
have a little fun. The conductor went to the passenger car that they 
were travelling on and warned them for the last time. He said that he 
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would stop the train and put them off. The miners let him know that 
they were going to stay on the train. My grandfather and the conductor 
were very good friends, and Granddad happened to be on that train 
that day. The good conductor came forward to the coach my granddad 
was travelling in and said that he had to put six or seven miners off 
the train. The conductor figured he would need some assistance and 
asked my granddad to help him in this little episode. The train was 
stopped and the minors were kicked off. And from that day forward 
my granddad and his family were allowed to travel for free. As I grew 
older and the train crew grew older, they always reminded me of this 
little confrontation and how Sam the Mi’kmaq was able to quell the 
miner’s uprising and help throw them off the train.

Later, when he was blind, my grandfather would arrive home and 
the trainmen would help him off the train. They would leave him 
between the rails and he would walk to the crossroad, where my 
brother and I would meet him. Even after he was blind he was a great 
walker. He would sometimes walk alone from Maccan to Newville 
Lake, a distance of approximately eighteen miles. We never heard of 
him making a wrong turn. When the highway became paved it was 
easier for him. He told me he would drag his cane along the edge of 
the pavement as he walked with one foot on the pavement and one 
on the gravel shoulder.

They talked to us in Mi’kmaq mostly, so as a result I was talking 
Mi’kmaq pretty well all of the time. My grandfather never spoke 
English around home unless people came to visit from the community.

My uncle Henry lived next to my granddad. Uncle Henry was 
married with four children, three girls and a boy. His wife’s name 
was Annie. The three girls were Freda, Ruby and Annie, who was 
nicknamed Gookie. The boy was Peter. Next to Uncle Henry lived 
Abraham Gloode and his wife Annie. They had three children, George, 
Jimmy and Josephine. A short distance beyond my uncle’s place were 
the little church and the community store.

Another of my uncles, Denny, was a big man. He was a bachelor 
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and one day he took me to Amherst. I remember this just as clear as a 
bell. We came to a restaurant, and he asked, “Are you hungry?” I said, 
“Not really.” He said, “Come on in and have something to eat.” He said 
to the girl, “He hasn’t been away from home, so give him something 
good.” So she made up a dish for me. I ate it and he ordered a good 
meal. She said, “Will you have soup with that, sir.” And he asked, 
“What kind of soup is it?” and she said, “Chicken.” He said, “That 
sounds good.” He took the bowl and it was chicken broth. We called 
the waitress over. She said, “Yes sir?” He said, “Would you take that 
back to the kitchen? Let the chicken walk through it one more time.” 
She had to bust out laughing too.

Uncle Denny could make anybody laugh. He was a jokester. He 
was full of fun. He worked in the woods all his life until he became 
a fireman in the mill. So he always got along well in the white man’s 
world. Of course, he never got into trouble ’cause he was a big man, 
200–300 pounds. But could he ever dance, holy shit! He could put 
those young fellows to shame. He’d step dance. God, he was light on 
his feet.

A lot of people came to visit at our home when I was young. A lot 
of Mi’kmaw people came. They worked and lived close by, and there 
was a lot of camaraderie. I especially remember my uncles coming to 
visit, Uncle Henry and Uncle Isaac. They always hooked names on us 
when we were children. My uncle Isaac called me Douglas Way. He 
would say, “Douglas Way, how are you, Douglas Way.” Uncle Isaac 
was married and had one child. He died early in life. My uncle Isaac 
lived on Athol Road but he came to visit a lot, usually on Sundays. He 
sure had a beautiful voice. I did not mind going to church on those 
Sundays when he was asked to sing in the old Mi’kmaw way. When 
he would go to church in the town of Parrsboro the priest would ask 
the choir to relinquish their time that day. My uncle would sing in 
our own language. Everyone always paid him compliments. Because 
of Uncle Isaac people always remembered our family.

Uncle John was my favourite uncle. He never spoke English in his 
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life. He was a single man who lived on the Franklin Manor Reserve, 
in the bush. I would call this man a master craftsman. People would 
come from many places if they wanted something made. He could 
duplicate just about anything that was made of wood. Because he 
could not communicate in the English language, I don’t think he ever 
got enough pay for his hard labour.

My sister and I used to go to his camp and visit when I was five 
years old. He would always have something to give us to take home. 
Sometimes mother would go with us. We liked that because we would 
in all probability stay overnight. We never got lost, as there was always 
a footpath. It was approximately four miles as the crow flies. We did 
not have flashlights. We had lanterns fueled by oil. One night I went 
with him from our house. My mom let me go. It’s strange. I was not 
afraid. My uncle would stop every now and then to explain some of 
the nightlife, the winged creatures along with the night crawlers. I was 
so excited to be travelling in the woods after dark and I enjoyed his 
company. I remember our walks through the woods and being by the 
campfire in the evenings. It is this time in life that every young person 
should have in their book of memories. My fondest memories of this 
man were sharing those wonderful times with him.

We used to run out onto the bank and watch the buses go by and 
dream of travelling on them. This one time the guy who was driving 
said, “Do you want to be a bus driver when you grow up?” and I said, 
“Yeah,” and he said, “You keep watching and you’ll learn how to drive.” 
So he took me in the bus and I sat up front. They had the engine in 
the middle. The bus driver was over here and the big engine was here 
and there was a seat beside it.

When my sister was old enough, I set up a bus in the bushes a little 
way from the house. Didn’t want to mess up the yard. We had seats. 
We borrowed chairs from the kitchen. One fellow, Lorrie Rector, came 
in and he said, “What’s this?” I said, “Bus.” “That’s what I thought it 
was,” he said. That made me feel pretty good. My sister and I used to 
sit in that. We didn’t have much to play with.
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Sometimes I drive to Newville Lake from Shubenacadie just for the 
wonderful memories. I cherish a photo of Uncle John in front of his 
log cabin on Franklin Manor Reserve, where we spent so many happy 
hours. I remember how peaceful those days were and I regret the vast 
amount of history and life stories that I missed because, like the wind, 
I did not grasp the knowledge as it was being handed down to me by 
people like my grandfather and Uncle John. This was Indian educa-
tion from my family being passed from one generation to the next.

My memory of those great men still lingers in my daily living as 
they were a part of that early childhood education, which I hope 
will be passed on through these pages, not only to my own offspring 
but for the rest of the young population of Indian Brook and other 
communities who need this type of learning to help them be proud 
of who they are.

Uncle John — John Knockwood, at his cabin in Franklin Manor
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Residential School
Shubenacadie Indian Residential School opened in 1930. It was 
one of 130 such schools in Canada that were funded by the federal 
government. The first residential schools opened in western Canada 
in 1883. Sixty percent of the schools were run by the Catholic 
Church, and it is estimated that as many as 150,000 children went 
through the residential school system. In 1920 the Indian Act was 
amended to make it compulsory for Indian children aged between 7 
and 15 to attend residential school. The last of these schools closed in 
1996. While the total number of children who died in these schools 
is unknown, Justice Murray Sinclair, the chair of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, says that the mortality rate in some 
schools was as high as 60 percent. The Shubenacadie school was the 
only residential school in the Maritimes. Children from Mi’kmaw, 
Maliseet and Passamaquoddy Nations were forced to attend the 
school. 
 Isabelle Knockwood, one of Doug’s cousins and a long-time con-
fidant, was a resident at the Shubenacadie school. In her book Out of 
the Depths, she records the stories of many of the surviving residents. 
Knockwood tells of horrendous abuse of children. At the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission hearings in Halifax, survivors testified that 
they witnessed Father Mackey, the director of the school, murder two 
young girls by drowning them. Stories of children in the schools being 
used for medical experimentation abound. These schools were touted as 
educational institutions, but their real purpose was “to kill the Indian in 
the child.” Douglas Freeman Knockwood is one of the survivors.

Taken Away
My education was cut short as I was taken from my happy home to 
a life of turmoil. It was cut off in mid-stream. There was no parting 
of the ways from my granddad, no chance to say goodbye to my 
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spiritual leader and trusted friend. I abruptly went from this life to 
a life that was very, very cruel.

My brother Ralph was already in residential school. When I was 
five years old, it was my turn. One day my uncle John and I arrived 
home and the Mounted Police were at the house. They reached for 
me saying that I had to go with them. It was a very sad situation as 
my whole family was at home.

I don’t know what happened that day. My dad was working in the 
woods and he came out for some reason, whether he was sick or what? 
He was lying down in the bedroom when the Mounties came to pick 
me up to take me to the residential school. Of course, my mother was 
all nerved and didn’t know what to do and she was crying. She woke 
Dad up and he said, “What’s going on out there?” The Mounties said, 
“We’re taking Freeman Douglas to the residential school. He has to 
go.” My father said, “Oh, no. He’s not going to the residential school 
by Mounties. If he has to go, I’ll take him.” And they said, “He has to 
be on the train tomorrow.” I remember my dad saying to them, “Don’t 
worry about me.” The next morning they were there, sitting across the 
road when we got on the bus. If I hadn’t been on that bus they would 
have taken me to residential school away from my family. Dad and I 
took the bus to Maccan to catch the train. Uncle John went back to 
his camp very lonely and with a heavy heart, blaming himself, saying 
if he had not brought me home I would not have been taken away. 
We had a tough time convincing him that it would have happened 
anyway. For me it was my first trip on the Advocate bus to Maccan. I 
used to watch the bus as it passed by my door twice a day.

In Maccan we met Susan Hood. She asked my dad if he would 
take her son Tommy with us and we did. He was a playmate of mine. 
In that area we all visited each other. It wasn’t very far. We walked it 
sometimes — eighteen miles. The big train arrived in Maccan and we 
three musketeers boarded the train. Springhill Junction was a fueling 
stop for coal and water. It was about a twenty-minute stop. And lo 
and behold my little friend Frankie Pictou came on board. Like the 
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good gentleman he was, he said that we could all travel together and 
relieve Mrs. Pictou of the trip. So we had a fun trip to Shubenacadie.

When we got to Shubenacadie we were taken up to the residential 
school by horse and buggy. When we got to the school they put the 
run to Dad right away and told him to go back on the train. That was 
the only time in my young boyhood that I ever saw my dad sad. So 
Dad went back on the carriage that had brought us up to the school.

My brother, who had already been there for two years, was just over 
across the way from me. I was happy to see Ralph, but he said, “Don’t 
come over. Don’t come near me.” He said, “They’ll beat you.” So I 
couldn’t go and put my arms around him or anything. I was crying. 
He said again, “Don’t come over. They’ll beat you.” And he kept saying 
that to me so I didn’t go. Later I met him and we talked a little bit. I 
was younger so I was in a different bracket. He was over across the way 
from me and I wasn’t allowed to talk to him. I wasn’t allowed to speak 
to him. It was the start of a way of life that I had never experienced 
before. For the next year and a half I was a prisoner. I experienced a lot 
of abuse both physical and sexual. I couldn’t speak a word of English 
as my dad was never home long enough for us to learn English even 
though he was fluent in the lingo. My only mode of communication 
was Mi’kmaq, and I was not allowed to speak in my mother tongue.

Shubenacadie Indian Residential School
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I was terrified that first night. I cried and called for my mother. That 
was the start of many, many nights that I cried myself to sleep. I was 
devastated. I could not comprehend what I had done, why I could 
not talk to my brother, my own flesh and blood. I was crying all the 
time because I was never so alone in my entire life. I always had my 
mom and my dear grandfather to support me. I cried constantly, and 
the nuns would slap my hand and sometimes my face.

When we were still living at home, at Christmas time we always 
had lots of things. Mom and Dad both worked and made baskets. 
We got along fairly well because Mom always had baskets and if Dad 
wasn’t working in the woods for a lumberman he’d be home helping 
my uncle John make handcrafts. That’s how Dad learned. Uncle John 
taught him how. And we always had enough food to eat. So Christmas 
at the residential school was really hard.

Dad came to visit us the first Christmas that I was at the Indian 
residential school. He arrived with a load of goodies and my brother 
said we had to eat as fast as we could because they would take them 
away from us as soon as our dad left. After Dad got a look at what was 
happening he said he was taking us home. Dad said to Father Mackey, 
“My children never had snot running out of their noses and into their 
mouths.” He took the goodies back and said to Ralph and me, “Go 
get your clothes.” Ralph said, “We can’t do that,” and Dad said, “Yes 
you can.” Father Mackey came in and he said, “What do you want to 
do, break up the family?” And Dad said, “No, I’m taking them both 
home.” Father Mackey said, “No, you’re not. You’re going home.” 
Father Mackey ordered my dad to leave the premises. Before he left, 
Dad told Father Mackey that we would be taken out of the residential 
school. “Mark my word,” he said, “my two boys are coming out of this 
place.” Father Mackey just laughed and had the Mounties take Dad to 
the train station. They took our goodies away as well.

It was at Christmas dinner that I got sick. I had eaten too many 
goodies and the boys used to play tricks. When they were setting up 
the tables they would take the shaker, put salt in it and then put the 
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cover on loose. Of course, I was new and everyone was watching. I 
picked it up and the whole thing went into the turkey dinner. Sister 
Anderson, a big, red-faced woman, came over. “What’s going on here?” 
she said. The boys were laughing. A pile of salt was sitting on top of my 
dinner. She stirred it all up, grabbed a handful of my hair, held my head 
back and shovelled it down my throat. I threw up in my Christmas 
dinner plate, and Sister Anderson just mixed up my dinner with my 
vomit in it and forced me to eat it. She repeated this process four or 
five times. I got very sick and was put in the infirmary. I don’t know 
how long I was sick because when my brother noticed me, he said, 
“Where were you?” I said, “I don’t know, I was just upstairs.” He said, 
“God, you were gone a long time.” I guess I must have blacked out.

When I was allowed back with the general population I was fragile. 
As a result I was under constant threat. Everyone knew how vulner-
able I was. I became the young boy who would not defend himself. 
As a result, my brother was in a lot of trouble because he defended 
me constantly. When your peer group can make you do anything and 
everything at any time, life is not your own anymore. It becomes a 
way of life without a future.

I did not learn anything at residential school but fear of almost 
everything. I was afraid to look out the door because I would see noth-
ing that I could understand. I lived in fear of having a bath because 
we were not allowed to bathe ourselves. As a result, there was a lot 
of sexual advantages taken on our bodies as we had to bathe in huge 
bathtubs. Usually there were adolescents doing the bathing. It was a 
painful ordeal that we had to experience twice a week. We were not 
allowed to talk about it. Can you picture a five-year-old wondering 
what he had done to deserve this kind of treatment? At home we may 
not have had too much material-wise, but we were taught from the 
old blind man and a very loving mother that there was more to life. 
There have been reams of paper written about residential schools. I 
don’t have to elaborate, but I want to let you know the vast difference 
between the school and our original way of life with my loving family.
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When my dad went home after that first Christmas, he went to 
the courthouse in Amherst and opened a case for Knockwood versus 
the residential school. I have tried to find out but I don’t know much 
about what went on.

Later we came out at vacation time. We came home and I was 
crying. “You’re not going to get us out,” I said. My father said, “Don’t 
worry, you’re coming out.” He said there was a date to release us. We 
were only back about six weeks, not very long, when we came out. 
When we were leaving, my father said, “Thank you for your hospi-
tality, Father Mackey. I told you my boys were coming out of here.” 
Father Mackey didn’t laugh at him that time. My father won. He beat 
the system. He was the only Indian to ever take his children out of 
the residential school through the court system. And he fought the 
battle himself.

Years later when my wife Kathy was going to Ottawa as part of her 
job, I said to her, “If you get a chance, see if you can haul out my papers 
and read them.” She came home one night and said, “They didn’t 
think much of your father.” And she told me what was in the affidavit.

The stay at the residential school was a living hell. I lived that hell 
for half of my lifetime, long after I left. I am not proud of that half of 
my life. After residential school the hurt and the anger did not subside 
until my mid-life.
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